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Doing Institutional Research: The role of the
partisan guerrilla

Alan Woodley

Institutional research can be defined  as "systematic
investigation designed to improve the efficiency and
effectiveness of an institution". Under such a broad
definition it is clear that "institutional research" (IR) is
actually practised in a whole range of institutions, by
staff  in many positions, using a variety of
methodologies, and addressing a huge array of issues.
For the purposes of the present paper I am going to
restrict myself to a consideration of IR as practised in
Distance Teaching Universities (DTUs) by professional
researchers as part of their duties. By drawing upon my
personal experience of carrying out  IR in such a context
at the British Open University, I will attempt to identify
where IR has had an impact and relate this to the roles
and functions of the institutional researchers
themselves. In short I am going to critically reflect upon
the process of doing institutional research, rather than
present results from it.

When one thinks of "research" in the same breath as
"university", the tendency is to conjure up images of
academics poring over books in libraries or carrying out
experiments in laboratories. For them the aims of
research are to push back the frontiers of knowledge, to
develop theory, to improve their teaching. However, if
one considers "research" in an industrial or commercial
context the image shifts to one of research for product
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development, organisation and methods research,
market research, etc.

For Distance Teaching Universities there is an
interesting duality because they are both universities
and industries, and both models of research are
present. For the professional institutional researcher
the two models co-exist in the same occupational role
and it is the anomalies and contradictions that this
produces that forms the focus of this paper.

In short the thesis of the paper is as follows:

• Distance Education has been categorised as an
industrial process. Most institutional research can be
seen as contributing to this process.

• Notwithstanding this model, institutional research is
not a purely technical matter and  needs to be
understood as a social process of knowledge
cons t ruc t ion .

• In particular, complexities arise because DTUs have
other aims beyond profit-maximisation.

• Where institutional researchers are full academic
members of  the university this can and should
profoundly affect their roles as researchers.

Industrialised research for industrialised
e d u c a t i o n

Theorists such as Peters(1983) and Keegan (1990) have
portrayed distance education as "industrialised
education". In their support they cite factors that exist
within production industries and within distance
education such as  the increased division of labour,
mechanisation, large capital investment costs , and the
need for a mass market. Others have argued that they
are wrong to say that traditional forms of education

102 Practitioner research and evaluation skills training in open and distance learning

Module A1 – Doing educational research and evaluation in ODL

Individuals may reproduce a copy of the third-party copyright materials listed below for their own personal use only: any further reproduction or transmission of any such content is prohibited except by permission of the copyright holder of the relevant material.



3

3

have been unaffected by such processes (Sewart 1990)
and that they fail to acknowledge the debates about the
changing nature of industrialisation (Campion and
Renner 1993). For the purposes of the present paper I
want merely to take the position that distance
education can be viewed as industrialised education
and to examine how this can help our interpretation of
institutional research.

To begin with I have taken a number of clearly
recognised research areas out of their industrial context
and given examples from my own university of
corresponding  institutional research.

Market Research

• Surveys of prospective students to ask them what
subjects they would like the University to provide

• Studies of responses to advertising in various
newspapers in order to maximise the effects of
publicity campaigns

Organisation and Methods/Work Study

• Studies of the turn-round time for assignment
marking and recording

• Reviews of course production methods

Quality Control

• Surveys of students to measure their reactions to the
courses

• Analysis of computer and tutor-marked grade
dis t r ibut ions

Management Information Systems
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• The numbers of students on courses, their
performance and their flows through the system

• Planning and modelling

•  Studies of cost-effectiveness

Research and development

• Studies of the possibilities of new technologies such
as satellites and computer-conferencing

• The developmental testing of prototype courses

Elsewhere I have talked about three models of
evaluation: "Market", "Liberal" and "Radical" (Woodley,
1991). From my own observations  I believe that the
great majority of institutional research as practised in
distance education  falls within the "Market" model,
and can be categorised under one or more of the sub-
headings above. Implicit within this model is the image
of the institutional researcher as a technician or a
neutral scientist supplying information for
management decision-making.

