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Executive Summary
Distance education has transformed higher education worldwide by offering flexible and accessible 
learning options. Open and distance learning (ODL) applies open learning principles to digital 
platforms to reduce reliance on traditional classroom settings, thereby widening educational 
reach, and dual-mode universities enhance this paradigm by combining distance learning with 
conventional on-campus programmes. 

This report contains a systematic literature review of journal articles relating to ODL and dual-
mode universities within the higher education landscape of Commonwealth countries sourced 
from SCOPUS electronic databases. Eligible articles were written in English by at least one 
Commonwealth author and published between 2015 and 2024. The study uses the PRISMA 
guidelines for systematic reviews and, guided by the ODL research framework developed by 
Zawacki-Richter (2009), categorises research into macro-, meso- and micro-levels to examine 
emerging trends and research gaps in the field. The original framework has been marginally 
expanded to incorporate recent developments, including those influenced by post-Covid-19 shifts 
in practice and the rise of artificial intelligence (AI).

The key objectives of this review are to:

•	 analyse country contributions, levels and publication vehicles in distance education research 
within the Commonwealth context

•	 identify research gaps to guide future research in the field

•	 support the Commonwealth of Learning’s (COL) higher education initiatives in Sub-Saharan 
Africa and Asia by providing a roadmap for priorities in higher education research activities

This review highlights the significant growth of ODL research in Commonwealth countries driven 
by technological advancements, evolving educational policies and the need for accessible learning. 
By mapping the evolution, current trends and impacts of ODL research, it aims to inform strategic 
decisions and initiatives to further advance the field.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Study Background and Rationale
Distance education has revolutionised the global higher education landscape by offering flexible 
learning opportunities to diverse populations. Open and distance learning (ODL) has emerged as 
a distinct academic field that encompasses theory, practice and research in designing, delivering 
and evaluating educational experiences that transcend traditional classroom boundaries (Zongozzi, 
2020). It combines an open learning approach — which enables greater accessibility and flexibility 
in terms of the time, place and mode of study — with distance learning  — which removes the 
need for students to physically attend lectures in a traditional classroom. This shift from physical 
attendance to remote study is often supported by technology-enhanced approaches that make it 
possible for instructors and learners alike to interact, access resources and conduct or complete 
assessments outside a traditional classroom. 

Online learning requires Internet connectivity and access to other digital resources and platforms. 
Dual-mode universities provide distance learning options in addition to traditional on-campus 
programmes.

Distance education is a comparatively young academic field, having entered the scholarly arena 
only in the late 1970s and early 1980s. In the ever-changing environment of scholarship and 
academia, a field of education is often judged by the level and quality of the research articles that 
have been written about it. Establishing a robust body of high-quality research is therefore essential 
for positioning distance education as a credible and mature field within the broader academic 
landscape. This systematic literature review aims to identify, empirically examine and analyse the 
research levels and trends in both distance education in the higher education environment and 
the emergence of dual-mode universities from 2015 to 2024 in the Commonwealth. To do so, we 
analysed the levels, sub-levels and publication vehicles of Commonwealth-authored journal articles 
about ODL made available between 2015 and 2024, using a modified version of Zawacki-Richter’s 
(2009) ODL research framework. A secondary aim of this research is to identify research gaps in 
this academic field. 

Zawacki-Richter’s (2009) distance education research framework classifies distance education 
research into three levels — the macro-, the meso- and the micro-levels — each of which contains 
a series of related sub-levels. Researchers have used the framework extensively as a benchmark 
for assessing and evaluating research trends and gaps within the ODL context. However, there 
has been a major paradigm shift in the field of distance education since it was first established. 
Therefore, we collaborated with education experts at the Commonwealth of Learning (COL) to 
expand the original framework marginally (see the literature review section) to capture new trends 
in distance education that have emerged in higher education in the current Fourth Industrial 
Revolution (4IR) and post-Covid-19 world. 

This systematic literature review follows the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Page, McKenzie et al., 2021). It draws on studies that 
were published between January 2015 and October 2024, were written in English by at least 
one researcher from a Commonwealth country and refer to higher education. Potential articles 
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for inclusion were identified through a search of the SCOPUS electronic databases using the 
keywords “open distance learning,” “ODL,” “online learning,” “distance education,” “e-learning,” 
“dual-mode universities,” “blended learning,” “hybrid learning,” “mobile learning” and “flexible 
learning.” (See also section 1.2.)

1.2 Objectives and Scope of the Research
The research on which this report is based is part of COL’s Higher Education initiative, which 
places a particular focus on Sub-Saharan Africa and South and Southeast Asia. As these regions 
continue to struggle to meet the growing demand for higher education against a backdrop of 
constrained resources and persistent inequalities (Commonwealth of Learning [COL], 2023), 
the relevance of scalable, flexible and context-sensitive models of ODL and dual-mode learning is 
becoming ever more pronounced.

This review looks at research publications that are focused on ODL and dual-mode institutional 
models in Commonwealth countries, with a specific disciplinary lens on the humanities, and were 
published between 2015 and 2024. It aims to synthesise current scholarly and policy-relevant 
knowledge about the conceptualisation, implementation and impact of distance education within 
Commonwealth nations’ higher education systems.

The study was particularly concerned with universities and colleges that simultaneously offer 
face-to-face and distance education modalities — that is, dual-mode delivery. This institutional 
configuration has become increasingly relevant as higher education systems in both the Global 
North and the Global South attempt to balance legacy models of campus-based learning with the 
imperatives of equity, access and digital transformation (Zawacki-Richter & Jung, 2023).

The specific objective is to generate an evidence-based roadmap of future priorities for COL’s 
higher education programmes by identifying:

•	 regions where research is concentrated or lacking through the creation of a comprehensive, 
systematic map of existing humanities-related ODL research in Commonwealth regions and 
countries

•	 recurring themes in the literature (e.g., quality assurance, digital inclusion, pedagogy, language, 
equity)

•	 humanities-related knowledge gaps in ODL contexts (e.g., digital literacies, multilingual ODL 
pedagogy, culturally responsive curricula and student experiences)

Although substantial research on ODL models in science, technology, engineering and mathematics 
(STEM) and professional disciplines has been conducted, the humanities remain notably 
underrepresented, especially by institutions operating in the Global South. This review responds 
to calls to decolonise ODL research (Bozkurt, 2023) and highlight the contextualised knowledge 
production of dual-mode institutions, which is often situated on the margins of global academic 
publishing networks (Hungwe, 2022). 

The review also acknowledges the blurring of boundaries between distance and traditional 
institutions — a shift accelerated by the Covid-19 pandemic (UNESCO, 2021) — which has 
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given rise to hybrid and dual-mode configurations across the Commonwealth. These models vary 
in technological capacity, pedagogical orientation and institutional readiness, and they raise new 
questions about student agency, academic labour, infrastructural resilience and equity of access — 
all of which are particularly salient issues in post-colonial higher education systems. Therefore, this 
review not only assesses the quantity and quality of existing research but also attempts to locate it 
within the broader digital transformation of higher education and the structural inequalities within 
the Commonwealth and Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG4), “Ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.”
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2. Literature Review
2.1 Evolution of Distance Education
Although the primary scope of this literature review is guided by the designated search date range, 
this section also refers to selected historical and seminal works. These foundational sources provide 
crucial context about the evolution of distance education and a chronological backdrop against 
which more recent findings can be situated. Technological innovations, social needs and education 
reforms have shaped and reshaped distance education over the decades. From correspondence 
courses in the 1800s to modern digitally mediated learning environments, distance education has 
continuously redefined access, flexibility and equity in education. It all began with the 19th-century 
Pitman correspondence courses for shorthand training (Peters, 2001). Correspondence-based 
education then gradually became a way to provide tertiary education to those who could not attend 
traditional universities. A selection of Commonwealth countries, including the United Kingdom 
(UK), South Africa and Canada, were pioneers in establishing distance education programmes to 
cater to remote and underserved populations. In 1946, the University of South Africa (Unisa) was 
reconstituted as a dedicated distance education institution, making it the first university in the world 
to operate exclusively through distance teaching (Unisa, n.d.).

The introduction of radio and television broadcasting in the mid-20th century enabled institutions 
to reach a wider audience, and in the late 20th and early 21st centuries, the Internet revolutionised 
distance education, allowing for real-time interaction and the development and use of online 
resources and virtual classrooms.

The history of distance education can be traced through the lens of the five generations of delivery 
identified by Taylor (1995) (see Figure 1) and later updated by Moore and Kearsley (2011). 

1st: Correspondence

2nd: Multimodal  —  print and audio
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Figure 1. Taylor’s five generations of distance education delivery.

Source: Adapted from Taylor (1995).
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Taylor’s framework outlines five generations of distance education, each of which reflects 
advancements in technology and pedagogical approaches. It illustrates the evolution of distance 
education from basic correspondence courses to sophisticated, technology-driven learning 
experiences.

Scholars have recognised that although Taylor’s model was comprehensive for its time, it does not 
accommodate recent developments in distance education. Consequently, debates in the literature 
have shifted towards identifying and defining specific new generations — such as those driven by 
Web 2.0 technologies, AI and immersive learning environments — as candidates for inclusion 
in an updated framework. Social media and Web 2.0 platforms — for example, blogs, wikis and 
social networks — marked the sixth generation of distance education by transforming learners 
from passive recipients of knowledge into active contributors to it, thereby fostering collaborative 
learning environments rich in user-generated content (Aoki, 2012). The seventh generation is 
characterised by the integration of AI and adaptive learning technologies that deliver personalised 
learning paths, real-time feedback and predictive analytics to significantly boost learner engagement 
and success rates (Maphosa, 2023). 

The eighth generation of distance education remains a speculative concept at the time of writing, 
but it is expected to build on previous generations by leveraging emerging technologies and 
pedagogical approaches to create more personalised, immersive and accessible learning experiences. 
For example, virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) provide immersive experiences that 
enable learners to engage in simulated environments that enhance their understanding of a topic 
and skill acquisition.

2.2 Definitions of Distance Education
The concept of distance education is multifaceted and continually evolving. Definitions vary based 
on historical period, theoretical orientation and technological capability. Whereas earlier definitions 
focused on correspondence and structural separation, contemporary understandings incorporate 
interactivity, digital networks and learner agency. When educators and policymakers understand the 
various definitions, they are better equipped to design, implement and evaluate distance learning 
systems that are flexible, inclusive and pedagogically sound.

Although the terms “distance education” and “ODL” are frequently used interchangeably, they 
have different philosophies, scopes and characteristics, especially when considered from a historical 
perspective. From the earliest days of correspondence courses delivered by mail in the 19th century, 
distance education’s main goal was to provide education to students who lived far from educational 
institutions; the courses were frequently regimented and had strict admission standards. In contrast, 
ODL, which became prominent in the mid-20th century, most notably with the establishment of 
Unisa in 1948 and the UK’s Open University in 1969, introduced a more inclusive educational 
philosophy. ODL not only delivers instruction remotely but also emphasises open access, flexibility 
and learner-centred approaches, removing traditional barriers such as age, prior qualifications or 
location. Thus, while all ODL is a form of distance education, not all distance education embodies 
the openness and accessibility central to ODL.
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ODL emphasises flexibility and accessibility to allow learners to engage with materials at their 
own pace, and it often uses open educational resources (OER). In contrast, distance education 
typically involves structured courses with set schedules and may require more direct interaction with 
instructors. Although both approaches use technology to facilitate learning, ODL often promotes a 
more learner-centred approach, encouraging self-directed study and collaboration among peers.

Distance education as a method of instructional delivery has changed significantly over the past 
century with the emergence of sophisticated, technology-enhanced, interactive digital learning 
environments, and its changing definitions highlight its shifting priorities over time. If we are to 
understand distance education — and the theoretical orientations, technological contexts and 
pedagogical strategies underpinning the field — we must examine how scholars, practitioners and 
organisations have defined it at different times.

2.2.1 KEEGAN’S STRUCTURAL DEFINITION

Keegan (1980) provided one of the earliest — and subsequently one of the most influential — 
systematic definitions of distance education. He identified five defining characteristics: separation of 
educator and learner, institutional oversight, two-way communication and use of technical media, 
industrialised delivery methods and treating the learner as an individual. Keegan emphasised that 
distance education must be institutionally based and not merely a form of self-study. His definition 
focused on the structural and organisational elements of distance education, highlighting the 
necessity of formal design, management and communication between participants. He stressed 
that distance education is part of a formal system, despite the geographical separation between the 
educator and the learner.

2.2.2 WEDEMEYER’S INDEPENDENT STUDY PERSPECTIVE

Wedemeyer (1981) is possibly best known for his promotion of independent study, which 
emphasised a learner-centred approach to learning. He was a pioneer in advocating learner 
autonomy and flexible learning systems and argued that the essence of distance education lies 
in providing learners with the freedom to structure their learning experiences, thus fostering 
autonomy and self-driven exploration. His independent study model advocated providing 
personal learning experiences outside traditional classrooms and empowering learners with flexible 
scheduling, the use of multiple media and individual pacing. This perspective challenged rigid 
educational models at the time, and contemporary distance education systems reflect his forward-
thinking ideas with their emphasis on learner autonomy and empowerment, also known as 
heutagogy (Blaschke, 2012).

2.2.3 MOORE’S THEORY OF TRANSACTIONAL DISTANCE

In 1993, Moore made a significant theoretical contribution to distance education with his theory 
of transactional distance — the psychological or communicative distance, or space, between teacher 
and student, as opposed to the physical or temporal distance, or space. He defined transactional 
distance in terms of three factors: dialogue, or the extent and quality of teacher-student interaction; 
structure, or the organisation of the educational programme and student accommodation; and 
learner autonomy, or the degree to which students control their learning (Moore, 1993).
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His definition shifted the focus from physical distance to the characteristics of the learning process 
and suggests that effective distance education depends on balancing the three defining factors to 
reduce the perceived distance in the educational experience.

2.2.4 UNESCO’S INSTITUTIONAL DEFINITION

Taking a global policy-oriented perspective, UNESCO (2002) defined distance education as an 
educational process in which the instructor is for the most part separated from the learner in space 
and/or time. This definition underscores the importance of institutional planning and formal 
instructional delivery, and it reflects the need for standardised frameworks and quality assurance 
measures in distance education, particularly in the context of international development and 
educational equity.

2.2.5 SIEMENS AND THE CONNECTIVIST VIEW

Siemens’s (2005) theory of connectivism sees learning as happening within complex, dynamic 
networks of information and social interaction and treats distance education as a node in a broader 
learning network in which knowledge is both distributed and constantly evolving. This perspective 
diverges from traditional instructor-led models by embracing a decentralised, learner-driven 
approach. While Wedemeyer (1981) emphasised learner autonomy through self-directed study 
within flexible learning systems, Siemens extends this principle to apply it to a digitally networked 
era, stressing the ability to create, navigate and sustain connections as a core learning skill. He 
articulated his theory of connectivism before massive open online courses (MOOCs) emerged as 
a concept (the term itself was not coined until 2008). However, his emphasis on learning within 
dynamic, technology-enabled networks anticipated many features that now define MOOCs. In 
connectivism, distance education is understood as being part of a broader web of distributed, 
non-linear knowledge creation and exchange. This perspective aligns closely with contemporary 
networked learning practices, including MOOCs, social media–based learning communities and 
lifelong learning ecosystems, where learners actively construct knowledge through diverse digital 
connections.

