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Introduction

With the maturing of open and distance education (ODE) in the Asia region, practitioners and institutions are
beginning to focus more on research issues. It does appear that research, which used to be regarded as rather
ancillary to the major challenge of launching and operating programs, is beginning to be valued, indeed, needed
for the next stage of program development and institutional enhancement.  Given the developments in the field of
education in general, and the phenomenal growth of distance and open education in Asia, it will be fair to say that
research can play a significant role in the future directions of distance education.

Empirically grounded information, if timely and well presented to policymakers and leading practitioners, can
assist decision-making processes in open and distance education.  At stake are effective use of critical resources
that affect national development, the mass education and egalitarian perspective to access to education for all, the
need to monitor quality of instruction and the heavy reliance on effectively developed and well-structured
instructional materials

Early in this decade, UNESCO and the National Institute of Multimedia Education (NIME) in Japan conducted a
general review of distance and open education in Asia.  The status of research in the field done in Asia about
Asian  programmes was touched upon on scantily.   The Open University of Hong Kong has launched a major
comparative study of the administrative styles, educational processes, and outcome assessment strategies of
selected Asian open universities.   We hope to provide up to date information on a global basis about the status of
distance and open education in Asia.  In the process, the project will also provide some sense of the status and
direction for research in the region.

As part of this regional study, we plan to revisit the general review of the field done in the early 90s by UNESCO
and NIME.  We have invited leading professionals in ODE in the region to write sections of the study.  These
research efforts and reflective essays will help to chart the trends and needs for research in Asia for the next
decade.

This paper will focus on aspects of research in ODE in Asian Commonwealth countries. For the purpose of this
paper, Asian Commonwealth countries consist of the following, as supplied by the Commonwealth Secretariat in
London: Bangladesh, Brunei Darussalam, India, Malaysia, Maldives, Mauritius, Pakistan, Singapore, and Sri
Lanka.

We are aware that many people look at the greater Asia/Pacific region as including Australia and New Zealand.
Indeed, for some purposes, they may be considered parts of Asia. However, if they were included in this review,
then their extensive and high quality research would overshadow the paucity of materials from the aforementioned
Asian Commonwealth countries.  Indeed the infrastructure for, and output of, research in ODE from these two
countries is very impressive and valuable to Asia and the world as a whole.

The paper will discuss the evolution of research infrastructure in the context of emerging institutions and
programs for ODE in Asia, and identify some strengths and weaknesses in the research currently undertaken.  We
will focus on the needs for more research, and in particular on indigenous action-research by the practitioners as
well as by academic researchers. We hope to shed some light on the functions of research and lend support to
efforts to build research capacity in ODE in the next decade in Asian Commonwealth countries.

The Asian context for research in ODE

Open and Distance Education in Asia is expanding and diversifying at century’s end.  Asia has the more students
who study in distance mode than anywhere in the world does.  Open universities in the region have growing
enrollments, and many campus-based universities are developing “dual mode” options for adult and off-campus
learners.
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Given population growth, economic change, manpower demands, technology development, and a strong cultural
drive for learning, concern for credentials, and the maturation of ODE programs and institutions in Asia, we can
expect strong growth in this sector of higher education in early 2000.

ODE has developed in Asia with significant impetus from the Open University of the UK and extensive university
programs in Australia.  The Commonwealth system has promoted the diffusion of ODE program models and
research methodologies.   However, many nations in the region have developed indigenous systems and practices.

The trajectory of ODE research and institutional development in Asia

There is an inevitable time lag between the formation and implementation of ODE programs and research efforts
about them.  Policy-oriented research is often vital in the early stages of governments deciding to establish and
find resources for open universities and national ODE programs.   Structural, administrative and program design
information is vital at the set up stage.

In the early years of a university, building an institutional research unit is a high priority.  Governments and other
public agencies want information about ODE programs.  Administrators need information to plan their academic
programs, staffing requirements and budget strategies.  Programs must be evaluated and refocused.  Public affairs
units need institutional information to present their case to student markets and multiple constituencies.

Thus for good reason, most of the research and data gathering in ODE in Asia is very practical and locally
focused.  Much information is not intended for external uses, or indeed, is evaluative and confidential.  There is
little time to step back and look at the data from more objective standpoints or in light of cross-national themes.
Standards of data gathering are not common across countries and institutions, which makes comparisons difficult.
The language of institutional research may often be local, which is often not English, the international language of
research.

One area of active research in ODE in Asia relates to using and adapting new communication technologies to the
at-a-distance instructional process.  Open Universities in Asia are working out applications for Internet, the Web,
videoconferencing, extended broadcasting, and the like.   This takes a lot of tinkering.  Pilot activities must be
evaluated before broader programs using new technologies can be set in place.   There are enormous challenges in
adapting new technologies effectively for instructional and support services in Asian learning environments which
are resource poor and/or culturally unfamiliar with technology-based communication patterns.