I am not seeking to denigrate this role in IR. In fact I
consider a close working relationship with  institutional
decision-makers to be absolutely vital for institutional
researchers. They should be responsive to the needs of
decision-makers and accountable to them. However,
what I want to move away from is the notion borrowed
from the industrial sector that research can produce a
quick solution or a "technical fix"   for management
problems .

How does one judge the success or otherwise of research
within the "Market " model? Ideally one should be able
to point out how the results led to a change in the
system that increased the efficiency or effectiveness  of
that system.
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To take a simple example from my own institution, we
were able to show through surveys that very few
students were listening to our radio broadcasts and that
almost all students had access to a cassette-player. This,
together with financial information, led the University
to conclude that it was cheaper to distribute audio
materials on cassettes.

Unfortunately the great majority of IR does not produce
such clear-cut "positive" results. This can be due to  a
number of reasons. Firstly, IR is just one input into
institutional decision-making. Decisions are frequently
made which run counter to research findings, due to
factors such as  internal or external political pressures
or financial constraints. Secondly, good IR may feed
into the general stock of management information
rather than into a particular decision or change. Finally
one has to acknowledge that it is often due to poor
research.

What constitutes "good"  institutional research within
the “Market” model? In my experience  there are certain
basic standards that must be met:

• Detailed discussions with the client concerning the
actual nature of the research question.

• The research question must be seen to address a
priority issue

• There must be the possibility of some action as a
result of the research

• Collaboration with the clients during the course of the
resea rch

• The production of the research results within an
appropriate time period and in a style acceptable to the
c l ien t
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At a more fundamental level the quality of research will
depend upon which research methods are employed
and how well they are implemented. By its very nature,
distance education, with its separation of the teacher
and the learner,  presents a whole set of problems for
the social researcher. Added to this is the tremendous
variation in distance education programmes
themselves. Programmes vary in terms of level, formal
versus informal, and available communications
channels. In response to this, virtually the whole range
of social science research methods have been used at
one time or another to meet the informational needs of
distance education management. When asked which
methods should be used it is very difficult to give a
simple answer. I will outline some possible replies:

_ "Appropriate methods": One answer is to say that you
pick the methods that are appropriate to the research
problem. For example, if you want to know the drop-
out rate on a given course you would clearly go for a
"quantitative" study, probably based on course
registration or attendance data. If you wanted to find
out about the effect of a radio campaign about
contraception on village women you might well
decide that this should be done "qualitatively" by
sensitive women interviewers in the peoples' own
homes. However, even with these examples it is not a
straight-forward matter. Administrative records
might not accurately reflect drop-out rates. In our
second example, one could also imagine a
quantitative study based on sales of contraceptives or
on the actual birth-rates.

_ "Scientific methods": Most researchers would agree
with this but there are divisions within social science
as to how social reality can be measured and hence
what can be called "scientific". Adherents of the
quantitative, empirical school would always select
objective surveys, tests and experiments, while those
who felt that such methods did not tap into "what
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was really going on" would favour fieldwork based on
observation, participation and interviews.

_ "Methods demanded by the situation": There will
always be factors in the researchers environment that
influence the methods that are chosen. Such
pragmatic considerations include external pressures,
cost, available research skills and geography.

_ "Multiple methods": In recent times more and more
researchers seem to have come to the conclusion that
it is better to select a variety of research methods
when approaching a problem, rather than any one
single method. This is particularly the case with
programme evaluation.

It is now generally acknowledged that it is insufficient
to evaluate a programme on the basis of pre and post-
tests of the knowledge held by students. This is
especially so in the case of part-time and distance
education where reality is often "messier", or more
complex,  in the sense that environmental factors, at
home and at work, are likely to play a greater part in the
learning process. While we still need to know what has
been learned, we also need to find out the reactions of
all the people concerned, we need to know about the
process of how the programme actually ran, and we
need to know about any positive or negative side-
effects.