2.2.6 SIMONSON’S TECHNOLOGY-FOCUSED DEFINITION

Simonson et al. (2011) describe distance education as an institutionally based form of formal 
education in which learners and instructors are separated, with interactive telecommunications 
systems used to connect them with each other and with learning resources. This definition explicitly 
includes the role of modern technology in distance education, highlighting that the practice has 
evolved into a dynamic, interactive process mediated by Internet-based tools, videoconferencing 
and learning management systems (LMSs). It foregrounds the importance of instructional design 
and the application of pedagogical theory in digital environments.

2.2.7 SUMMARY OF THE DEFINITIONS

Each of the above definitions is context-specific. For policy and accreditation, UNESCO and 
Simonson et al. provide practical criteria. For instructional design, Moore’s and Keegan’s models 
offer theoretical rigour. For understanding learning in the digital age, Siemens provides a 
progressive and adaptive lens. Wedemeyer focuses on learner autonomy and flexibility, framing 
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distance education as a means of removing barriers of time and place while enabling students to 
structure their own learning experiences.

A comparative analysis of these definitions reveals both convergence and divergence, which 
points to a lack of consensus. Most agree on the necessity of learner-teacher separation, mediated 
communication and institutional structure. However, they differ in emphasis: Keegan’s and 
UNESCO’s definitions concentrate on structural and institutional elements, Wedemeyer and Moore 
focus on learner autonomy and Simonson and Siemens emphasise the emergence of technology and 
interaction.

A more recent definition is provided by Zawacki-Richter and Jung (2023), who propose a new 
term — open, distance and digital education (ODDE) — instead of ODL and distance learning. 
ODDE refers to “all kinds of learning and teaching processes that are used to present and deliver 
content, as well as facilitate and support communication, interaction, collaboration, assessment and 
evaluation from technology-enhanced education, to flipped learning and blended learning to fully 
online education” (p. 4).

Perhaps the most fitting definition is that of the Department of Higher Education and Training, 
South Africa (2012), which states that open learning is a multidimensional concept aimed at 
bridging the time, geographical, economic, social and educational distance between learners and 
institutions, educators and course materials. It “combines the principles of learner centredness, 
lifelong learning, flexibility of learning provision, [and] the removal of access barriers to learning” 
(p. 5). This definition is rooted in the original understanding of the field of ODL and adds 
openness, learner-centredness, flexibility, improved access and lifelong learning. Later definitions 
of ODL emphasise not only the physical separation of learners and educators, but also the 
democratisation of education through open (or less restrictive) access and support systems that 
place learners at the centre of the education process. 

2.3 Theoretical Foundations of Distance Education
The theoretical foundations of distance education are rooted in a range of education, 
communication and sociocultural theories that explain how teaching–learning processes are 
designed, mediated and experienced when learners and instructors are separated by time and/
or space. These theories have shaped, and continue to shape, the pedagogical approaches, 
technological integration and evaluative practices that underpin distance education in higher 
education. Wedemeyer (1971) advocated learner independence and flexibility in education. Moore’s 
theory of transactional distance (1993) built on Wedemeyer’s position, noting that distance in 
education is both pedagogical and psychological and is influenced by interactions between teachers 
and learners, course flexibility and learners’ level of self-direction. Building on this theoretical 
lineage, other scholars have examined distance education through very different lenses, focusing 
not only on learner–instructor dynamics but also on the structural, organisational and technological 
dimensions that enable education at scale.

Peters (1983) saw distance education as industrialised education, complete with standardisation, 
division of labour — in this context, using experts for tasks such as instructional design, content 
creation, delivery and assessment — and mass production to meet societal and economic demands 
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for scalable education. He placed particular emphasis on the division of labour in distance 
education, arguing that it would ensure efficiencies in cost and delivery, thus making it possible to 
deliver education to large numbers of students.

Holmberg’s (1989) theory of guided didactic conversation highlighted empathy and two-way 
communication and is based on the idea that personal interaction fosters motivation and meaningful 
learning, even at a distance. Holmberg suggested that distance education reaches its full potential 
when it moves away from the impersonal delivery of course content to become instead a guided 
interaction between the students and the instructor.

Constructivist theories, particularly Vygotsky’s (1978) social development theory, emphasised social 
interaction in cognitive development. The community of inquiry (CoI) framework developed by 
Garrison et al. (2000) identified three interdependent elements — termed “presences” — essential 
for effective online learning: 

•	 Cognitive presence: Learners’ ability to construct and confirm meaning through sustained 
reflection and discourse by engaging in critical inquiry and progressing from triggering events 
to knowledge application. 

•	 Social presence: Learners’ capacity to project themselves socially and emotionally as “real 
people” fostering an atmosphere of trust and openness that supports interactive dialogue.

•	 Teaching presence: Designing, facilitating and directing learning processes to achieve 
meaningful learning outcomes. 

Together, these three presences create a collaborative-constructivist online environment.

2.4 Challenges in Earlier Research on Distance Education
Historically, research on distance education has often been criticised for insufficient engagement 
with explicit theoretical frameworks, which has made cross-study comparisons difficult and limited 
the broader applicability of findings (Kline et al., 2020). Scholars have repeatedly called for 
more rigorous approaches — particularly the deliberate integration of philosophical perspectives 
and foundational distance education theories — to strengthen both the quality and impact of 
scholarship in the field (Birochi & Pozzebon, 2011). 

Academic research is fundamental to the advancement of knowledge, innovation and societal 
progress. It plays a pivotal role in higher education and professional development by fostering 
critical thinking, informing policy and driving economic growth. An academic field is 
acknowledged, in part, through the maturity of the research that emerges from it; the level of 
recognition it receives reflects its credibility and legitimacy among the wider academic community 
and its influence on scholarly discourse.

Distance education is still evolving as an academic field. Saykılı (2018), for example, commented 
on the lack of theoretical frameworks used by distance education researchers and methodological 
flaws. Bernard et al. (2004) highlighted several methodological and theoretical shortcomings in 
distance education research, including that much of it was focused on comparing distance education 
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students’ outcomes with those of traditional classroom students and that the comparisons did not 
always take into account nuanced factors such as motivation, self-directedness and the quality of 
the courses on offer. They noted that “the field has been dominated by comparative studies that 
often fail to account for the myriads of variables influencing learning outcomes, thereby limiting the 
applicability of findings” (Bernard et al., 2004, p. 385). 

In 2019, Simonson et al. asserted that research in the field of distance education had moved 
beyond the earlier criticisms and was now more focused on learners’ characteristics and experiences. 
Çakıroğlu et al. (2019) conducted a systematic review of 989 distance education–related articles 
published between 2009 and 2016 that revealed key research trends — for example, rising interest 
in MOOCs, open resources and student perspectives — and pointed to persistent gaps, including 
underexploration of longitudinal designs, technological modalities, pedagogical innovation and 
geographic diversity.

2.5 Advancements and Evolving Research in Distance Education
As a field, distance education spans interdisciplinary research areas aimed at enhancing the 
accessibility, quality and effectiveness of learning delivered across physical distances.

A critical aspect of distance education research is instructional design and pedagogy. These are 
foundational to effective remote learning and involve applying education theories, both general 
and distance education–specific, when structuring online courses. Studies emphasise the need for 
learning strategies tailored to digital environments, such as problem-based learning for online 
science courses (e.g., Çakiroğlu et al., 2017), the integration of adaptive learning technologies 
to personalise instruction (Johnson & Samora, 2016) and the use of collaborative tools such 
as discussion forums, wikis and peer-review systems to foster interaction and community (Sun 
& Chen, 2016). These approaches are often paired with formative and summative assessments 
designed for asynchronous and synchronous contexts.

Another major area of research concerns the integration of technology and tools into distance 
education. Technology has profoundly transformed the remote education landscape and serves 
as both its medium and its enabler. The global shift to online learning during the Covid-19 
pandemic underscored the importance of adaptive technologies such as LMSs, including Moodle, 
Blackboard and Canvas. Research in this domain explores the adoption of gamification, VR, AR and 
interactive simulations to enhance the learning experience. These tools have shifted the dynamics of 
interactions in distance education from direct communication between learners and instructors to 
the use of innovative approaches such as podcasts, simulations and virtual discussions (Garlinska et 
al., 2023).

These advancements demonstrate the multifaceted nature of distance education research, which 
continues to evolve in response to learner needs and technological progress. By leveraging 
instructional design and cutting-edge technology, distance education aims to create more accessible, 
effective and engaging learning experiences for students around the world.

Engagement and personal experience play a major role in student success in online learning 
(Lasekan et al., 2024; Miao & Ma, 2022). Motivation and retention rates among ODL students 
have been investigated to address increased attrition rates. Student satisfaction has historically been 
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a well-researched topic in ODL and has become even more relevant with the increase in popularity 
of online teaching and learning. Knowles’s (1978) theory of adult learning stressed the importance 
of self-directed learning, whereby students take the initiative to assess their own learning goals and 
needs and investigate appropriate learning strategies for themselves. Andragogy, the science of adult 
learning, emphasises learner autonomy, whereby adult learners take responsibility for their own 
learning and become self-directed learners. Research in distance and online education is increasingly 
examining strategies that bolster learner autonomy by highlighting approaches such as self-regulated 
learning (SRL), goal-setting and reflective practices. Recent studies show that SRL strategies 
such as planning, time management and self-reflection, when combined with digital tools such as 
LMSs, MOOCs and adaptive technologies, significantly enhance learner autonomy and persistence 
in online environments (Broadbent & Poon, 2015; Kizilcec et al., 2017; Zheng et al., 2020). 
Qualitative research further indicates that adult learners value the flexibility and independence 
afforded by online contexts, even while seeking opportunities for social interaction (Alqurashi, 
2018). These findings illustrate how contemporary distance education practices continue to nurture 
the principles of self-directed and autonomous learning first articulated by Knowles.

Another important research area in ODL is accessibility, equity and inclusivity — that is, the 
practice of designing and delivering learning experiences that all students can access so that 
education is not restricted to the elite (Gumbo, 2023). Advancing research in accessibility, equity 
and inclusivity within distance education is an essential prerequisite for the creation of an education 
system that serves all learners.

Faculty involvement and institutional policies play a critical role in the quality of ODL. Key areas 
of research include lecturer readiness and training to ensure adequate faculty development and 
competencies, particularly for online teaching. Faculty members’ workloads necessitate further 
research to avoid burnout among staff and address health and wellness issues within the higher 
education context overall (Fynn & Van der Walt, 2023); faculty’s future and changing roles within 
the 4IR also merit investigation (Roberts, 2018).

Institutional policies on governance, strategic planning and quality assurance practices must be 
reviewed, investigated and updated to ensure the sustainability of ODL programmes. These policies 
encompass various factors relating to distance education, including academic integrity, tuition 
frameworks and quality assurance measures (Mishra & Panda, 2020; Vlachopoulos & Makri, 2021). 

To maintain high standards in ODL, institutions must conduct continuous assessment, evaluation 
and monitoring and ongoing investigation into programme accreditation processes and challenges. 
The quality and sustainability of ODL programmes must be assessed and evaluated to confirm 
their effectiveness and impact (Toubasi et al., 2022; van Rensburg et al., 2021). Student success in 
online learning is largely dependent on the learners’ level of engagement and personal experience 
(Vo & Ho, 2024). Recent research underscores the importance of interactive design elements, 
instructor presence and multimedia formats in enhancing engagement and academic performance 
(Akpen et al., 2024). Instruments developed to measure learner satisfaction show that it is closely 
tied to motivation, persistence and overall success (Yilmaz & Karaoglan Yilmaz, 2024). Moreover, 
strong social presence and online learning self-efficacy have been shown to significantly elevate 
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student engagement (Wu, 2023). Using the CoI framework, recent studies highlight that low levels 
of teaching, social and cognitive presence undermine student engagement (Zhang et al., 2025). 
Finally, teacher support that fosters autonomy, competence and relatedness has been identified as a 
critical predictor of sustained engagement in online learning (Li & Chen, 2025).

2.6 Levels of Distance Education Research
Many authors have investigated the trends in and levels of distance education research since the 
Zawacki-Richter framework was introduced in 2009. The focus of the investigations ranges from 
distance education research levels and sub-levels to trends and patterns in distance education. None 
of the studies focus exclusively on Commonwealth countries.

Zawacki-Richter et.el (2009) drew on the original framework by Zawacki-Richter to use content 
analysis to investigate the levels and sub-levels of 695 articles published in five dedicated distance 
education journals between 2000 and 2008. They found that instructional design and individual 
learner characteristics (both from the micro-level of research — see Figure 2) dominated the 
research landscape, while management, intercultural and innovations (meso- and macro-levels) were 
underrepresented. 

In 2016, Zawacki-Richter and Naidu conducted a content analysis and text-mining study of 515 
articles published over a 35-year period (1980–2014) in the journal Distance Education. They 
tracked research themes across sequential five-year periods and identified seven thematic waves 
that aligned with the original Zawacki-Richter framework: professionalisation and institutional 
consolidation, instructional design and educational technology, quality assurance, student support 
and early online learning, the virtual university, collaborative learning and interaction patterns, and 
interactive learning with MOOCs and OER. 

Roberts and Gous (2016) used the Zawacki-Richter framework to carry out content analysis and 
text-mining on 316 distance education publications by authors in South Africa dated between 1984 
and 2014. Their findings indicated that the South African authors’ research disproportionately 
represented the micro-level, with virtually no research at the macro-level. They also indicated that 
the emerging themes presented by Zawacki-Richter and Naidu (2016) — OER, MOOCs and 
interactive learning — were under-researched by South African authors. Roberts and Van der Walt 
(2022) updated Roberts and Gous’s data set to include articles dated 2015–2019. The volume 
of distance education research more than doubled, but the distribution across the research levels 
remained almost unchanged. Roberts and van der Walt subsequently called for more focus on 
institutional (meso) and systematic and theoretical (macro) research to strengthen the development 
of distance education in South Africa. 

