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Genesis of Open 
Universities



In the beginning…

1840 Pitman’s Shorthand

1728 Boston Gazette



During Apartheid

1946 UNISA is the first distance teaching university



1969 The Open University UK: Reaching Adult Learners



1974 AIOU: people’s university 



1978 OUSL: Innovations in
science teaching



1979 China Central Radio and TV University (CCRTVU) 





National priorities & Technologies

• Access to higher 
education 
opportunities 

• Economic benefits 
of HE for 
development

• Social justice 
(apartheid and 
adult learners)



Disruption in Higher Education

Mainstream F2F 
Higher Education

Open 
Universities and 

Dual-mode 
institutions

Top-tier F2F 
Higher Education 

institutions

Time

Low-end

High-end

Online and 
blended courses

MOOCs



Key Issues for 
Higher Education



Source: https://www.education-progress.org/en/indicators

https://www.education-progress.org/en/indicators


SDG 4: Lifelong learning imperative

4.3: ensure equal 
access to affordable 
and quality tertiary 

education

4.7: integrate key 
sustainability 

concepts across the 
curriculum



Technology
• AI-Enabled Applications for Predictive, 

Personal Learning

• Generative AI

• Blurring the Boundaries between 
Learning Modalities

• HyFlex (i.e., students enrolled in a course 
can participate on site, synchronously 
online, or asynchronously online as 
preferred)

• Micro-credentials

• Supporting Students’ Sense of Belonging 
and Connectedness

Source: https://library.educause.edu/resources/2023/5/2023-educause-horizon-report-teaching-and-learning-edition



Principles on the 
Use of AI
1. Universities will support students and staff to 

become AI-literate. 

2. Staff should be equipped to support 
students to use generative AI tools effectively 
and appropriately in their learning 
experience. 

3. Universities will adapt teaching and 
assessment to incorporate the ethical use of 
generative AI and support equal access. 

4. Universities will ensure academic rigour and 
integrity is upheld.

5. Universities will work collaboratively to 
share best practice as the technology and its 
application in education evolves. 

Source: https://russellgroup.ac.uk/media/6137/rg_ai_principles-final.pdf

https://russellgroup.ac.uk/media/6137/rg_ai_principles-final.pdf


Digital divide

Internet usage / ownership of mobile phones
Globally: 60%  |  Africa: 40%

Men: 69%  |  Women: 63%
• 259 million more men than women 

were using the internet last year. 
• Women are 12% less likely to own a 

mobile phone than men. 

Sources: International Telecommunication Union (ITU) - https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/stat/default.aspx



Youth Unemployment 
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Global Commonwealth
Source: data.worldbank.org, retrieved and compiled on 7 September 2023

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.1524.ZS


Future of Jobs 2023-2027

• On demand jobs: 
AI, machine learning and IT 
related jobs

• Declining jobs:
Banking, postal services and 
data entry type jobs

Source: https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-future-of-jobs-report-2023/



Impact of the climate crisis on education

Infrastructural damage

Damage to resource and materials

Loss of data and records

Collapse of systems = Out of school youth



Education and Emissions

Direct

• Emissions from 
construction of 
schools/infrastructure

• Emissions from energy 
use in schools 

• Learner emissions

Indirect

• Emissions from 
‘development’ and 
economic growth 
associated with higher 
levels of education in a 
country



UNESCO Roadmap 2022

• QA and continuous improvement

• Flexible learning pathways and recognition, mobility

• Research and capacity development

• More robust data

• Collaboration

Source: https://www.whec2022.org/EN/homepage/Roadmap

https://www.whec2022.org/EN/homepage/Roadmap


Are OUs keeping pace with 
changing times?



Emerging Trends 
in Open Universities



Generation of OUs

1. Correspondence model (printed-text)

2. Multi-media model (Radio, TV)

3. Tele-learning model (Interactive television)

4. Flexible learning model (WWW)

5. Intelligent flexible learning model (WWW+)

(Taylor, 2001) Gen 1 Gen 2 Gen 3 Gen 4 Gen 5



33 Commonwealth 

Open Universities

(2023)

BANGLADESH
Bangladesh Open University

INDIA
Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar Open University
Dr. B.R. Ambedkar Open University 
Indira Gandhi National Open University 
Jagat Guru Nanak Dev Punjab State Open University
Karnataka State Open University 
Krishna Kanta Handiqui State Open University 
Madhya Pradesh Bhoj University 
Nalanda Open University 
Netaji Subhas Open University 
Odisha State Open University 
Pandit Sundarlal Sharma (Open) University 
Sreenarayanaguru Open University
Tamil Nadu Open University 
Uttarakhand Open University 
Uttar Pradesh Rajarshi Tandon Open University 
Vardhman Mahaveer Open University 
Yashwantrao Chavan Maharashtra Open University

MALAYSIA
Open University Malaysia 
Wawasan Open University 

PAKISTAN
Allama Iqbal Open University 

SRI LANKA
Open University of Sri Lanka

BOTSWANA
Botswana Open University
MAURITIUS
Open University Mauritius
KENYA
Open University of Kenya
NIGERIA
National Open University of Nigeria
SOUTH AFRICA
University of South Africa
TANZANIA
Open University of Tanzania
ZAMBIA
Zambian Open University

CANADA
Athabasca University
TÉLUQ

CYPRUS
Open University of Cyprus

UNITED KINGDOM
The Open University



Commonwealth of Learning (2023)



Open Learning Agency to TRU



Open University of Hongkong to MU 



Developed Developing country differences

More open 
universities in 
Asia (India and 
China).

Africa: Open 
University of 
Kenya; Botswana 
Open University.