Multiple methods are needed because different facets of
the problem are best addressed in different ways. Their
use can also be justified using the concept of
"triangulation", a term which is borrowed from land
surveying. It means that you are more likely to pin-
point a phenomenon if you set about measuring it from
several different points rather than just one.
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So far we have considered IR as a neutral, rational and
technical approach to improved management decision
making. We have suggested that it is problematic in
terms of the prioritisation of tasks, the elaboration of
the research question and the selection of research
methodologies, but, with the “Market” model of IR,
these can be seen as technical problems to be resolved
by rational debate. The institutional researcher is the
technician. Once the task is clarified and the
appropriate method selected,  he or she can proceed.

However, in my case I am not merely a "technician" but
a full academic member of the university. This means
that I share in the responsibility for shaping and
implementing the policy of the university, and that I
have certain rights and duties as a member of the
academic profession. I realise that not all institutional
researchers enjoy such status but in my experience it is
through such a status that the impact of IR can be
maximised. Therefore, I want to examine the
implications of the professional role of the institutional
researcher in the remainder of this paper.

As a full member of the university which I am
researching, it is most unlikely that I am going to be
operating as a "neutral" scientist. Does this matter? In
1961 Gouldner had  attacked what he took to be the
dominant professional ideology of sociologists: that
favouring the value-free doctrine of social science. In
1968 he returned to the fray because he feared "that the
myth of a value-free social science is about to be
supplanted by still another myth, and that the once glib
acceptance of the value-free doctrine is about to be
superseded by a new but no less glib rejection of it"
(Gouldner, 1968, p 103). He took to task Becker and
others in the Chicago School who sided with the
"underdogs" in their studies of deviant behaviour (see
for example Becker, 1963). They did so on the grounds
that it is impossible for a social scientist to do research
uncontaminated by personal and political sympathies.
Work must be written either from the stand-point of
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subordinates or superiors because one cannot do equal
justice to both. Gouldner, on the other hand, while
recognising the inevitability of bias and partisanship,
notes "the fact remains that two researchers may have
the same bias but, nonetheless, may not  be equally
objective" (Gouldner, 1968, p 111) . He goes on to
outline three possible conceptions of sociological
objectivity. "Normative objectification" is the
objectivity of the court judge which "requires his
explication of the moral value in terms of which his
judgement has been rendered"(Gouldner, 1968, p 113) .
"Personal authenticity" is a form of objectivity that
involves "the capacity to acknowledge 'hostile
information' - information that is discrepant with our
purposes, hopes, wishes or values"(Gouldner, 1968, p
114) . A third component of objectivity is
"transpersonal replicability" which means that
sociologists have described their procedures with such
explicitness that others employing them on the same
problem would come to the same conclusion.

Gouldner, then, did not see partisanship as
incompatible with objectivity. "The physician, after all,
is not necessarily less objective because he has made a
partisan commitment to his patient and against the
germ." (Gouldner, 1968, p 113)  However, Gouldner did
not address the question of the researcher's position in
relation to the different factions. For example, how
would it have affected Becker's research  if he had been
doing the research for the police force, or even if he was
part of that police force? As an institutional researcher
for the Open University, and as a full academic member
of that University, there are three sets of constraints
acting on me: the need to be a professional, objective
researcher; the need to act responsibly toward, and to
seek improvements in the institution of which I am a
member; the need to act in accordance with my own
values.
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Professionalism and objectivity should permeate all of
the institutional researcher's work, but the notion of
partisanship will vary according to the task at hand. In
the next section I want to consider the case where
institutional researchers are called upon to act in a
partisan way towards their own institution by
defending it against outsiders.