Bozkurt and Zawacki-Richter (2021) used bibliometric methods, social network analysis and 
text-mining to analyse 1,362 peer-reviewed distance education articles published between 2014 
and 2019 in six of the leading distance education journals. They identified three primary themes: 
open education; design, support and quality of distance education; and adoption of educational 
technologies. Their research highlighted the interconnectedness of distance education and 
educational technology, and they recommended the expansion of micro-level research to incorporate 
research to address broader systemic, policy and theoretical dimensions of distance education.
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Yavuz et al. (2021) used bibliometric and content analysis to examine 220 Web of Science articles 
on distance education published during the Covid-19 period. They mapped growth trends, leading 
countries, author profiles and methodological preference. Their findings indicated that quantitative 
methods were the most commonly used, descriptive analysis accounted for 40% of the articles 
published and China and the United States of America were the two leading contributing countries. 
Roberts and Van der Walt (2025) investigated South African authors’ methodological preferences 
and found that, contrary to the findings of Yavuz et al. (2021), exploratory, descriptive and 
qualitative research dominated the South African distance education research landscape.

Irmade et al. (2023) conducted a bibliometric examination of 1,276 SCOPUS-indexed publications 
dated 2011–2020 to examine global trends in distance education and identified key countries, 
journals and topical trends. They found that Canada, Australia and the UK contributed most to 
distance education research among the Commonwealth countries. Their key finding was that 
research in distance education is accelerating within the field of science because of the integration of 
technology-enhanced teaching tools. 

The above-mentioned studies all highlighted the rapid expansion of distance education research, 
particularly from 2014 onwards, and its global spread. Most of them used content analysis, 
bibliometric analysis or social networking analysis. None of them was a dedicated study of distance 
education contributions exclusively from Commonwealth countries.

Although these studies have been invaluable in mapping the growth and diversification of distance 
education research worldwide, they tend to emphasise broad publication trends and methodological 
patterns rather than providing a structured theoretical categorisation of research areas. In particular, 
there is still a need for analytical tools that can move beyond descriptive mapping to classify and 
interpret the different dimensions of distance education inquiry. To address this gap, scholars have 
drawn on conceptual frameworks that provide systematic lenses through which the field can be 
examined. One of the most influential contributions in this regard is Zawacki-Richter’s (2009) 
research framework, which categorises ODL research into macro-, meso- and micro-levels. It 
not only clarifies how diverse studies relate to one another but also supports a more integrated 
understanding of research priorities and gaps across different contexts (see Figure 2). Each level 
represents a different perspective and focus of research activity within the field of ODL. 

•	 Macro-level research: This level addresses system-wide issues, such as education policies, 
globalisation, institutional strategies, accreditation, funding mechanisms and national or 
international trends in distance education. It is concerned with the broad social, cultural and 
economic forces shaping ODL. These macro-levels relate to the systematic perspectives and 
theoretical underpinnings that guide distance education.

•	 Meso-level research: This level focuses on the organisational, managerial and technological 
aspects of implementing distance education — that is, the management of distance education 
from an organisational perspective. Topics investigated at this level include institutional 
management, quality assurance, learner support services, costs and benefits of distance 
education, and technology infrastructure.



OPEN AND DISTANCE LEARNING RESEARCH TRENDS IN HIGHER EDUCATION 15

•	 Micro-level research: This level of research concentrates on individuals, with a focus on 
teaching and learning processes, including learner characteristics, instructional methods, 
interaction, motivation and assessment. It often draws on classroom-based studies and small-
scale interventions to improve learner outcomes and frequently refers to individual experiences 
of distance education teaching and learning.

Zawacki-Richter’s model provides a valuable lens for understanding the multifaceted nature of 
distance education research and encourages the development of integrated strategies that span 
policy, practice and pedagogy. It was developed to provide structure in a rapidly evolving field, and 
it offers a comprehensive categorisation of research themes in ODL research. The framework was 
developed in 2009 as part of a systematic review of distance education research published between 
2000 and 2008 to identify key themes and gaps in the literature. 

Table 1. Zawacki-Richter framework for levels of ODL research.

Source: Adapted from Zawacki-Richter (2009).

This framework has been a standard method for investigating ODL research levels and sub-levels in 
distance education for many years and is widely accepted by researchers (Bond et al,. 2019; Bozkurt 
& Zawacki-Richter, 2021; Roberts & Gous, 2016; Roberts & Van der Walt, 2022; Zawacki-Richter 
et al., 2009; Zawacki-Richter & Naidu, 2016). 

It has also been adapted by a few researchers for their specific purposes. For example, Singh and 
Thomas (2020) used it to explore mobile user typologies, and Ally and Tsinakos (2014) drew on it 
for their book on mobile learning.
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More recently, some scholars have suggested it would be useful to expand the original framework 
to incorporate new trends in ODL. It is beyond the scope of this report to develop and test an 
enhanced framework — that would require intensive research and investigation — but for the 
purposes of this report, we felt that the original framework needed to be expanded to incorporate 
developments such as AI, new online assessment methods, graduate employability, open education 
practices (OEP) and OER. Therefore, we added the following additional sub-levels to the coding 
process: 

•	 OEP as sub-level 16 in the macro-level

•	 Four sub-levels to the meso-levels: 

*	 assessment practices (sub-level 17) 

*	 graduate employability (sub-level 18) 

*	 OER (sub-level 19) 

*	 AI research (sub-level 20)

UNESCO-UNEVOC (n.d.) defines OEP as the use of OER to enhance the quality of education 
and training, while also fostering innovation in educational practices at institutional, professional 
and individual levels. However, OEP extend beyond the use of OER alone, encompassing strategies 
and values such as learner empowerment, co-creation of knowledge and open pedagogical 
approaches that promote collaboration and shared ownership of the educational process, including 
open pedagogies and open sharing of teaching practices (Stagg & Busso, 2016). We opted to 
include them as a sub-level of the macro-level of the framework because they relate in particular to 
distance education teaching systems and knowledge transfer. 

OER were addressed separately as a sub-level of the framework’s meso-level because we saw them 
as being incorporated into the management of an organisation. Many institutions have developed 
OER policies that act as guidelines to encourage the use of OER (mainly by faculty members) 
and provide infrastructure and support. For example, the University of British Columbia (UBC) 
in Canada supports faculty in adopting and creating OER through its OPEN UBC initiative 
(University of British Columbia, n.d.), the University of Edinburgh offers professional development 
to staff through its Open.Ed programme (University of Edinburgh, 2021) and the University of 
Cape Town uses its OER policy to address equity and access in post-apartheid education (University 
of Cape Town, n.d.). 

The rapid expansion of online education, which can provide higher education to large numbers 
of students, has transformed how teaching and learning are delivered, prompting a significant 
evolution in assessment practices. Traditional methods such as examinations and written 
assignments are increasingly being supplemented or replaced by more dynamic and learner-centred 
assessment strategies. Some of the new assessment methods in ODL, and particularly in online 
education, are authentic assessment, whereby the tasks reflect real-world scenarios (Al-Ghazo, 
2023), formative assessment with real-time feedback (Irons & Elkington, 2021), e-portfolios (Yang 
et al., 2023), peer assessment (Loureiro & Gomes, 2022), gamification and quizzes (Nuci et al., 
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2021), videos and podcasts made by students and collaborative and discussion-based assessments 
(van Popta et al., 2017). These new methods offer richer, more engaging ways to evaluate student 
learning and focus on real-world applications, collaboration and continuous feedback. Although 
each method presents unique challenges, the strategic integration of technology and pedagogy can 
lead to more effective and meaningful assessment in digital learning environments. We therefore 
felt it prudent to include a separate sub-level in the framework to address these new developments 
in assessment practices. Although assessment could fall under the micro-level when applied to 
student teaching and learning, we decided that it should be housed in the meso-level because of its 
institutional importance and the paradigm shift in how assessment is conducted.

This research report forms part of a larger COL project that includes enhancing the graduate 
employability — that is, the set of skills, understandings and personal attributes that make graduates 
more likely to find employment and succeed in their chosen careers (Jackson, 2016; Yorke, 2006) 
— of students who study via ODL. Employers’ attitudes to ODL qualifications are changing. 
Even though many still have reservations about ODL courses, especially in terms of rigour and 
legitimacy, they also acknowledge that online graduates frequently demonstrate stronger autonomy, 
learning and problem-solving and technological ability (Osborne et al., 2023).

Research shows that distance education students may gain useful time-management, digital literacy, 
communication and self-regulation skills — all of which are not only valued but also required in 
the working world (Jackson, 2016). Furthermore, Allen et al. (2020) found that online learners 
frequently acquire strong problem-solving and independent-thinking skills. With the expansion 
of distance education, especially following the Covid-19 pandemic, understanding how ODL 
influences employability has become a critical area of research. Therefore, we added a sub-level to 
the meso-level to include it.

Over the last ten years, research on AI in distance education has advanced rapidly. In online 
settings, AI technologies — computational systems that can perform tasks that traditionally require 
human intelligence — are transforming how education is provided, customised, assessed and 
supported. AI has the potential to enhance personalised learning pathways, automate assessments, 
support intelligent tutoring and provide administrative support (Salem & Rostami, 2023). In their 
systematic review of research on AI in higher education, Zawacki-Richter et al. (2019) mentioned 
the following trends in AI research: AI-powered peer feedback tools, emotion-aware systems, AI-
supported content generation and generative AI tools.

We therefore added a new sub-level to the Zawacki-Richter (2009) framework to accommodate this 
technology. We called it AI research and included it as a meso sub-level. 

Table 2 shows the three levels of the framework, with the new codes in blue type. 
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Table 2. Modified research levels’ framework of classifying ODL

Macro-level 1.  Access, equity and ethics

2.  Globalisation of education and cross-cultural aspects

3.  Distance education teaching systems and institutions

4.  Theories and models

5.  Research methods in distance education and knowledge transfer

16.  Open education practices1

Meso-level 6.  Management and organisation

7.  Costs and benefits

8.  Educational technology

9.  Innovation and change

10.  Professional development and faculty support

11.  Learner support services

12.  Quality assurance

17.  Assessment practices2

18.  Graduate employability3

19.  Open educational resources (OER)4

20.  Artificial intelligence in research5

Micro-level 13.  Instructional design

14.  Interaction and communication in learning communities

15.  Learner characteristics

Using the original framework, Zawacki-Richter et al. (2009) investigated ODL research trends 
through a content analysis of articles published in the American Journal of Distance Education 
(AJDE), Journal of Distance Education (JDE), International Review of Research in Open and 
Distributed Learning (IRRODL), Open Learning and Open Praxis between 2000 and 2008. Their 
key findings were that there was a plethora of articles (50%) at the micro-level of research and 
relatively few at the macro-level. However, they also found that there was increasing attention being 
paid to topics such as technology adoption, LMSs and institutional support. This is in line with the 
early shift towards digital learning and blended and fully online modes of learning delivery. This 
research predates the Covid-19 pandemic, and studies at the meso-levels of research have most 
likely proliferated since 2020.

1	 New code 16: Open education practices

2	  New code 17: Assessment practices

3	  New code 18: Graduate employability

4	  New code 19: Open educational resources (OER)

5	  New codes 20: Artificial intelligence (AI) in research 
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Roberts and Gous (2016) also used the original framework to investigate and analyse all distance 
education research articles written by South African authors between 1984 and 2015. Their 
findings show a similar trend to those of Zawacki-Richter et al. (2009), but the micro-level of 
research accounted for 65% of the articles they examined.

2.7 Dual-Mode Universities
Dual-mode universities — those that combine traditional on-campus instruction with distance or 
online learning — have emerged as an important model for increasing accessibility and flexibility in 
higher education (Jasi, 2021). 

The Covid-19 pandemic played a major role in the growth of dual-mode institutions. Although 
some universities operated dual-mode systems before the pandemic, the crisis significantly 
accelerated the emergence and adoption of the distance/online mode in others. The pandemic 
acted as a global disruptor, compelling traditional, campus-based universities to pivot rapidly to 
online teaching and prompting a re-evaluation of long-term delivery models. These institutions 
are adapting to changing student needs, broadening their global reach and future-proofing their 
operations by providing both face-to-face and online modes of learning. Although there are still 
issues with equity, infrastructure and pedagogy, the dual-mode approach is emerging as a key 
component of inclusive and flexible higher education (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2021; Gallagher & 
Palmer, 2020). 

There are various models of dual-mode education, including the parallel model, whereby the same 
courses are offered separately online and on campus, and the hybrid or blended model, which 
delivers a mixture of online and face-to-face teaching. Within the Commonwealth, several countries 
have developed robust dual-mode systems to address diverse learner needs, often in response to 
geographic, economic and infrastructural challenges. Dual-mode education plays a crucial role in 
enhancing accessibility, promoting flexibility and supporting lifelong learning. There is no single 
exhaustive list, but some notable examples are discussed below.

The Open University (OU) in the UK has traditionally been a purely distance education institution. 
However, in recent years, it has partnered with other higher education institutions to offer blended 
courses. For example, in partnership with FutureLearn, it has pioneered a dual-mode education 
system that blends MOOCs, micro-credentials and degree pathways. It has also joined forces with 
various traditional face-to-face UK universities to co-design and deliver higher education courses. 
The OU owned 100% of FutureLearn until 2019, when it sold a 50% stake to the SEEK group 
in Australia. FutureLearn later forged a strategic partnership with Global University Systems 
(GUS) (FutureLearn, 2022; Williams, 2022). GUS is a worldwide network of higher education 
institutions, established in 2013 and headquartered in the Netherlands. It owns and partners with 
a wide range of universities, colleges, professional schools and online learning platforms around 
the world. The group’s mission is to provide accessible, career-focused and internationally relevant 
education opportunities to students everywhere (Global University Systems, 2025).

Unisa has always focused on distance education — first offering a correspondence mode of delivery 
and then gradually changing to a blended model, which it refers to as open distance e-learning 
(ODeL) (Unisa, n.d.). Many traditional — face-to-face — universities in South Africa adopted the 
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dual-mode model following the 2014 publication of a government White Paper that opened the 
way for all universities to offer both distance and face-to-face programmes (Department of Higher 
Education and Training, South Africa, 2014).

Nigeria hosts several dual-mode universities that are accredited by the National Universities 
Commission (NUC) to deliver identical programmes via traditional, face-to-face instruction and 
ODL. For example, the University of Ibadan’s Distance Learning Centre offers 16 approved 
programmes in a hybrid ODeL format alongside its conventional lectures and tutorials, allowing 
students to switch seamlessly between modes as needed (University of Ibadan, 2023). Obafemi 
Awolowo University’s Centre for Distance Learning, the University of Lagos Distance Learning 
Institute and the University of Maiduguri Centre for Distance Learning each deliver the same 
curriculum, assessments and degree outcomes to both on-campus and remote cohorts (National 
Universities Commission [NUC], n.d.). Other institutions — for example, Babcock University’s 
Centre for Open, Distance and e-Learning and the Federal University of Technology Minna’s 
Centre for Open Distance and e-Learning — combine periodic residential “sandwich” sessions with 
online lectures, study packs and virtual tutorials to meet the needs of working professionals, rural 
students and lifelong learners (NUC, 2015).