These institutional and technology-based research units may aspire to broader analysis and international
collaborative research, but the local resources and staff skills are often not there.  Unfortunately, only a few
leaders of ODE institutions have persisted in supporting research units beyond the immediate demands for
practical information.  Much research in ODE was stimulated by the need to justify and validate that these
strategies for teaching and learning are cost effective when compared with campus-based options.

Research capacity is critical, for example, as ODE institutions make their cases for university status.  On the other
hand, it may be appropriate that research done by ODE institutions be somewhat different from, although not less
rigorous than, the “pure research” done in traditional universities.  In any case, there are many skeptics about
ODE in high places in the education establishments of Asian nations.   Research does in Europe or North America
that documents the quality and cost-effectiveness of ODE is often not as convincing as when the research is done
in the Asian context and communicated in local terms.   The contextual meaning of research findings in ODE is
vital (Jegede, 1998).

Strengths and weaknesses

To appreciate what has been achieved with such limited resources, and to look toward a new agenda for further
research that can assist practitioners and program leaders in the field, it is appropriate to examine the strengths and
weaknesses of what has been done to date. In a paper of this length, we cannot discuss in great detail or reach all
sources.   It is remarkable that, despite the shortage of research staff or time (see Jegede, 1999) to undertake
research within the Asian Commonwealth countries, some significant work has been done.  There is no shortage
of motivation and goodwill.   One hears an easy consensus for the need to do more research and to base decisions
on empirically sound information.  Some of the open universities have established research centres and
organisations.  As mentioned by Yuen & Murphy (1995) ‘there is clear evidence of research taking place all over
Asia, though much of it is small scale and often unknown outside host institutions.’  The International Council for
Distance Learning (ICDL) country databases indicate distance education at the primary and secondary school
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levels are slowly gaining popularity. The number of postgraduate research studies, especially through master and
doctoral degrees focusing on distance and open education in Asia, is very few.

Expertise and time to undertake research is in short supply.  Amidst heavy teaching loads and the imperative to
create instructional materials, distance and open education staff struggle to follow up their research interests, and
must frequently put them off when pressures from other assigned tasks are heavy.  Many of the staff is not
proficient in research methodology. Many retain a simplistic, positivistic approach to research, are not conversant
with research based on qualitative or narrative designs.  A large proportion of research undertaken in distance and
open learning are case studies, and empirical experimental studies with rigorous design mechanism are glaringly
absent.  Despite the many different cultures in Asia, there is still too little research that penetrates into issues of
how ODE methods and teaching/ learning strategies actually work for various cultural groups in Asia.  There are
very few symposia or workshops that help young educators in our field to acquire research skills.  Program
managers have not developed a habit is using empirical data in thinking through their decisions.  In the past, this
was not available in any case.  In any case, empirically-based policy information tends not to be particularly
valued.  This is critical for developing a research culture.

ODE research and AAOU Conferences

The Asian Association of Open Universities (AAOU) has been a very important stimulant for research in ODE in
Asia.  Their annual meetings bring practitioners together to reflect and share information about their programs and
activities.  This meeting of the Commonwealth of Learning, occurring in Brunei, is also advancing this important
goal.  Promoting a regional research agenda is only one of many goals of such a conference.  Not all papers are
formal results of research.  Yet all show an important degree of systemic reflection on practice and efforts to
communicate key professional issues among Asian ODL educators.  In any case, the program of papers by Asian
participants gives clues about the priorities for research topics and the methodologies used to study them.

In order to sense trends in research in ODE in Asia, we have surveyed the proceedings from three recent
conferences of the AAOU.  In 1998 the AAOU met in Hong Kong; in 1997 in Malaysia; and in 1995 in Taiwan.
The table of topics by conference is included below.

Category 98 97 95 Total

Technology adaptations for ODE: 13 14 20 47

Teaching/ learning processes at a distance 10 8 11 29

Curriculum/ materials development 2 10 2 14

Characteristics of student populations 11 6 8 25

Institutional roles and functions 9 8 12 29

Delivering support services to distant learners 8 7 2 17

Collaboration/ international partnerships 5 1 6 12

Quality assurance/ evaluation 1 17 3 21

Research/ meta-reflection on ODE 2 4 5 11
___________________________________________________________________________________________

Total 61 75 69 205

Some papers might be categorised by two topics, but the dominant thrust of the paper determined its code in this
analysis.  Of course, the distribution of topics is related in part to the announced theme of the conferences.  For
example, the Hong Kong conference focused on the Asian learner, the Malaysia meeting addressed quality
assurance and the Taiwan AAOU had a theme of globalization and cooperation.  Other AAOU meetings had
themes of management (India 95), the economics of distance learning (Hong Kong 93) , and education for all
(Korea 92).  This shows the power of the theme to focus attention of researchers and reflective practitioners.  Even
so, the topics addressed were quite wide ranging in each case.
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The proceedings and reports of other conferences in the region were also studied.  The International Council for
Distance Learning (ICDL) database, ERIC Clearing house databases and the databases stored in the recently
commissioned electronic library of the OUHK were also searched for information.