Institutional research as self-defence

While Distance Teaching Universities can be viewed as
industries for some purposes, there are also crucial
differences. Whereas businesses tend to have profit-
maximisation as their predominant if not sole aim,
universities tend to have several. These include goals
related to student numbers, improved teaching
methods, research output and benefits to the local
community. Many DTUs are also committed to
egalitarian aims concerning which sectors of the
population they are trying to reach with their courses.
Consequently, when governments come to decide upon
the success or otherwise of DTUs, they are liable to
examine a DTU's performance across all of these aims. It
is at such times that IR can be used to defend a
univers i ty .

In 1990 the Secretary of State for Education and Science
established a review of the UK Open University. The
government were seeking to expand the total provision
of higher education for part-time students and wished
to see whether the Open University was the appropriate
means for such an expansion. The Review sought the
answers to thirteen questions concerning the
contribution made by the Open University and possible
ways of funding expansion. I was directly involved in
answering the four following questions:

"What is the contribution of the Open University in
opening up access to Higher Education to students

110 Practitioner research and evaluation skills training in open and distance learning

Module A1 – Doing educational research and evaluation in ODL

Individuals may reproduce a copy of the third-party copyright materials listed below for their own personal use only: any further reproduction or transmission of any such content is prohibited except by permission of the copyright holder of the relevant material.



11

11

without traditional qualifications, and those from
under-represented groups?"

"What is the contribution of the Open University in
increasing the supply of graduates in areas of national
shortage?"

"How does the performance of Open University
graduates compare with those from other universities
and polytechnics in the labour market?"

"How does the University compare with other
institutions of higher education in relation to part-
timers' progression and drop-out rates?"

This is not the place to attempt to detail the exact
information that the University was able to assemble
over a very short period of time in order to answer
these questions. Instead I would like to draw out the
general lessons for successful IR in such a situation:

_ We did not have to start from scratch. Because our
information systems were in place, we were able to
assemble very quickly the required data on topics
such as progress rates and the number of graduates
with varying proportion of credits in Maths, Science,
and Technology in their degree profiles.

_ From the point of view of "under-represented
groups", we were able to present information on
gender, age, occupation, educational qualifications,
ethnic origin, disability, prisons, the armed forces,
and geographic location.

_ Some of the questions required survey data. In a
number of cases we were able to draw upon surveys
that we had already carried out for our own
purposes. (For example, we were able to say what
proportion of our students had transferred into
conventional higher education.) For the performance
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of graduates in the labour market we were required to
carry out a new survey, but we were able to do this
quickly and efficiently, because we had done such
surveys in the past, and we had the research
infrastructure needed for such a task.

_ Probably due to our track record of carrying out and
publishing detailed IR which was often critical of the
University's achievements, we were seen as being
capable of evaluating ourselves without the necessity
of bringing in some third party to carry out the
evaluation. This placed us in a much stronger
position because we could directly negotiate the
appropriate questions to be asked, the ways in which
they should be answered, and the interpretation of
the actual data.

Opinion within the University suggested that we came
out of the Review rather well.  Clearly an institution
with a big IR input is in a stronger position to respond
to examinations by outside funding bodies. However, it
is my contention that a lot of this strength is gained
when IR is carried out by semi-autonomous  academic
researchers because (a) they demonstrate their
independence through external publication, and (b)
they carry out speculative research,  the relevance of
which may not be clear to the institution at the time it
is carried out.

Institutional research as self-criticism

When  institutional researchers are members of a
university's  academic community, they have certain
freedoms as well as duties. These freedoms, if not
abused, can lead to  creative  work that is within the
interests of the university. However, whereas work done
as self-defence leads to direct praise from one's
institution, others types of research can seem irrelevant
at best and unpalatable at worst.
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One freedom is the ability to follow one's own interests
to a certain extent, rather than follow the dictates of
short-term management demands. As mentioned in the
previous, section this can lead to speculative research
that nobody has commissioned, but which eventually
emerges as vital information. It may produce disturbing
results, as when it was revealed that graduation rates at
my own University were decreasing and that this was
only partly due to the decline in the proportion of
teachers among our students. It may lead one into other
disciplines, where new ideas, concepts, theories, and
methods may have relevance to distance education.