In 1962, the University of Delhi in India pioneered the dual-mode approach by offering some of 
its face-to-face courses as correspondence courses. Since then, many other universities in India have 
adopted the same approach by establishing distance education institutions to facilitate dual-mode 
learning — for example, the University of Mumbai, Annamalai University and ICFAI University. 
The Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) opened its doors in 1985 as a fully distance 
education institution (Gandhi Institute of Technology and Management [GITAM] Academy, 2013).

The University of Queensland in Australia adopted a flexible model of instruction for many of its 
programmes after the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. Students can choose between attending 
live lectures and attending online ones, either synchronously or asynchronously (University of 
Queensland, 2021).

Among New Zealand’s notable dual-mode universities is Massey University, which has been offering 
a variety of courses through its distance education programme for more than 60 years (Massey 
University, n.d.). Although many of its programmes are presented in an online format, it still offers 
some — for example, veterinary science and nursing — on campus (Massey, n.d.). Various other 
universities in New Zealand also offer a hybrid model of learning whereby students can choose their 
preferred delivery method (Fields & Atkinson, 2023).
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3. Methodology
3.1 Overview of the Data Collection and Analysis Methods
Data collection for this study comprised collecting articles on distance learning published in the 
SCOPUS database that met all the following inclusion criteria: 

•	 The article focuses on distance learning in a higher education context.

•	 The article was written or co-written by at least one scholar from a Commonwealth country.

•	 The article was published in English.

•	 The article was published in a SCOPUS-listed journal.

•	 The article was published between 2015 and 2024.

•	 The academic field was limited to the humanities only.

The keywords used for the search were “open distance learning,” “ODL,” “online learning,” 
“distance education,” “e-learning,” “dual-mode universities,” “blended learning,” “hybrid learning,” 
“mobile learning” and “flexible learning.”

We acknowledge that limiting the search to English-language articles published in the SCOPUS 
database means that research from multilingual countries may have been excluded. Additionally, we 
value the useful publications on distance learning that are available through conference proceedings, 
book chapters and other publication types. However, it would have been difficult to review every 
publication within the time and budget allocated for this research project if we had expanded our 
search to include more publication types.

To guarantee that the data met the inclusion requirements, and that the analysis was reliable and 
trustworthy, we first cleaned the data and then coded it. 

We used the PRISMA guidelines for systematic literature reviews when we cleaned the data. First 
we read the titles and the keywords for the article, and if it was not clear whether the article fell 
within the scope of the project, we also read the abstract. Cohen’s kappa statistic was used to assess 
our inter-rater reliability as joint coders. 

The data were coded according to the modified Zawacki-Richter (2009) framework (see Table 1) 
using a priori coding and analysed through a descriptive content analysis using frequency tables 
and bar charts. The analysis included research levels and sub-levels, Commonwealth country of 
affiliation, journal title and publication metrics and citation scores. The results were compared to 
earlier, similar studies on research levels and trends by Zawacki-Richter et al. (2009), Zawacki-
Richter and Naidu (2016), Bozkurt and Zawacki-Richter (2021) and Roberts and Van der Walt 
(2022) to assess the gaps in ODL research from Commonwealth countries.

Content analysis is a research tool used to determine the presence of certain words, themes or 
concepts within some form of qualitative data, usually texts. By using content analysis, researchers 
can analyse themes, relationships and meaning in the texts under investigation. Riffe et al. (2019) 
argue that “[o]nly this information-gathering technique [content analysis] enables us to illuminate 
patterns in large sets of communication content with reliability and validity” (p. viii). 
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3.2 PRISMA Data Collection 
Page, Moher et al. (2021) stated that PRISMA was “developed to facilitate transparent and 
complete reporting of systematic reviews” (p. 1). In an article about updates to the original 
guidelines (Moher et al., 2009), which they stated would enhance evidence-based scientific 
research, they included a checklist of 27 items to guide researchers when undertaking a systematic 
literature review. The 27 items should enable researchers to replicate studies. 

Figure 2 shows the different phases of the systematic review: the number of articles identified, 
excluded and included in the study, and reasons for the exclusions.

Figure 2. PRISMA 2020 flow diagram of ODL articles from Commonwealth authors (SCOPUS).

Source: Adapted from Page, Moher et al. (2021). 

As can be seen from Figure 2, the initial SCOPUS search yielded a total of 9,721 articles that fit the 
search criteria; 347 duplications were removed by sorting the data according to titles and keywords. 
In a few cases, we discovered that the same article had been published in multiple journals, usually 
in different years. In these instances, the earlier publication was included in the data set. We then 
excluded articles that were not in the field of the humanities. This eliminated a further 4,002 
articles. Of the remaining 5,372 articles, 1,613 were excluded because they did not relate to 
distance education and another 631 were excluded because they did not focus on higher education. 
Many of the excluded articles addressed intricate computational research for systems used in 
distance education or emphasised a focused medical research question, and online learning played 
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a minor role in the research. This left a final data set of 3,129 articles retrieved from the SCOPUS 
database and analysed for this report.

A priori coding was used to code the data using the modified Zawacki-Richter (2009) framework 
(see Table 2). To evaluate our inter-rater reliability for coding the a priori codes, we used Cohen’s 
kappa coefficient. The reported Cohen’s kappa coefficients of 0.84 for the primary levels (macro, 
meso, micro) and 0.86 for the sub-levels indicate a high level of inter-rater reliability. According to 
Landis and Koch (1977), kappa values between 0.81 and 1.00 signify “almost perfect” agreement. 
This suggests that we had strong consensus in our application of the coding framework, making the 
coding process consistent and reliable. The use of the modified Zawacki-Richter (2009) framework, 
which categorises research into macro-, meso- and micro-levels, provided a structured approach to 
the research. The high kappa values across both primary and sub-levels imply that we consistently 
applied this framework, reinforcing the robustness of the coding methodology. While Cohen’s 
kappa is a widely accepted measure for assessing inter-rater reliability, it is important to acknowledge 
that some scholars debate its applicability in certain qualitative contexts. They argue that qualitative 
research often embraces multiple interpretations and that strict statistical measures may not fully 
capture the richness of qualitative data. Nonetheless, in studies that use structured coding schemes 
such as the Zawacki-Richter framework, Cohen’s kappa remains a valuable tool for evaluating 
coding consistency (Turner, 2020).

3.3 Limitations
As both coders and authors of this report, we exercised a degree of discretion when making 
decisions about the inclusion or exclusion of each article. We retrieved, cleaned and coded the data 
set. We are seasoned ODL researchers, have authored multiple articles about distance education and 
have previously carried out research in similar contexts. We met regularly to discuss each article and 
reach consensus on its inclusion or exclusion. 

The main author guest-edited the journal Distance Education on two occasions, acted as the 
programme director for the Open Distance Learning Association of Australia (ODLAA) 2018 
international conference and edited the conference proceedings from the last three Open Distance 
and eLearning conferences hosted by Unisa. In addition, we are both senior members of the 
Institute for Open and Distance Learning (IODL) at Unisa and train academic staff to develop their 
distance education research for publication. Unisa is the oldest fully distance education institution 
in the world and has a proud history of ODL publications. This was the lens applied when the 
articles were read and coded, and one of the key questions was “Would this research be suitable for 
a dedicated distance education conference or journal?”

Other scholars might code the articles differently, as many articles could fall into multiple research 
levels. However, the coding for this analysis is consistent with the coding guidelines used in earlier, 
similar research (Roberts and Gous, 2016; Roberts & Van der Walt, 2022).

Only articles published in English are included in this report. Including publications in a range 
of languages would have increased the depth of analysis of the research, but it would require the 
participation of scholars proficient in those languages.
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This report is limited to published articles in the SCOPUS database. Many authors publish their 
articles in other research database-curated journals, some of which are country-specific. Due to 
time and resource constraints, we considered only published journal articles for our analysis. We 
acknowledge that book chapters, conference proceedings, opinion articles and other publications 
would contribute substantially to the current data set. Future research to incorporate and analyse 
these forms of research is merited.

3.4 Data Analysis

Content analysis is a method of identifying specific words, themes or concepts within qualitative 
data, typically text. Researchers use it to examine patterns, relationships and meanings. The data 
for this report were analysed through descriptive content analysis using bar charts. The analysis 
includes the Commonwealth country of affiliation, research levels and sub-levels, journal name and 
citation numbers. The findings were compared with findings from previous studies by Zawacki-
Richter et al. (2009), Zawacki-Richter and Naidu (2016), Bozkurt and Zawacki-Richter (2021), 
Roberts and Gous (2016) and Roberts and Van der Walt (2022) to identify gaps in ODL research 
in Commonwealth countries. 

The analysed data extracted from the discipline of the humanities were presented as follows:

1.	 Total number of published articles by year from 2015 to 2024.
2.	 Analysis by Commonwealth region and country.
3.	 Research levels and sub-levels (in accordance with Zawacki-Richter’s [2009] framework).
4.	 Analysis of publication journals and journal metrics.
5.	 Citation numbers for publications.
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4. Findings
4.1 Total Number of Articles About Distance Education Published 
Between 2015 and 2024
Figure 3 shows the number of articles about distance education that were retrieved for each year 
between 2015 and 2024 from the SCOPUS list for all Commonwealth-authored publications. 

Figure 3. Total number of distance education articles published between 2015 and 2024, by year.

Since 2021, there has been a marked increase in research on distance education, most probably 
driven by the global shift to online learning during the Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent 
integration of digital technologies into education systems. This surge is evident across various 
disciplines and regions and reflects a heightened interest in exploring distance education teaching 
and learning (Andriyani et al., 2023; Aviv-Reuven & Rosenfeld, 2021). There has been a linear 
increase in the number of distance education publications over the ten-year period, with the number 
of publications peaking in 2022 (n = 596). The total number of publications for 2024 (n = 462) 
includes only those published in SCOPUS up to October 2024, so that number is likely to be 
higher in reality.

However, an increase in quantity does not necessarily equate to an improvement in quality. Many 
articles may lack a rigorous methodology, theoretical grounding or clear evidence of impact, which 
can limit their contribution to the advancement of knowledge in the field. 

4.2 Country Overview
Figure 4 shows the total number of single- and multi-authored journal articles published in 
SCOPUS during 2015–2024. As of 2024, there were 56 Commonwealth Member countries, 
spanning Africa, Asia, the Americas, the Caribbean, Europe and the Pacific (Commonwealth of 
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Nations, 2024). Figure 4 indicates that 31 Member countries had distance education research 
published in SCOPUS databases. Australia had the highest number of publications (n = 579), 
followed by the UK, Malaysia, India, Canada and South Africa. There were no publications from 21 
Member countries, most of which were situated in the Caribbean, the Pacific Islands and Africa.

Figure 4. Number of articles published in SCOPUS per Commonwealth country.

The top six countries collectively account for over 80% of all published articles with at least one 
Commonwealth author.

4.3 Publications from Commonwealth Countries in Asia 
Distance education plays a crucial role in expanding access to quality education in Asian 
Commonwealth countries, particularly in underserved and remote regions. These countries — for 
example, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Malaysia, Sri Lanka and Singapore — have leveraged distance 
and open learning systems to address issues of scale, access and equity in education.
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Figure 5. Number of publications from Commonwealth countries in Asia.

Figure 5 shows that Asian Commonwealth countries are well represented — their total number 
of articles accounts for over 35% of all published articles (n = 1,102). Malaysia and India are 
the leading distance education authorship countries in this region, and both are in the top ten 
Commonwealth countries for the number of articles published. Only two Member countries in the 
Asian region — Brunei and Maldives — did not publish articles on distance education.

4.4 Publications from Commonwealth Countries in Europe

There are only three European Commonwealth countries: the UK, Cyprus and Malta. All three 
contributed to distance education research publications, with the UK publishing the most articles 
(n = 575), as depicted in Figure 6.
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Figure 6. Number of publications from Commonwealth countries in Europe.

Founded in 1969, the OU is renowned throughout the world as a leader in distance education 
research and a pioneer of flexible and open learning. Between the OU and the Centre for Research 
in Digital Education at the University of Edinburgh, the UK published the second-highest 
number of distance education articles among all Commonwealth nations. All 575 were written 
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only by researchers from the UK. In all other countries, most of the lead authors not only wrote 
articles alone but also collaborated with authors from other countries on other articles. There 
were, however, a few examples of an author from the UK collaborating with colleagues from other 
countries — for example, Bangladesh, Canada, Cyprus, Ghana, India, Kenya, Malaysia, Malta, 
Mauritius, New Zealand, Nigeria, Pakistan, Rwanda, Singapore, South Africa, Sri Lanka and 
Uganda — without being listed as first author. These articles are listed under the country of origin 
of the lead author.

Cyprus has been an active contributor to distance education research through the Open University 
of Cyprus (OUC), University of Nicosia and Cyprus University of Technology (CUT). The 
University of Nicosia pioneered research on MOOCs and blockchain credentials in Europe. Fifty-
two articles on distance education originated from this small nation.

In Malta, distance education is being promoted as a tool for equity for adult learners and for 
persons with disabilities (Attard, 2020). Scholars from Malta authored, or co-authored, nine 
publications on distance education.

4.5 Publications from Commonwealth Countries in the Pacific 
Islands
Figure 7 shows distance education research output from three Commonwealth Pacific nations: 
Australia, New Zealand and Fiji. These articles addressed geographic and infrastructural educational 
challenges.

Figure 7. Number of publications from three Commonwealth countries in the Pacific.

Distance education in the Pacific is essential, as it provides access to learning for learners across vast 
oceanic distances, scattered islands and areas with limited infrastructure. Many Pacific nations have 
small populations, limited physical access to education and constrained national budgets. Distance 
education helps address these challenges by using radio, print, mobile technologies and digital 
platforms.
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The main distance education research contributors from the Pacific Island nations in the 
Commonwealth were Australia, New Zealand and Fiji. These three countries collectively published 
650 articles, which is slightly less than 20% of the total published articles from all Commonwealth 
countries. No other countries in the Pacific Island region published articles on distance education in 
the SCOPUS database.

4.6 Publications from Commonwealth Countries in Africa

Distance education research in Commonwealth countries in Africa has grown significantly over the 
last decade, driven by the need to expand educational access, promote equity and integrate digital 
technologies.

Figure 8 shows that 13 out of the 19 African Commonwealth countries published a total of 
439 articles in the SCOPUS database between 2015 and 2024. South Africa is by far the most 
productive country, followed by Ghana and Kenya, but it should be remembered that it is the home 
of Unisa, the oldest purely distance education institution in the world. Both Nigeria and Tanzania 
(which produced no articles) have dedicated distance education universities: the National Open 
University of Nigeria (NOUN) and the Open University of Tanzania (OUT).