Issues in building ODE research infrastructure in Asia

Our informal survey of ODE research in the Asian region yielded the following recurring issues, which appear to
be critical in the next stage in building a research infrastructure for ODE in Asia.

1. Growing need to show the quality of learning outcomes by students in ODE programs.

2. Continuing importance of showing in concrete terms the cost-benefits of ODE methods in comparison
with traditional methods.

3. Need to promote a culture of information openness, continuous institutional self- improvement, and
the independent scrutiny of program effectiveness.

4. More methodological rigor and a clearer theoretical basis for research activities.

5. Unless research is reported in English, dissemination of research findings will be limited.

6. It is important to initiate more cooperative, cross-national research in the region that analyzes different
student populations, technology applications, and program approaches.

7. Research must be responsive to policy needs, and must build more systematically on prior research in
the region as well as elsewhere.   Asian is part of a global effort to create more research-based,
practitioner-relevant knowledge about ODE.

The foundation for undertaking new work in these areas lies in the development of expertise within Asia
Commonwealth countries.  Practitioners, supported by collaborative-minded researchers, should be supported in
advancing a culture of research and reflective practice within ODE institutions and programs.   A few institutions
have established research institutes and centres. Indira Gandhi National Open University has established the
important Staff Development and Research Institute of Distance Education, and Open University of Hong Kong
has established the Centre for Research In Distance and Adult Learning.  CRIDAL’s mission is described below.

CRIDAL’s agenda for research in ODE in Asia

The Open University of Hong Kong established a Centre for Research in Distance & Adult Learning in 1997 to
meet the needs of research and researchers locally, regionally and eventually globally.  The Centre’s main
objective is to develop a distance education and open learning research culture and focus, develop critical mass of
staff and capacity building in research and collaboration with other institutions around the world on research
activities in open and distance education. As part of its current plan, the Centre has embarked on some research
activities which are of particular interests Hong Kong and East Asia, the Asia-Pacific region, and others
throughout the world who have particular interests in the outcomes of research in distance and adult learning. The
research projects include the following

• Factors that enhance achievement in open learning: A case study of high Vs low achieving students at OUHK

• Learning about Learning: A Focus on Problem-Based Learning in Distance Education

• A Database of Experts and their Expertise in Distance/Adult Education: An Asian Inventory

• A comparative study of the administrative style, educational processes, and outcomes of selected Asian open
universities.
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The last project listed above has been extended as a result of preliminary findings and forms the basis of the
presentation. It hopefully should assist with the stock taking for the 90s and especially lead to the mapping of
strategies for the next millennium.

ODE in Asia: Taking stock of the 90s and mapping strategies beyond 2000

Distance and open education has grown substantially in Asian countries in the past decade.  Demand for learning
has and will far outstrip the capacity of campus-based universities to provide time- and place-flexible education.
New programs have arisen in both open universities and as part of extension or continuing education activities of
“dual mode” universities.  Changes in the Asian regional economy, in the nature of skilled manpower needs of the
workforce and in the technologies of educational delivery have made distance education a dynamic sector of
tertiary education in Asia.

In 1990 UNESCO supported a survey, conducted by NIME in Japan, of distance education in Asia.  The CRIDAL
study returns a decade later to take stock of what has happened in the 1990s, and to look ahead at trends and
factors likely to shape distance education in the next decade.  The OUHK study will invite researchers and leading
practitioners in the field from fifteen Asian countries to write an essay on the status and direction of distance
education in their respective nations.  The major questions they will address are:

• What significant developments have occurred in open and distance education in the region during
the 1990s?  Where are we now?

• What factors will determine the nature and rate of growth for open and distance education in the next
decade?  What are we going?

• What policy imperatives and strategic initiatives are important to leaders of open and distance
education in the region?  What should we be doing?

Individual papers will describe the student profile and demographics, the learning demand and labor market
trends, new course offerings and new features of curriculum design, changes in teaching staff, trends in learning
support and assessment services, advances in program management and quality control regimes, problems of
finance for open education institutions and affordability of courses for students, technologies of instruction in use
and under development, and patterns of international collaboration. A publication is envisioned, and the World
Bank’s new website on global distance education network, whose East Asian site is at OUHK, will assist in
dissemination.

Anyone interested in participating in this region-wide project to assess the status and trends in ODE is welcome to
contact the authors at the Open University of Hong Kong.
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