I want to talk about one  particular freedom (although I
would argue that it is also a duty), and that is the
freedom of the institutional researcher to help shape an
institution's goals, to remind the institution of those
goals, to monitor the extent to which these are achieved,
and to publish the results of such research. As an
example I will draw upon my own experience in the
field of equal opportunities and with particular
reference to ethnic monitoring.

In 1987 the Open University Senate, of which I am a full-
voting member, passed a motion calling for the
development of policies to "increase the recruitment of
and provision of services for students from racially,
socially and economically disadvantaged groups”, and
the routine collection and maintenance of data on
"major relevant parameters including ethnic origin (as
defined by the student)".

The task of ethnic monitoring was given to the
University’s Student Progress Committee and so, as a
member of this committee, I was heavily involved in the
research design. Despite the injunction from Senate to
collect the information, there was continuing debate in
the Committee as to when the question should be asked
(eg at application or after registration), whether the
question should have an option saying "I prefer not to
answer this question",  and indeed whether the question
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should be asked at all. There were also fierce arguments
about the details of the actual question. On the face of
it,  the request for ethnic monitoring was straight
forward because after many years of debate and
controversy  the UK had just come up with a tested and
agreed question that was to be used on the national
1991 Census form. If  this question was used it would be
relatively uncontroversial and  would eventually have
comparable national statistics. In the event we  actually
came up with a very different question. The details of
this whole process are recorded elsewhere (Woodley,
Taylor and Butcher, 1993). The point I am trying to
make is that I, as an institutional researcher, was
involved in the shaping of the policy and in its
implementation. My contribution was clearly not just
that of a technical adviser.

Early results from the ethnic monitoring exercise were
encouraging from the point of view of representation.
The proportion of black and ethnic minority students
appeared to match the proportion in the general adult
population. However, the progress that they made as
students was less encouraging. As an "objective"
researcher I attempted to control for the effects of
factors such as previous educational qualifications,
course choice and age, but it still seems to be the case
that these students are less likely to gain a course credit
at the end of their first year. From my own value
position,  I want to alert the University to the situation
and to produce improvements within the system and,
as an academic, I expect and am expected to publish
interesting findings. However, as an employee of the
University I have to consider how, in what form, and to
whom this information should be released. The
University is anxious not to get bad publicity over what
is a very sensitive issue, but demand for the
information is great both from outside the University
and from within by regional staff and by academics
writing a course on Race and education. Therefore, the
process whereby the research data becomes public
knowledge is one of negotiation.
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In the previous section I stressed the partisan role of the
institutional researcher in defending the institution
from outside attack. In this section I have discussed
how one can also provoke change within one's own
institution through a critical approach based on a
partisan attitude towards the fundamental aims of that
ins t i tu t ion.

C o n c l u s i o n s

While a great deal of institutional research has been
carried out in the field of Distance Education, it is my
impression that a great proportion of it has had little
visible impact. On optimistic days I would argue that
this is not important - a programme of institutional
research indicates a reflective institution that is
committed to self-improvement, and the complexities
of management decision-making mean that the effects
of such research are hard to discern. On more
pessimistic days it seems that institutional research is a
useful means for managers to delay making any
decisions, or a treasure trove of conflicting data that
can be used selectively to justify the decision they want
to take for other reasons.

When sitting down to write this paper, I started from
effects rather than causes. I considered all of the
institutional research that I had been involved in,
thought about those projects where in my opinion there
had been most impact, and then attempted to delineate
the critical features of the "success stories". In doing so I
came back to the short presentation that I made to our
then new Vice-Chancellor when I was asked to
summarise  my work in ten minutes.  I based my talk on
three words: "Respond", "Alert" and "Provoke". To me
these summarise the three key roles of the effective,
professional and committed institutional researcher,
and in each case my power to perform these roles is
increased by my academic status.
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In IR you have to "respond" to the needs of policy-
makers. To achieve impact you need to be "where the
action is" and you need to be accountable. However, this
does not mean that you have to agree. Your
independence as a researcher can give you the freedom
to dispute whether the policy-makers are asking the
right questions or interpreting the data correctly.