The African continent is well represented. Collectively, the 13 countries shown in Figure 8 
contributed 439 articles, or approximately 14% of the total published articles. Distance education 
could help address the continent’s education challenges, and at the time of writing was considered 
a transformative force for expanding access to learning across Africa (Zawacki-Richter & Qayyum, 
2019).
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Figure 8. Number of publications from Commonwealth countries in Africa.
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4.7 Publications from Commonwealth Countries in the Caribbean 
and the Americas
Figure 9 shows the number of publications from Commonwealth countries in the Caribbean and 
the Americas. The Caribbean and Americas comprise 13 Commonwealth countries, all of which 
have diverse yet shared commitments to expanding distance education, but only six published 
research about the topic during 2015–2024. Research in these countries focused on increasing 
access to education, improving quality through digital transformation and addressing regional 
challenges such as limited connectivity, educational equity and resilience in the face of natural 
disasters. 

Figure 9. Number of publications from Commonwealth countries in the Caribbean and the Americas.

Figure 9 clearly indicates that Canada leads this region in distance education research, with a total 
of 287 publications. Only five Caribbean countries published distance education research articles 
through SCOPUS. 

4.8 Overview of the Research Levels 

The primary research levels and their associated sub-levels are presented in this section in bar charts 
and explained using examples from the study data set. Figure 10 shows the number of articles 
according to their primary research level.
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Figure 10. Number of articles per primary research level.

Previous ODL research analyses of publications from a range of countries indicated a proliferation 
of micro-level research, but the numbers were not nearly as dramatic as those shown in Figure 10 
(approximately 80% classified as micro-level). Zawacki-Richter et al. (2009) researched ODL articles 
published in five of the most prominent journals — Open Learning, Distance Education, AJDE,  
JDE and International Review of Research in Open and Distance Learning (IRRODL)6 — and noted 
that over 50% fell into the micro-level. In their opinion, this percentage was questionable. However, 
Roberts and Van der Walt (2022) carried out a study of South African-authored ODL articles 
published between 2015 and 2019 and found that almost 66% of them could be considered micro-
level research. This reflected findings from 2010–2014 that indicated that 65% of ODL articles 
could be classified as micro-level research (Roberts & Gous, 2016). It is worth keeping in mind 
that the Zawacki-Richter et al. (2009) findings relate to five prominent distance education journals 
based in Europe and the United States of America, and the Roberts and Van der Walt (2022) 
findings relate only to publications written by South African authors, many of which are published in 
country-specific journals. 

4.9 Macro-Level Publications

Using the modified Zawacki-Richter (2009) framework for classifying research levels and sub-levels 
within those levels, Figure 11 shows the number of articles that can be classified as macro-level 
research. As noted earlier, the modified framework includes OEP as sub-level 16. 

In their initial framework testing, Zawacki-Richter et al. (2009) found that 17% of the articles 
published in the top five distance education journals between 2000 and 2008 were macro-level 
research. Roberts and Gous (2016) and Roberts and Van der Walt (2022) established that, between 
2010 and 2019, less than 3% of publications by South African authors were classified as macro-level 
research. 
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6	  This journal is now called The International Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning.
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Figure 11. Sub-levels of macro-level research.

Sub-level 1: Access, equity and ethics

Access, equity and ethics in distance education are critical themes that influence policy development, 
instructional design, learner success and institutional accountability. As distance education continues 
to expand globally, research in the field must address these themes so that distance education 
models do not replicate existing inequalities but instead facilitate educational inclusion, justice 
and accountability. These elements intersect in complex ways across diverse populations and 
technological contexts (Bali & Sharma, 2017).

As illustrated in Figure 11, sub-level 1 contained only 14 publications — four were written by 
Australians, three by Canadians, three by Indians, two by UK authors and one each by a Ghanaian 
and a South African. In 2021, Zawacki-Richter and Bozkurt used the original framework to analyse 
10,827 articles published between 2007 and 2016 in 26 different journals and found that 3.5% of 
the published articles addressed sub-level 1. In contrast, less than 0.5% of all the Commonwealth 
publications analysed for this current study (n = 14) could be categorised as sub-level 1. 

Márquez-Ramos and Mourelle (2018) wrote about the relationship between society and higher 
education, and about understanding the role that distance education can play. They published 
their research in Distance Education. Ikebuchi (2023) analysed open-ended comments from the 
Canadian Digital Learning Research Association 2022 Spring National Survey to understand 
how online and/or blended learning supported diversity and inclusion. The study found that 
participants valued these modalities for their ability to widen access to marginalised learners and 
foster inclusive pedagogical practices.
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Sub-level 2: Globalisation of education and cross-cultural aspects

Distance education globalisation has expanded rapidly over the past two decades, accelerated by 
digital technologies, the Internet and global mobility trends. With institutions offering online 
programmes across borders and students accessing learning from different cultural and geographical 
backgrounds, distance education has evolved into a global phenomenon. This development has 
created both opportunities and challenges, particularly in the realm of cross-cultural engagement, 
pedagogy and education equity.

Figure 11 indicates that, like sub-level 1, sub-level 2 research accounts for only 14 articles. The 
articles were written by scholars from Australia, Canada, India and South Africa.

Sub-level 3: Distance education teaching systems and institutions

Distance education teaching systems and institutions have evolved significantly over the past 
century, reflecting advances in technology and pedagogy and increasing demand for wider access 
to learning. Distance education teaching systems are the methods, technologies and frameworks 
used to deliver education to learners separated from their instructors by time and space. Distance 
education institutions are the organisations that design, deliver and support teaching at a distance.

This sub-level accounts for very few publications (n = 5) and the research at this sub-level was 
conducted exclusively by Australian scholars. Lock et al. (2021) used a heutagogical approach to 
create a technology-enhanced lifelong learning framework, and their article identified a data-driven, 
informed perspective on the importance of using heutagogical design when implementing online 
and blended learning.

Sub-level 4: Theories and models

The conceptualisation, design and implementation of ODL systems have been greatly influenced by 
research on distance education theories and models. The field of distance education has produced a 
variety of ideas and models that offer organisational, technological and pedagogical frameworks for 
understanding and enhancing remote learning and teaching. 

This sub-level contained the highest number of macro-level publications (n = 70). Many articles 
concerned new or updated models and frameworks, with a particular emphasis on online learning.

The CoI framework (Garrison et al., 2000) focuses on effective learning through three presences: 
cognitive, social and teaching. Parker (2017) developed an online community of learning 
framework for higher education to promote key learning skills and encourage self-directed learning. 
This framework can be used for designing and implementing sustainable online learning. Heilporn 
and Lakhal (2020) investigated the reliability and validity of this framework, in which each presence 
is subdivided into ten categories. Their research highlighted the importance and influence of 
teachers’ strategies that promote student engagement in blended learning in higher education. 
Sibiya and Ngulube (2024) developed a flexible, future education model for a blended format of 
teaching and learning post-Covid-19, and Price et al. (2017) presented a comprehensive model for 
assuring the quality of technology-enhanced blended learning programmes in Cyprus.
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Sub-level 5: Research methods and knowledge transfer

The variety and complexity of distance education are reflected in the research methodologies 
used in the field, which range from design-based and analytics-driven studies to quantitative and 
qualitative approaches. Bridging the gap between research findings and real-world applications 
in distance education, technology and policy, knowledge transfer continues to be a challenge. 
Collaboration, contextualisation and institutional support are necessary for effective knowledge 
transfer to produce research that helps all students. 

As can be seen from Figure 11, no publications fell into this important sub-level. This can be 
interpreted as either a maturation of the academic field of distance education or a serious gap in the 
research on knowledge transfer within distance education systems. 

Sub-level 16: Open education practices 

OEP are instruction methods that support flexible, collaborative and equitable learning by using 
open pedagogies, open resources and open technologies. By concentrating on the planning, 
delivery and dissemination of education, they go beyond merely using OER (addressed separately in 
sub-level 19), such as free textbooks.

Figure 11 shows that there were 17 publications on OEP, written by scholars from Australia, 
Canada, India, Kenya, Malaysia, South Africa and the UK. In a report on a study at Athabasca 
University  in Canada, Lee (2021) asks the question “To what extent can online higher education 
be open and innovative at the same time?” and discusses the history of openness and innovation in 
online higher education from the early years until recently. Morgan et al. (2021), who developed 
a self-assessment tool that higher education institutions could use to track their progress in 
implementing OEP, ask a similar question: “How are we doing with open education practice 
initiatives?” 
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Figure 12. Sub-levels of meso-level research.
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4.10 Meso-Level Publications
Using the modified Zawacki-Richter (2009) framework, which includes the additional sub-levels 
17, 18, 19 and 20, for classifying research levels and sub-levels within those levels, Figure 12 shows 
the number of articles that can be classified as macro-level research.  

In their initial framework testing, Zawacki-Richter et al. (2009) found that 39% of the articles 
published in the top five distance education journals between 2000 and 2008 were meso-level 
research. Roberts and Gous (2016) and Roberts and Van der Walt (2022) established that, between 
2010 and 2019, 31% of publications by South African authors were classified as meso-level research. 

Sub-level 6: Management and organisation

Management research in distance education focuses on the systems, policies, leadership and 
operational strategies required to deliver effective, scalable and sustainable education at a distance. 
As distance education expands internationally — driven by evolving digital technologies, lifelong 
learning and growing demand for flexible education — management research plays an increasingly 
important role in ensuring institutions are effective and learners succeed.

Figure 12 indicates that the topic of 104 articles fell under the sub-level of management and 
organisation. This represents slightly more than 17% of all meso-level publications, and it indicates 
that research is increasingly being carried out by professional and management staff, as well as 
academic staff. The articles focus on institutional strategy and leadership and examine policymaking, 
leadership roles and the development of strategic frameworks (Bates, 2015). 

The authors of the 104 articles come from a vast array of Commonwealth countries, although most 
of the publications originated from Australia, Ghana, India, Malaysia, South Africa and the UK. 
The most frequently cited article in this sub-level was written by authors from Kenya (Tarus et al., 
2015) and discusses the challenges of implementing e-learning in Kenyan public universities. Dei et 
al. (2023) investigated strategies for enrolment management in private universities in Ghana during 
the Covid-19 pandemic.

Sub-level 7: Costs and benefits

The most underrepresented sub-level in the meso-level is costs and benefits (sub-level 7), with only 
15 publications on the topic. This is in line with the findings from research carried out by Roberts 
and Van der Walt (2022), which showed that costs and benefits accounted for only 2% of the meso-
level publications in South Africa, and Zawacki-Richter et al. (2009), which showed that just over 
1% of meso-level publications centred on this topic. 

Moro et al. (2023) used the Triple-S framework to investigate decisions about the acquisition of 
educational technology, devices, software, applications and online resources to ensure investments 
are viable and appropriate. Zhang and Worthington (2017) investigated the economies of scale and 
scope in distance education in Australian universities and found that the economies of opportunity 
for distance education increased with mean output, which indicates an increasing cost benefit of 
producing distance education in conjunction with classroom instruction. 

Researchers from Canada and Australia wrote all 15 of the costs and benefits articles. This indicates 
that there is a scarcity of published research on these aspects of financial management and business 
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models in distance education from other Commonwealth countries, particularly those in Europe, 
Asia and Africa. Bozkurt and Zawacki-Richter (2021) mentioned that costs and benefits could 
also be seen to fall under sub-level 6 — management and organisation — and that there was some 
justification for combining these two sub-levels in a future framework. 

Sub-level 8: Educational technology

Figure 12 indicates that only 44 publications focused solely on educational technology  
(sub-level 8). Educational technology research at the meso-level focuses on institutional, 
organisational or programmatic dynamics that influence the implementation, integration and 
effectiveness of technology in education settings, including the use of novel technological 
applications for teaching and learning. This level bridges the macro-level (national policy, global 
trends) and the micro-level (individual learners and instructors), and it is crucial for understanding 
how technology operates within education systems and institutions. The two most frequently cited 
articles were both written by scholars from Malaysia: Al-Samarraie and Saeed (2018) presented 
a systematic review of cloud-based computing tools for collaborative learning and discussed 
opportunities and challenges in a blended learning environment; and Huda et al. (2018) discussed 
big data as an emerging technology for innovation in online learning.

Educational technology is at the forefront of online learning. It acts as the infrastructure through 
which all learning occurs. The topic has been researched regularly since 2015, with a steady 
increase in the number of articles about it in recent years. Given the global expansion of online 
learning, and the role educational technology plays in its execution and development, we expected 
to find reports on many small- and large-scale studies. However, as Figure 13 shows, this did not 
happen. The reason for this might be that educational technology is positioned at the intersection 
of instructional design, computer science, management and pedagogy and is not “owned” by any 
single field (Selwyn, 2016).

Sub-level 9: Innovation and change

Few articles focused primarily on innovation and change. Most innovations and changes 
within distance education happened because of technological advancements, pedagogical 
reconceptualisation and organisational restructuring. Disruptive change usually occurs when 
innovations fundamentally alter how teaching and learning are accessed and delivered. They often 
overturn established models and can cause stakeholders to hesitate and pull back. The concept of 
disruptive innovation was introduced by Christensen and Bower in the mid-1990s and popularised 
through The Innovator’s Dilemma (Christensen, 1997). A 1995 article in the Harvard Business 
Review (Bower & Christensen, 1995) provided the seeds of the disruption idea; The Innovator’s 
Dilemma is the expanded, formalised version. Christensen et al. (2011) later extended the 
disruptive innovation framework to higher education, positioning online learning as a technology 
that could fundamentally transform traditional models. 

In the field of distance learning, disruptive change occurred when low-cost and high-reach models 
— for example, MOOCs — opened up higher education to anyone who wanted to participate in 
it by removing traditional admission barriers, damaging revenue streams for universities as it did so 
(Reich & Ruipérez-Valiente, 2019). Micro-learning and micro-credentialing are also examples of 
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disruptive changes in higher education. Micro-credentials are short, focused certifications, often for 
labour market–relevant skills, that are usually flexible and self-paced. They are frequently co-designed 
with employers to ensure that participants acquire relevant, accredited skills. Pirkkalainen et al. (2023) 
identified best practices for universities that want to participate in micro-credentialing — for example, 
co-creating programmes with industry and using robust badging platforms to ensure quality. Sargent 
et al. (2023), from the UK’s OU, investigated the use of micro-credentials in a postgraduate certificate 
and discussed learners’ perspectives and pedagogical and practical considerations. 

Smart universities leverage advanced digital technologies — for example, the Internet of Things 
(IoT), AI and big data analytics — to create a dynamic and interconnected learning environment. 
In distance education, smart universities can act as disruptors by fundamentally changing traditional 
models of course delivery, student support and other institutional managerial functions. Mbombo 
and Cavus (2021), the latter of whom is from Cyprus, examined technological infrastructures, 
pedagogical innovations and institutional strategies of smart universities, showing their impact 
on educators, learners and overall institutional transformation. Their study’s impact lies in 
its demonstration of how smart universities can enhance teaching efficiency, support learner 
engagement and drive institutional transformation, thus offering a framework for integrating 
technology into higher education practice. Innovation and change in distance education draw 
from multiple disciplines, including instructional design, information technology, organisational 
management, psychology and policy studies (Li et al., 2023). Innovations such as adaptive learning 
algorithms and immersive simulations are the result of technical research, and their integration 
depends not only on the pedagogical theories being applied in a given institution but also on 
institutional change management. The scarcity of articles in the innovation and change sub-level 
does not necessarily indicate a lack of research; rather, it shows that distance education research is 
multidisciplinary and spread across various fields. 