Developed
Open University 
of Hong Kong 
became dual 
mode in 2021.

The Open 
University, UK 
planning face-to-
face university.

Developing



ODL for poverty alleviation

• Targeted to 50,000 
rural villagers

• Evidence of increase 
in income, enterprise 
profit, employment 
opportunities Source: https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/AAOUJ-09-2021-0110/full/html 



National 
University 

for the Aged,
China



OUs offering MOOCs



Microcredentials



OER 
Repositories



OUs Responding to AI

• KNOU: offers major in AI

• VUP: has a course on AI 
developed in partnership with 
COL

• Research on AI for online 
learning at Anadolu University

• OUUK: offers AI courses and 
focusing on learning design 
and assessment



Strengths

• Flexible and easy access 
(for marginalized and persons with disabilities)

• Opportunities to combine work and study

• Achieve economies of scale

• Blended approach to learning

• Innovations (team approach, use of technology)

of Open Universities



• Lingering perception of poor quality 

• Low completion rates

• Uneven learner support

• Difficulty in securing experts

• Inadequate emphasis on research

Weaknesses of Open Universities



• Competition from too many online 
providers

• Dizzying pace of technology change

• Mismatch between curriculum and 
skills requirements

• Declining investments in CPD

Threats to Open Universities



• Global acceptance of distance and 
online education

• Better technology infrastructure

• Harnessing the potential of AI

• Availability of OER

Opportunities Open Universities



From Iron Triangle to Pentagon

COST

Daniel, Kanwar, & Uvalić-Trumbić (2009). 



Future of Open 
Universities



Towards lifelong learning

Skills and short courses 
for livelihoods

More flexibility: Learners 
can move from education to 
work and back 

Staff and learners develop 
skills for lifelong learning

Multi-versity: term introduced by Clark Kerr (1963) http://openvault.wgbh.org/catalog/A_0DF915F352B044EFB1A31CCC71E8F9BF



Reducation in postgraduate students

Source: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000385723



Degree completion as 
trend for curricular 
reform

• Increased completion: IT related 
job skills, health professionals, 
engineering, leisure and fitness

• Declining completion: language 
and literature, education, liberal 
arts.

Source: https://www.visualcapitalist.com/cp/charted-most-popular-u-s-undergraduate-degrees-2011-2021/



Micro-credentials

Source: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000385723



Massification to 
personalisation

• Using existing and 
emerging technologies 

• Adopting learning 
analytics 

• Predictive analysis and 
data to identify trends



Pedagogical 
innovations
• Pedagogies using AI tools

• Metaverse for education

• Multimodal pedagogy

• Pedagogy of care in digitally 
mediated settings

• Seeing yourself in the curriculum

• Integrate Universal Design for 
Learning in all content

Source: https://www.open.ac.uk/blogs/innovating/?p=784



AI in teaching and learning

• Adaptive Learning

• Intelligent Tutoring Systems

• Gamification

• Content creation

• Assessment and feedback

Source: https://er.educause.edu/articles/2023/8/10-ways-artificial-
intelligence-is-transforming-instructional-design



Collaboration with 
labour market

• Digital skills in areas such as artificial 
intelligence, machine learning, cloud 
computing, and big data.

• Provide soft skills training through 
industry immersion to strengthen and 
expand attributes such as active learning, 
resilience, stress tolerance, and flexibility.

• Employers increasingly value meta-skills 
such as problem-solving, critical thinking, 
and creativity in today’s complex and fast-
paced work environments.

• Offer role-specific competencies/courses 
to differentiate learners in the highly 
competitive labor market.

Source: https://www.bcg.com/en-ca/publications/2023/ten-lessons-for-universities-prepare-students-future-of-work



Sensitisation

Career 
Counselling

Evaluation 
Drills

Career 
Support

Upon 
Graduation

Penultimate 
Year

After 
Induction

Before 
Admission

Employability Pathways



Three Key Literacies

Human Data Technological

Source: Joseph Aoun(2017): Robot-proof, MIT Press, https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/robot-proof 



Focus on sustainable 
development

• Greening the Curriculum to 
integrate ESD

• Greening campus and site 
operations

• Using distance and online 
learning

- Sally Caird & Robin Roy



Skills for green jobs

Skills aimed at 
fulfilling the 
requirements of 
green jobs and 
supporting the 
transition to a low-
carbon green 
economy

Green life skills

Cross-cutting skills 
that serve both 
technical, 
instrumental, and 
adaptive, 
transformative ends

Skills for a green 
transformation

Adaptive skills aimed 
at transforming 
unjust social and 
economic structures

Source: https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Brookings-Green-Learning-FINAL.pdf

Green learning agenda



Research on Emissions 
and ODL

Source: Carr et.al. Delivery Mode and Learner Emissions: Comparative Study from Botswana. W. Leal Filho and S. L. Hemstock(eds.), Climate Change and the Role of Education, Springer Nature. In Production.

Travel – greatest contributor Mode of delivery - determinant3x less carbon emissions



From ‘parity of esteem’ 
to leadership

• OU has expertise, capacity  
and resources to share

• Advocacy for ODL in national 
regulations 

• From national to regional and 
global reach



Leadership is key

Is access enough? 
Does access diminish inequality? 

Are we leading to a world in which everyone is free to learn?

How will quality open education be assured? 
What do leaders need to do?

How do  we bridge the gap between our goals and provide real 
opportunities for the millions who cannot afford education?



Thank you

The contents of this presentation, with the exception of logos and graphics which are the 
property of the respective owners, is made available under Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 
International (CC BY-SA 4.0). 

www.col.org
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