Sub-level 10: Professional development and faculty support

Research in sub-level 10 examines how distance education institutions develop staff capacity to keep 
up with advances in the field, particularly technological advances, and addresses resistance to or 
readiness for change. This sub-level also considers training programmes and continuous professional 
development (CPD) offered to all faculty members.

Faculty support and development are critical to the success and sustainability of distance education 
programmes. As faculty transition from traditional classrooms to online spaces, they need more than 
just technical training. This sub-level contained 63 articles written by researchers from an array of 
Commonwealth countries, including Australia, Canada, India, South Africa and the UK.

Roberts (2018, 2022) carried out research to determine the future roles of distance education 
staff at Unisa in South Africa and their perceived competencies in each of these future roles. The 
research was designed to inform training to prepare staff for the future. Rafique (2024) investigated 
the online professional development of university lecturers from Bangladesh, highlighting its 
benefits, challenges and transformative impact on teaching practices. 

Professional development and faculty support should not be peripheral add-ons, but integral parts 
of effective distance education institutions — particularly when disruptive innovations threaten 
faculty confidence and sense of connectedness (Ozan & Özarslan, 2025).
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Sub-level 11: Learner support services

Research into distance education learner support systems has grown significantly, particularly 
because of the increasing adoption of online and remote learning modalities throughout the world 
during the Covid-19 pandemic. Learner support systems are critical for enhancing the effectiveness, 
accessibility and quality of distance education, helping to bridge the gap between instructors and 
students and ensuring academic success and retention.

As Figure 12 shows, this sub-level was the most popular one for research at the meso-level — 109 
articles were published on this topic. The articles were written by researchers from Commonwealth 
countries on all continents. Eighty-one were published between 2020 and 2024.

The emergence of data analytics to predict students’ future performance, especially students who 
are identified as “at risk,” was coded in this sub-level. Ma et al. (2023), a collaborative research team 
from Canada and China, used neurotrophic cognitive diagnosis tools to accurately assess learners’ 
ability to understand knowledge concepts and to provide personalised learning to each student. 
Jokhan et al. (2019) conducted research in which they used an early warning system to predict the 
performance of students enrolled in a higher education blended learning course in Fiji.

In Ghana, Amponsah et al. (2021) researched the availability of and access to support services for 
students in a blended learning environment. They found that physical and technological support 
services were used frequently, but library resources (both residential and online) and counselling 
services were underused.

Dollinger et al. (2020) investigated the use and perceptions of third-party online learning support 
services for diverse students in Australia, and McDougall (2019) carried out a study to assess 
students’ experiences and perceptions of online support systems at the UK’s OU. Dollinger et al. 
(2020) provided evidence that informed the design of institutional online student support systems 
to enhance equity, accessibility and learner engagement.

The large number of articles in this sub-level is significant, as it shows a drive to understand and 
research ways to support students, particularly as most teaching and learning has moved into the 
online space. They include research on the support needs of students who have physical, emotional 
or cognitive challenges. Research on learner support systems in distance education underscores such 
systems’ indispensable role in promoting student retention, satisfaction and success.

Sub-level 12: Quality assurance

Figure 12 indicates the relatively small number — 29 — of publications written by 
Commonwealth authors on the topic of quality assurance in distance education. However, because 
online teaching and learning has grown in prominence over the past ten years, and because of the 
potential for cheating and other ethical issues, quality assurance in distance education has become 
increasingly important.

Jiang and Huang (2022) addressed the potential for plagiarism and collaborative cheating 
opportunities in online examinations in Australia by proposing practical and enforceable measures, 
including online proctoring, plagiarism-detection software and structured assessment design to 
minimise the risk of academic misconduct. Panigrahi et al. (2024) developed a measurement 
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scale for assessing the quality of an institution’s blended learning model. The scale incorporates 
digital pedagogy, delivery and infrastructure and can identify factors that contribute to student 
satisfaction. In similar research carried out in Pakistan, the Philippines and Indonesia, Zuhairi 
et al. (2020) found good practices, challenges and room for improvement in all three countries’ 
quality assurance systems.

In their research on distance education trends and levels, Bozkurt and Zawacki-Richter (2021) 
found that sub-level 12 accounted for 43% of all meso-level publications. Figure 13 indicates that 
less than 5% of Commonwealth-authored articles can be categorised as belonging to this sub-level. 
Clearly, quality assurance is an area that needs further research, particularly with the exponential 
growth of hybrid, blended and fully online models.

Sub-level 17: Assessment practices

The inclusion of a separate sub-level for assessment practices can be justified given that Figure 12 
indicates that 101 articles on new assessment methods were published during the study timeline. 
These new methods feature in articles about peer assessment, e-portfolios and micro-credentials. 
For example, Tsivitanidou and Constantinou (2016), both from Cyprus, wrote an article titled “A 
Study of Students’ Heuristics and Strategy Patterns in Web-Based Reciprocal Peer Assessment for 
Science Learning,” and Mudau and Modise (2022), from South Africa, wrote “Using e-Portfolios 
for Active Student Engagement in the ODeL Environment.” Ngui et al. (2022), in Malaysia, wrote 
an article that highlighted the benefits and challenges of using e-portfolios as an assessment tool, 
and Keoy et al. (2024), also in Malaysia, investigated the adoption of micro-credentials and distance 
education institutions’ readiness to implement them as a viable alternative assessment practice.

Innovative assessment practices in distance education are increasingly learner-centred, formative and 
technology-enhanced. This change in assessment practices is reflected in the number of research 
articles published in this sub-level.

Sub-level 18: Graduate employability

Graduate employability was added to the Zawacki-Richter (2009) framework for the purposes of 
this study because it has become a significant research focus for distance education institutions. The 
research focuses on how distance education influences the employability outcomes of its graduates 
in terms of learners’ skills and employers’ perceptions of the quality of distance education.

Figure 12 shows that this new sub-level contained 51 publications written by authors from 
Australia, Canada, India, Malaysia, South Africa and the UK. Most of them were written relatively 
recently, which shows that this new sub-level is gaining traction as an area of research interest.

Wang et al. (2022) found that active learning in an online environment is not only possible but 
actually necessary to boost the higher-order thinking skills needed in the workplace. Ofosuhene 
(2023) examined the employability of Ghanaian education and business students who studied 
through the distance education mode in public universities. The study highlighted the factors that 
the graduates believed would enhance their employability.

Work-integrated learning (WIL) is often seen as a challenge in distance education. WIL, which also 
features in this sub-level, integrates academic learning with practical workplace experience and is 
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seen as a necessary component of higher education to increase graduate employability. Taylor et 
al. (2023) investigated student well-being in electronic (online) work-integrated learning (eWIL) 
in Canada, and Glavas and Schuster (2020) proposed four design principles to guide eWIL: 
authenticity, integration of technology, effective support processes and fostering of co-presence and 
relationship-building.

Although distance education students often develop strong, relevant workplace skills, employer 
perceptions and access to employer networks remain a challenge. These challenges have yet to be 
addressed in research by Commonwealth authors and are a topic for future research. 

Sub-level 19: Open educational resources 

OER, which can be seen as a subset of OEP, have been a topic of interest for many years now, but 
they were the focus of only 19 articles in our study.

Exploring the use and practice of OER at the University of Delhi, Kumar and Singh (2019) found 
that students in the social sciences department were in favour of not only using OER but also 
publishing their research as OER. They noted that OER were a relatively uncommon research topic 
in India and other developing countries. Sandanayake (2019) investigated undergraduate students’ 
perceptions of OER-based blended learning and elaborated on the importance of using OER in 
online learning.

OER are an essential component of inclusive and equitable distance education. They democratise 
access to knowledge, foster innovation in pedagogy and support lifelong learning. However, 
to fully realise their potential, institutions must invest in capacity building, infrastructure and 
supportive policies, backed by higher levels of research to substantiate and effect changes in 
policies regarding OER.

Sub-level 20: AI in research

AI is a growing area of focus for higher education researchers, which is why we added sub-level 20 
to our modified Zawacki-Richter (2009) framework. Most of the research in this sub-level dates 
from 2021. The UK is the leading contributor, followed by Australia, India and Malaysia. Figure 12 
shows that 48 articles were published in this sub-level, accounting for 8% of all meso-level articles.

Ally and Perris (2022) examined AI’s role in lifelong learning and equitable education, highlighting, 
and giving examples of, both its potential benefits for inclusion and its challenges, such as bias and 
digital divides. Nigam et al. (2021) carried out a systematic literature review on security and privacy 
issues, ethical concerns, trust in AI technology, lack of training and cost implications.

AI research began to develop into a serious sub-level in 2020, with scholars from Australia, India 
and Malaysia publishing the most articles on the topic. Chaturvedi et al. (2023) investigated 
teaching simulations supported by AI, and Amini et al. (2024) — who came from Australia and 
non-Commonwealth countries — developed a global online learning theory by using the n-ary 
fuzzy relation. Their concept can be converted into a coding gadget for AI educational online 
mega-systems.

AI is reshaping distance education by enhancing personalisation, efficiency and learner support.  
As AI tools become more accessible and powerful, their integration into virtual learning 
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environments offers great potential, provided ethical, pedagogical and accessibility concerns are 
carefully managed. AI in distance education is seen as a disruptive change, and so there is a need for 
more research in this sub-level.

4.11 Micro-Level Publications
After a thorough discussion about the coding levels, we agreed that publications about online 
pedagogy, blended/hybrid learning and MOOCs, as they pertain to teaching and learning, would 
fall under sub-level 13 (instructional design). The use of mobile learning, social media, collaborative 
groups and peer-assisted learning was assigned to sub-level 14 (interaction and communication in 
learning communities), and learner characteristics, including student perceptions, engagement and 
motivation, were assigned to sub-level 15.

Figure 13. Sub-levels of micro-level research.

Figure 13 shows that most of the published research articles (over 77% of all publications) fall under 
the micro-level of research. The most popular sub-level, 15 (learner characteristics), accounts for 
more than 46% of all studies and 60% of the micro-level research. Findings by other researchers 
who investigated research levels showed that 50% of all articles could be categorised as micro-level 
(Zawacki-Richter et al., 2009), and 66% of the articles written by South African authors could be 
categorised as micro-level (Roberts & Van der Walt, 2022). Zawacki-Richter et al. (2009) noted 
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Articles that related to blended and hybrid learning, flipped classrooms and learning pedagogies 
were grouped under this sub-level. Blended learning, sometimes termed hybrid or mixed-mode 
learning, is an educational approach that combines traditional face-to-face instruction with online 
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learning components. However, blended and hybrid learning are not the same. Blended learning 
integrates face-to-face classroom methods with online activities, allowing students some control 
over certain factors, such as time, place or pace of learning. It is characterised by a blend of 
synchronous and asynchronous learning. Hybrid learning is a model that allows students to attend 
face-to-face classroom sessions while others join synchronously online (Fabian et al., 2024; Zydney 
et al., 2019). Effective strategies for online instructional design include, for example, micro-
learning, gamification, scenario-based learning, storytelling and personalisation (Díaz Redondo et 
al., 2021; Ibisu, 2024; Pandey et al., 2021).

Figure 13 indicates that there were 459 articles on instructional design. This amounts to 19% of 
the micro-level publications and almost 15% of all the articles. Vaughan et al. (2017) presented 
an international case study of evidence-based practice for blended learning to understand the 
benefits and challenges for faculty, and to make recommendations for incorporating blended 
learning initiatives into institutional practice and policy. In South Africa, Galoyan et al. (2021) 
explored online pedagogical practices for enhancing the transfer of learning in higher education. 
The significance of this study is that its findings revealed several online practices that instructional 
designers can use to optimise learning in higher education. 

Is hybrid teaching delivering equivalent learning for students in higher education? This was the 
question Baker and Spencely (2023) asked. They concluded that replacing face-to-face teaching 
with an online alternative did not produce a clear like-for-like learning environment, except in 
the case of small-group collaborations. In addition, Othman et al. (2023) applied the technology 
acceptance model (TAM) to investigate factors that influence Malaysian undergraduates’ use of 
gamification in online classes. 

Both blended and hybrid learning models aim to enhance the education experience by using both 
face-to-face and online teaching and learning. Researchers’ interest in these models, especially in 
recent years, is reflected in the large number of studies covering this sub-level. Since 2020, 323 out 
of 459 sub-level 13 articles (70%) have been about this topic. 

Sub-level 14: Interaction and communication in learning communities

Interaction and communication in learning communities are essential pillars of effective distance 
education. When teachers and learners are not physically present in the same space at the same 
time, student engagement and motivation depend on meaningful engagement practices. A learning 
community in distance education comprises learners, educators and sometimes external contributors 
who collaborate to achieve shared education goals. Interaction and communication are fundamental 
to fostering engagement, knowledge construction and a sense of belonging in these communities, 
as noted by Garrison et al. (2000). This was noted previously by Richardson et al. (2017), who 
emphasised the importance of social presence in online learning.

Various communication methods and tools are used to facilitate the communication process in 
distance education, including discussion forums, videoconferencing using tools such as Zoom, 
social media and messaging apps such as WhatsApp and Telegram. Figure 12 indicates that this sub-
level includes 21% of all micro-level publications (n = 505), equating to 16% of all the publications.
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Lin et al. (2023) adopted a novel angle for their research: They investigated the role of politeness 
in online tutoring, and argued that polite expressions can help strengthen the relationship 
between educator and student. The use of online communities in distance education has been 
linked to improved engagement, retention and learning outcomes. Chen and Bogachenko (2022) 
investigated how online community-building was fostered in discussion boards by traditional 
posting methods and multimodal VoiceThread in Australia’s open universities. They found that 
VoiceThread postings contributed more social presence than discussion board postings.

Koole and Lewis (2018) used the conceptual FRAME model (Framework for the Rational Analysis 
of Mobile Education) developed by Koole (2009) to explore how mobile learning could be used as a 
tool to revitalise indigenous languages. The tool explains mobile learning as the intersection of device 
characteristics, learner attributes and social interaction, highlighting how these three aspects interact 
to shape the mobile learning experience. They extracted cultural, pedagogical, environmental and 
technical characteristics that must be considered when developing mobile learning tools for teachers 
of Cree languages. The data set compiled for this report clearly showed how the field of distance 
education, and online learning in particular, has spread into other academic fields. The medical field 
has been instrumental in using online learning tools to carry out significant research. For example, 
Soon et al. (2022), in Singapore, explored the use of Telegram in surgical education.

Interaction and communication are essential to the success of learning communities in distance 
education. By leveraging appropriate tools, instructional strategies and theoretical models, 
educators can create dynamic and inclusive online learning environments that promote active 
participation and learner achievement.

Sub-level 15: Learner characteristics

Understanding learner characteristics is a pivotal step in developing successful distance education. 
Educators can only design an effective learning environment when they understand these traits. 
Distance education students have an array of demographic and social characteristics, come from 
diverse backgrounds and have differing levels of prior knowledge. Research in this sub-level 
provides critical information for educators who are developing distance education programmes. 

Figure 13 indicates the importance researchers place on understanding and investigating their 
learners’ characteristics. This sub-level contains the highest number of micro-level publications — 
1,445, or approximately 46% of all publications. The research in this sub-level includes contributions 
from 28 of the 31 Commonwealth countries that published distance education research in SCOPUS 
(see Figure 4). In some cases, the authors published articles in this sub-level only. 

Afzal and Crawford (2022) investigated students’ perceptions of engagement in online project 
management education and its impact on performance. This is just one of many articles that discuss 
student perceptions. In Bangladesh, Baten and Moquit (2023) investigated the challenges, benefits 
and intrinsic motivation of private university students. Narang et al. (2021) investigated how 
Namibian students responded to moving to online learning during Covid-19. A recurring theme, 
namely that many higher education institutions were not prepared for this sudden transition, 
emerged in their research.
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Maragha et al. (2023), among many others, explored students’ perspectives on online learning in a 
medical context in two Canadian universities. Rajesh et al. (2024) investigated the lived experiences 
of medical students who used VR during their online lessons. They found that online learning 
offered some advantages in the form of increased participation and engagement, but many students 
found that VR could not replace real-life experiences.

Effective instructional design is an iterative process that involves regular evaluation and refinement. 
Collecting learner feedback, analysing performance data and staying up to date with technological 
advancements are crucial activities for both maintaining and enhancing the quality of online 
learning experiences.

4.12 Research Levels by Country

Figure 14 shows the research output for each of the 31 countries that published research articles 
included in the data set for this report.

Figure 14. Research levels by country.
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The red bar indicates research at the micro-level, and the other two bars, in dark blue and lilac, 
represent the meso- and macro-level research numbers, respectively. The mean proportion of 
publications for the macro-level is around 4%; it is 19% for the meso-level, and 77% for the micro-
level (see Figure 11).

Only Australia, Canada, India, Malaysia, South Africa and the UK made substantial contributions 
to the macro-level of research. Collectively, their publications accounted for 89% of the macro-level 
research.

Figure 14 shows that many smaller Commonwealth countries published very little, if any, 
research that could be categorised as meso- or macro-level. Dominica, Grenada, Mozambique, 
Rwanda, Trinidad and Tobago, Uganda and Zambia carried out research at the micro-level only, 
and Barbados, Botswana, Jamaica, Malawi, Malta, Mauritius, Namibia and Nigeria made small 
contributions to both the meso-level and the micro-level. 

The proportion of meso-level research compared to micro-level research shows interesting 
variations among the countries. In Malaysia, less than 12% of all the publications were categorised 
as meso-level research, with the micro-level accounting for 86%. South Africa presents a different 
picture, with 21% of its publications being categorised as meso-level research; sub-levels 6 
(management and organisation) and 10 (professional development and faculty support) are the 
dominant sub-levels. South Africa’s micro-level publications represented 75% of the country’s total 
output. 

Articles that originated from India were primarily meso-level (22%) and micro-level (74%). This 
distribution can be attributed to the large number of articles addressing technology, innovation and 
management and organisational issues.

The number of meso-level publications by Australian authors was also higher than the average, 
accounting for 21% of the country’s output. Their targeted focus was student support (sub-level 
11) and new assessment practices (sub-level 17). 

The proportion of micro-level research was high across most of the Commonwealth countries. 

4.13 Word Cloud of Titles and Keywords

ATLAS.ti was used to run a quantitative content analysis of the entire data set — titles, keywords 
and abstracts. Common themes from the quantitative content analysis included blended learning, 
online learning, Covid-19, higher education, student engagement, assessment, distance education 
and technology. The resulting word cloud (see Figure 15) helped in identifying key areas of focus 
and trends in educational research and practice. 
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Figure 15. Word cloud of titles and keywords.

Figure 15 shows that the most commonly used words in the titles and keywords of all the articles 
are “learning,” “students,” “online” and “education.” Many of the words used in sub-level 15 
(learner characteristics) are prominent — for example, “experience,” “academic satisfaction,” 
“experience,” “perceptions” and “impact.” The word “blended” also features quite strongly, as do 
“technology,” “pandemic,” “teaching” and “university.”

4.14 Journals in Which the Articles Were Published

Figure 16 shows the ten journals that published the highest number of SCOPUS-based distance 
education research articles written by at least one researcher from the Commonwealth. 

Figure 16. Number of articles per journal (top ten journals).
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Education and Information Technologies published the most articles (n = 98), followed closely by 
the International Journal of Emerging Technologies in Learning (iJET) (n = 94). These journals 
concentrate on technology in education and are not dedicated distance education journals. The 
journals that published articles examined for this study but did not make the top ten included 
IEEE Transactions on Learning Technology (n = 31), Interactive Technology and Smart Education 
(n = 31), Australasian Journal of Educational Technology (n = 26), Technology, Knowledge and 
Learning (n = 23) and Research in Learning Technology (n = 22).

The traditional distance education journals, IRRODL and Distance Education, published only 50 
and 45 articles used in this study, respectively. An estimated 304 articles have been published in 
Distance Education since 2015, but only 45 were written by at least one Commonwealth researcher. 
IRRODL shows a similar pattern. Over the same ten-year period, an estimated 400 articles were 
published, but only 50 can be attributed to Commonwealth authors.

Many articles were published in medical journals, which reflects the growing trend of online 
learning in the field of medicine. BMC Medical Education published the third-highest number of 
publications (n = 78). Other medical journals that published distance education articles included, 
for example, Journal of Education and Health Promotion, Medical Teacher, Nurse Education in 
Practice and Pharmacy Education.

The journal with the second-highest number of publications was iJET (n = 94). However, this 
journal has not been indexed in SCOPUS since 2023 because of ethical issues (International 
Journal of Emerging Technologies in Learning [iJET], 2024).

In all, the articles we examined for this study were published in 615 SCOPUS-registered journals; 
in many cases a journal published only one (n = 289) or two (n = 99) articles. Only 39 journals 
published more than 20 articles written by Commonwealth researchers.

4.15 Journals’ Q Level 
Any report about publications should examine quality as well as quantity. While quantity reflects 
productivity, quality defines the impact of research. 

In academic publishing, journals are often categorised into four quartiles — Q1, Q2, Q3 and 
Q4 — which rank them according to their impact and influence within specific disciplines. The 
rankings use citation metrics such as Impact Factor, CiteScore or SCImago Journal Rank (SJR), 
and researchers use them to assess the reach, credibility and robustness of both the journals and the 
articles they publish. According to the International Conference Alerts (2025), the quartiles can be 
classified as follows: 

Q1: (top 25%) highly selective, high-citation journals that offer significant visibility; their peer-
review process is very thorough

Q2: (25th–50th percentile) reputable journals with good impact and visibility; slightly less 
selective than Q1 journals

Q3: (50th–75th percentile) mid-tier, specialised journals aimed at niche audiences; their 
selection criteria are broader than those of Q1 and Q2 journals
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Q4: (bottom 25%) lower-citation, often newer or regional, journals that are easier to publish in 
but offer limited visibility 

Q3 and Q4 journals have a faster turnaround time and are a good option for early-career 
researchers. It is important to note that although they have lower impact factors, they still 
contribute significantly to scientific discourse, especially because they often offer a platform for 
niche or emerging areas of research (Brew & Peseta, 2004).

Table 3 shows the CiteScore, SJR and Q ranking for the ten journals used most frequently by 
Commonwealth authors to publish their research. They are ordered according to the number of 
relevant articles they contain.

The CiteScore is a simple, inclusive average of recent citations, and the SJR highlights prestige-
weighted influence, emphasising citations from high-impact journals.

Table 3. Journal rankings and impact factors (most frequently used journals)

JOURNAL CITESCORE 
(2023)

SJR (2023) Q RANKING

1 Education and Information Technologies 6.6 1.301 Q1

2 International Journal of Emerging Technologies in Learning (iJET) 3.8 0.536 Q2

3 BMC Medical Education 4.9 0.935 Q1

4 Sustainability 5.8 0.537 Q1

5 British Journal of Educational Technology (BJET) 15.6 2.425 Q1

6 Education Science 4.8 0.669 Q1

7 Computers & Education 23.8 3.651 Q1

8 International Review of Open and Distributed Learning (IRRODL) 5.8 0.860 Q1

9 Distance Education 10.4 1.878 Q1

10 Journal of Engineering Education and Transformations (JEET) 0.7 0.185 Q4

The table shows that eight of the ten most popular journals among Commonwealth researchers are 
recognised as Q1 journals, which indicates that they are prestigious and acknowledged to be leaders 
in their academic fields. Thirty-five articles written by Commonwealth researchers, almost all of 
whom were from India, were published in iJET. This journal was removed from the SCOPUS list 
in 2023 because of ethical concerns. 

Computers & Education has the highest CiteScore of 23.8, meaning that each article in this journal 
is cited 23.8 times on average. JEET is the least cited journal, with a CiteScore of only 0.7. 

An SJR score reflects the number of times an article has been cited in a prestigious journal in the 
past three years. Table 3 shows that Computers & Education has the highest SJR score (3.651) 
among the ten most popular journals in our study, followed by BJET (2.425) and Distance 
Education (1.878).
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Table 4 shows the metrics of journals that published 20 or more articles written by Commonwealth 
authors and are not listed in Table 2. (They are listed from most articles to fewest articles.)

Table 4. Journals that published more than 20 articles by Commonwealth authors

JOURNAL CITESCORE (2023) SJR (2023) Q RANKING

11 Cogent Education 2.3 0.47 Q2

12 Turkish Online Journal of Educational Technology 0.5 0.22 Q3

13 Frontiers of Nursing 0.7 0.191 Q4

14 Online Learning Journal 7.4 1.098 Q1

15 IEEE Transaction on Learning Technologies (TLT) 7.5 1.493 Q1

16 Interactive Technology and Smart Education 12.0 1.149 Q1

17 Electronic Journal of e-Learning 5.9 0.644 Q1/Q2

18 Open Learning 4.8 0.850 Q1/Q2

19 Interactive Learning Environments 12.1 1.312 Q1

20 International Journal of Management in Education 1.6 0.22 Q3

21 Internet and Higher Education 19.3 2.426 Q1

22 Journal of University Teaching and Learning Practice 4.6 0.58 Q2

23 Australasian Journal of Educational Technology 7.6 1.0 Q1

24 E-Learning and Digital Media 6.2 0.464 Q1

25 Asian Association of Open Universities Journal 5.6 0.624 Q2

26 International Journal of Learning, Teaching and Educational Research 2.1 0.287 Q3

28 Journal of Asian Architecture and Building Engineering 2.2 0.347 Q1

29 Library Philosophy and Practice 0.3 0.22 Q4

30 Medical Teacher 7.8 1.38 Q1

31 Technology, Knowledge and Learning 9.5 1.153 Q1

32 International Journal of Mobile and Blended Learning 2.1 0.417 Q2

33 Research in Learning Technology 6.5 0.771 Q1

34 International Journal of Information and Learning Technology 6.1 0.721 Q1

35 Journal of Education and Health Promotion 2.6 0.478 Q2

36 Asian Journal of University Education 4.3 0.443 Q2

37 International Journal of Evaluation and Research in Education 1.3 0.335 Q3

38 International Journal of Web-Based Learning and Teaching Technologies 1.6 0.26 Q3



50 OPEN AND DISTANCE LEARNING RESEARCH TRENDS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Most of the journals listed in Table 4 are ranked as Q1. This indicates that Commonwealth authors 
have a strong presence in high-ranking journals. These publications account for approximately 42% 
of all publications. 

The same trends were observed in journals that published fewer than 20 articles written by a 
Commonwealth researcher. Space does not allow for a full discussion of their metrics.

4.16 Journal Publications by Country 
Figure 17 shows which journals most frequently published articles written by authors from the six 
most productive countries — Australia, the UK, Malaysia, India, Canada and South Africa.
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Figure 17. Number of publications by journal and country.

The graph shows that Indian authors most frequently published their research in technology-
associated journals such as Education and Information Technologies (n = 19), iJET (n = 14) and 
JEET (n = 32). JEET also published two articles from Pakistan and one from Trinidad and Tobago, 
but it has since been removed from the SCOPUS list because of ethical concerns. In addition, the 
average citation score for the articles published in it is low (2.1). Only two articles from India were 
published in IRRODL, and none were published in Distance Education.
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The findings for Malaysia are similar to those for India. The highest number of articles from the 
country appeared in iJET (n = 40) and Education and Information Technologies (n = 24). Only two 
were published in IRRODL, and none were published in Distance Education. 

BJET is acknowledged to be one of the world’s top education technology journals, with a citation 
score of 10 and an SJR of 2.425. A bibliometric analysis by Bond et al. (2019) states, “in a survey 
of 79 international educational technology scholars, [BJET] was ranked the second most prestigious 
and visible journal in the field of educational technology” (p. 34). Figure 17 shows that most of 
the relevant articles published in BJET were written by Commonwealth authors from Australia 
(n = 21), the UK (n = 22) and South Africa (n = 10). It published only one relevant article from 
India, and none from Malaysia.

4.17 Most Cited Articles

Another metric that reflects an article’s influence and impact is the average number of times it has 
been cited by other researchers. Table 5 shows the average number of citations by country for the 
13 countries that published the most articles. 

Table 5. Average citations by country

COUNTRY TOTAL NUMBER OF 
 PUBLICATIONS

TOTAL NUMBER OF CITATIONS AVERAGE CITATION  
PER COUNTRY

Australia 579 13,513 23.3

UK 575 12,525 21.8

Malaysia 496 10,083 20.3

India 374 6,290 16.8

Canada 287 4,853 16.9

South Africa 283 2,640 9.3

Pakistan 105 2,056 19.6

Ghana 86 1,241 14.4

Singapore 59 1,052 17.8

New Zealand 54 814 15.1

Cyprus 52 759 14.6

Bangladesh 37 639 17.3

Sri Lanka 31 364 11.7

 

The table shows that the Commonwealth-authored articles identified for our study were generally 
cited relatively frequently. The same trend is observed for articles written by researchers from 
countries that had a lower rate of output, such as Bangladesh, Pakistan and Singapore. 
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5. Discussion
ODL in higher education in Commonwealth countries has evolved significantly in the past decade, 
from correspondence courses in the 19th century to digitally mediated learning today. Distance 
education programmes were introduced by early pioneers such as Unisa and the University of 
London, and they have gradually improved with each technological development, from radio and 
television to the Internet and Web 2.0 tools.

In 1995, Taylor identified five generations of distance education delivery, ranging from 
correspondence courses to contemporary technology-driven learning. More generations have been 
proposed to accommodate recent advancements such as AI, VR and AR.

The academic field of distance education has been defined in multiple ways, each one reflective 
of the generation that created it. Keegan (1980) defined distance education in terms of six 
characteristics, including institutional oversight and communication using technical media, while 
Wedemeyer (1981) emphasised learner autonomy and flexibility. Moore’s theory of transactional 
distance (1993) highlighted interaction, course structure and learner self-direction, whereas 
UNESCO (2002) underscored institutional planning and global perspectives. Siemens (2005) 
introduced a networked learning model through connectivism, and Simonson et al. (2011) used a 
technology-centric definition that showcased interactive telecommunications and digital tools.

A more recent definition is that of Zawacki-Richter and Jung (2023), who emphasise digital 
transformation and open, flexible access to education. In general, more modern definitions reflect 
the increasing use of technology, which is constantly evolving.

Researchers have examined trends and patterns in distance education using various methodologies, 
including content analysis, bibliometric analysis and text-mining. The Covid-19 period sparked 
growth in distance education research globally, with quantitative approaches to research emerging 
as the clear preference. Many studies — for example, Zawacki-Richter et al. (2009) and Roberts 
and Gous (2016) — show that distance education research focuses predominantly on micro-
level topics, such as instructional design and individual learner characteristics, while meso-level 
and macro-level research themes, such as institutional frameworks and systemic policies, remain 
underexplored. Emerging trends include OER, MOOCs and technology integration; much of 
the research in these topics comes from Commonwealth countries such as Australia, Canada 
and the UK, although targeted studies on distance education contributions exclusively from 
Commonwealth countries are lacking.

Distance education research in Commonwealth countries increased significantly during 2021–
2024, largely because of the shift to online learning during the Covid-19 pandemic. The number 
of articles published peaked in 2022 (n = 596). The total published in 2024 stands at 462 as of 
October 2024, and the final number is expected to be higher. However, despite this growth in 
quantity, concerns remain about the unequal distribution of levels of research; multiple articles 
use an exploratory research design and look at respondents’ experiences and perceptions without 
offering recommendations to address any associated issues. 

Australia leads Commonwealth countries in the number of published articles indexed in SCOPUS 
from 2015 to 2024 (n = 579), followed by the UK (n = 575), Malaysia (n = 496), India (n = 374), 
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Canada (n = 287) and South Africa (n = 283). Together, these six countries were behind over 80% 
of the total 3,129 articles published by 31 out of the 56 Commonwealth nations. Fifteen of those 
Commonwealth countries published fewer than ten articles. There is, therefore, a need to expand 
distance education research to the geographic areas within the Commonwealth countries in Asia, 
the Pacific Islands, Africa and the Caribbean.

There is concern that some countries in Asia publish almost exclusively in local journals, whose 
reach does not go beyond their own context. While it is important to research local contexts 
and support local publications, these countries should be encouraged to establish a presence in 
international publications as well.

For the purposes of this report, the research levels of distance education publications were analysed 
using a modified Zawacki-Richter (2009) framework. The original framework has been used by 
many researchers to evaluate the levels and sub-levels of distance education research. However, 
recent research developments warrant an increased focus on technology and related areas (Bozkurt 
& Zawacki-Richter, 2021; Zawacki-Richter & Naidu, 2016), and so for this report, we decided to 
include additional sub-levels in the macro- and meso-levels that address OEP, OER, new assessment 
practices, graduate employability and research in AI. This modified framework merits further 
research to validate it.

Within the three primary research levels, the findings indicate that both the macro- and meso-levels 
of research are underrepresented in the literature. Less than 4% (n = 120) of articles addressed the 
theoretical and global issues surrounding distance education, and most of them were written by 
researchers from Australia, Canada and the UK.

At the macro-level, very few publications address theories and models (sub-level 14) and research 
methods and knowledge transfer (sub-level 5). Macro-level frameworks and models developed 
in the Global North are not always appropriate for the context of developing countries — for 
example, they may not take into account the realities of digital divides, regulations and sociocultural 
nuances — and so there is a need for more research by Member countries in the Global South. This 
reflects the findings of Bozkurt and Zawacki-Richter (2021), who noted that there were significant 
gaps in theory-building in distance education. Macro-level research focuses on structural factors, 
including system governance, national infrastructure and regional policies, rather than teaching and 
learning. It is often methodically complex, requires interdisciplinary approaches and cross-national 
collaboration and moves beyond descriptive and exploratory studies to policy-relevant frameworks 
that can be useful to governments and funding agencies. To encourage researchers to engage at this 
level, institutions and government agencies in the relevant countries could provide research grants.

The meso-levels of research address organisational issues of leadership and management, 
infrastructure, finances, professional development, quality assurance and technology. Gaps 
in meso-level research are apparent in sub-level 7 (costs and benefits), sub-level 12 (quality 
assurance) and sub-level 19 (OER). Only 15 articles focused on finance and costing structures for 
distance education. 

Research focusing on quality assurance in distance education is also scarce — only 29 articles on this 
topic were published. Traditional quality assurance models were developed primarily for face-to-face 
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education, and technology changes in recent years have created a need for new models to address 
evolving demands, such as digital integrity and online course delivery, so that online learning 
remains credible, equitable and future-ready. According to Ferdousi et al. (2022), “the positive 
impacts of QA practices is evident in improving the performance of students and teaching and non-
teaching staff” (p. 153).

In distance education, micro-level research explores the immediate educational setting with an 
emphasis on teaching strategies, student motivation, interaction and cognition. It places particular 
focus on individual experiences and interactions within online learning environments, concentrating 
on factors such as engagement, motivation, self-regulation and teaching tactics that see learning 
success in terms of who the learners are, how they feel, how they interact and what support they have.

Micro-level research dominated the data set of Commonwealth publications, accounting for 77% 
of all the articles. Forty-six per cent of all articles focused on learner characteristics (sub-level 15), 
making it the most explored sub-level. This sub-level is crucial to understanding how individuals 
think, feel and behave and to making it possible to design more personalised and effective online 
experiences. However, the saturation level introduces certain risks, as many studies essentially revisit 
old or similar ground, differing only in context or discipline. Repetitive, small-scale studies often do 
not offer new insight, and it is recommended that some of the research efforts in this sub-level be 
diverted to other underinvestigated areas.

The journal Education and Information Technologies published the highest number of SCOPUS-
indexed articles written by Commonwealth researchers (n = 98), followed closely by the 
International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education (iJET) (n = 94). The 
traditional distance education journals — IRRODL and Distance Education — published only 50 
and 45 articles, respectively, by Commonwealth authors. 

The academic fields of health, technology, information science and social work have emerged as 
prolific contexts for much post-pandemic research. This shift was reflected in the fact that BMC 
Medical Education published 78 of the articles identified in our study. 

Our review of the literature shows that distance education research is increasingly shedding its 
singularity and evolving into an interdisciplinary and trans-disciplinary field. Research is no longer 
confined to the traditional distance education journals; it is now being published in education 
technology, engineering, health and computer science journals. However, this expansion risks 
fragmenting the field of distance education. Therefore, researchers need to bridge disciplinary silos 
while keeping their research rigorous and grounded in theory to ensure that distance education 
matures as a cohesive and impactful field. 

Eight of the ten journals that published the most articles by Commonwealth researchers —
Education and Information Technologies, Computers & Education, BMC Medical Education, 
Sustainability, BJET, Education Science, IRRODL and Distance Education — are classified 
as Q1 journals, as are many of the journals that published fewer of these articles. In addition, 
Commonwealth authors, including those from developing nations, are frequently cited. Even for 
countries that produced fewer relevant articles — for example, Bangladesh, Pakistan and Singapore 
— the average number of citations is on par with that of nations that produced more articles.
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6. Summary of Distance Education Research in 
Commonwealth Countries
Distance education research in Commonwealth countries has evolved significantly, driven by 
technological advancements and the shift to online learning during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
However, there are differences in the amount of macro-, meso- and micro-levels of research 
being published. Micro-level research — with its focus on learner characteristics and individual 
educational settings — dominates, and macro- and meso-levels remain underexplored.

Macro-level research, which addresses systemic policies and frameworks, is methodologically 
complex and requires interdisciplinary collaboration. Meso-level research, which focuses on 
organisational governance, in areas such as costs, quality assurance and OER is lacking. Emerging 
trends include the integration of AI, VR and AR to enhance distance education environments.

Research articles written by at least one Commonwealth researcher are appearing in journals 
dedicated to a variety of disciplines, particularly health, technology and the social sciences. Q1-
rated journals published a significant portion of the research articles, and citation averages are 
high in most countries. To ensure distance education research remains cohesive, interdisciplinary 
collaboration and theory-grounded studies are essential.
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7. Recommendations
This report presents the findings from an analysis of a data set compiled from SCOPUS-listed 
journals. To enhance the outcomes and scientific validity of this study, journals from additional 
databases should be included, including region- and country-specific journals. The current research 
is dominated by Global North frameworks, epistemologies and ontologies, and many countries 
from the Commonwealth have different educational challenges, foci and priorities.

Conference proceedings, book chapters and other credible publication types should also be 
included. Conference proceedings are often the basis of full articles, and they provide a way to share 
emerging ideas and innovations in a timely way; book chapters are often dedicated to a specific 
theme within a broader research topic and examine diverse perspectives on that theme. By adding 
a range of publication types, it would be possible to identify emerging innovations and thematic 
insights. In addition, scholars and researchers from Commonwealth countries where the main 
working language is not English should be encouraged to create their own regional databases of 
distance education research. This could provide data that COL could use for further research on 
research trends, gaps and levels from a broader perspective.

The data set should be updated regularly to track new publications, modify research levels as the 
need arises and carry out longitudinal research on developments in distance education.

The quality of the research articles was assessed only by investigating the Q status of the journals 
that published the articles and the articles’ citation scores. Other metrics that can be used include 
appropriate research paradigms, methodologies and data analysis, and the data set should be coded 
accordingly.

There are 15 recommendations. The first 5 recommendations are to keep the dataset robust and up 
to date.

Recommendation 1: 

Extend the data set to include other databases in addition to SCOPUS.

Recommendation 2: 

Include conference proceedings, book chapters and other relevant publications in the data set. 
Encourage regional participation in the collation of multilingual articles to ensure collaboration and 
extension of the current research in multiple languages, including English.

Recommendation 3: 

Update the data set regularly to make it possible to conduct longitudinal studies.

Recommendation 4:

Code the data set each time it is used to reflect specific research design and methodologies.

Recommendation 5: 

Include other disciplines in addition to the humanities.
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	 For this report, an amended research levels framework, based on the Zawacki-Richter (2009) 
framework, was adopted. Further research is required to validate the new framework, and amend 
or change it if necessary. There is enough research to indicate that the Eurocentric framework 
needs to be adapted to fit the context of developing nations, many of whom are members of the 
Commonwealth.

Recommendation 6: 

Develop a context-specific distance education research framework.

	 Content analysis and descriptive methods were used to analyse the data in the data set. Other 
researchers in recent years have used social networking analysis and text-mining tools for their 
analysis. Using these data analysis methods could yield improved results. 

Recommendation 7: 

Use social network analysis and text-mining methodologies, in addition to content analysis, for 
future research.

	 Authors from 31 Commonwealth countries published articles in the SCOPUS list between 2015 
and 2024. Most of these articles were written by researchers in Australia, the UK, Malaysia, 
India, Canada and South Africa. It is recommended that ongoing mentorship programmes be 
continued, with experienced authors helping emerging researchers carry out scientifically sound, 
relevant studies that directly address the research gaps identified. These programmes should be 
ongoing rather than episodic, with clearly defined goals.

Recommendation 8: 

Introduce or expand mentorship programmes to assist emerging distance education researchers.

	 Meso-level research remains underinvestigated. The current report highlights meso-sub-levels 
of research that are lagging behind. There is little research on the costs and benefits of distance 
education, which is particularly important as institutions move away from brick-and-mortar 
education to online, virtual teaching using AI. The changes in approach require increased 
research into quality assurance issues relating to online learning, ethical considerations, the use 
of AI and ensuring the ethical implementation of learning analytics. 

	 This report shows that there is an imbalance in the three levels of research. The macro-level 
of research is always the smallest one; it requires high-level thinking and conceptualisation. 
Publications from the Commonwealth are underrepresented in this research level. Government 
and other funding agencies must promote research at this level, as it could direct national 
policies and support access to and globalisation of distance education to the benefit of all 
concerned. The challenges of equitable access, authentic interaction and integration of 
sustainability across all disciplines and systems persist.

	 It is crucial to investigate the role of AI in transforming distance education, including adaptive 
and personalised learning, professional development programmes to prepare faculty for using 
AI, learning analytics and predictive modelling, human and AI collaboration, AI literacy and 
institutional readiness.
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	 Micro-level research in distance education — particularly studies focusing on learner 
characteristics — remains vital, as it yields nuanced insights into how individual factors such as 
motivation, satisfaction, self-regulation and perceptions of digital literacy affect and shape online 
learning outcomes. The proliferation of small-scale, repetitive studies could stall conceptual 
advancement. To maintain relevance, researchers should deepen their micro-level research and 
focus on nuanced studies on topics such as engagement, motivation, experiences and students’ 
perceptions, while connecting their insights to broader educational systems for a comprehensive 
understanding.

Recommendation 9: 

Develop strategies for promoting macro-level research — for example, collaborations between 
Commonwealth countries on high-level theoretical and policy-relevant studies — and encourage 
Commonwealth researchers to submit their work to dedicated distance education journals.

	 Commonwealth researchers are advised to actively submit their work for consideration in 
dedicated distance education journals. The reason for the dearth of published articles is unclear, 
and an investigation to assess whether it is because of poor quality, lack of relevance or perhaps 
editor bias is warranted.

Recommendation 10: 

Encourage Commonwealth researchers to submit their work to dedicated distance education 
journals.

Recommendation 11: 

Encourage Commonwealth researchers to conceptualise high-level, theoretical studies to inform 
national policies, improve equitable access and integrate sustainability across disciplines and systems.

Recommendation 12: 

Encourage more research on the financial implications of distance education.

Recommendation 13: 

Encourage more research on quality assurance in distance education.

Recommendation 14: 

Target and encourage research on the use of AI in distance education.

Recommendation 15: 

Limit the number of descriptive, repetitive studies in an oversaturated research space.
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8. Conclusion
There is currently a need for balanced research in distance education across all levels, including 
systemic and theoretical macro-level studies. This report aims to inform strategies for advancing 
distance education research in Commonwealth nations that will contribute to accessible and 
innovative educational practices. The recommendations listed in the preceding section are designed 
to help create a balanced, innovative and inclusive framework for advancing distance education 
research across Commonwealth nations and improving the state of distance education throughout 
the world. 
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