The needs of policy-makers tend to be short-term and
affected by pressing circumstances. It should be the
duty of the institutional researcher to be aware of wider
issues, research findings elsewhere, theoretical
developments, trends in institutional statistics, etc, and
to "alert" policy-makers to their implications.

It is also the duty of a good institutional researcher to
be a trouble-maker. He or she must be able to point out
the things that are going wrong and to "provoke" action
within the institution to put things right.

To perform these three tasks well the institutional
researcher has to become what I term a “partisan
guerrilla”. However, around the world DTUs are closing
or shrinking their IR units. Research is being done more
and more by non-academic staff on short-term
contracts, or commissioned from outside agencies. The
partisan guerrilla may well be one of the endangered
species.

Alan Woodley is Senior Research Fellow in the Student
Research Centre of the Institute of Educational
Technology, The Open University, Milton Keynes,
United Kingdom, MK7 6AA. His e-mail is:
a.woodley@open.ac.uk
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Review of Research in Distance Education,
1990–99

Zane L. Berge and Susan Mrozowski

Abstract

This review examines the research literature in distance education over a ten-year period

from 1990 to 1999. Using four prominent, peer-reviewed, English-language distance

education journals and the dissertation abstracts that were related to the field of distance

education, the authors found 1,419 total articles and abstracts. Only those articles

reporting a research methodology (   n  = 890) were included in this study. A categorization

system based on Sherry (1996) was used to categorize the content. The patterns across

journals and dissertation abstracts indicated a predominance of pedagogical issues being

researched. Three-fourths of the articles and dissertations used a descriptive

methodology. Implications for reviews such as this include that, while they can not

correct sloppy or short-sighted research, they can begin to address gaps in past distance

education research. They can dramatically show the need for a research agenda and

future vision in the field of distance education.

Introduction

The research conducted to date in distance education has received harsh and consistent
criticism. Criticism often focuses on (1) noncontrol for extraneous variables, (2) lack of use
of randomly selected subjects, (3) lack of validity and reliability of the instruments used to
measure student outcomes, and (4) inadequate control for the feelings and attitudes of the
students and faculty (i.e., “reactive effects”) (Anglin and Morrison 2000; Diaz 2000; Perraton
2000; Phipps and Merisotis 1999; Reeves 2000; Saba 2000).

We conducted a review of previous distance education research reviews. The
materials ranged from a comprehensive review of distance learning literature (Moore and
Thompson 1997) to a focus on specific topics such as faculty issues (Dillon and Walsh 1992),
distance learning studies in the United States Military (Barry and Runyan 1995), learner
issues with hypermedia (Dillon and Gabbard 1998), general trends in distance learning (Guri-
Rozenblit 1991), examination of research trends in The American Journal of Distance
Education (Koble and Bunker 1997), effectiveness of delivery methods (Zurkin and Sumler
1995), and primary research issues in distance education (Schlosser and Anderson 1994;
Sherry 1996). Each of these reviews had their strengths, yet none was comprehensive or
compelling in the sense of widespread use by researchers in the field. For instance, a recent
factor analysis of barriers in the field of distance education (Muilenburg and Berge 2001) was
considered because of its comprehensiveness. However, when we began to categorize the
articles and dissertation for this study, nearly all of the items fell into only two or three of the
ten factor categories. Thus, the comprehensiveness that caused us to try this categorization
system as a standard ended up not being useful. Eventually we judged the Sherry (1996)
review to be the most useful for our purposes here.
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We examined the   content areas of research   (i.e., redefining roles of key participants,
technology selection and adoption, design issues, strategies to increase interactivity and
active learning, learner characteristics, learner support, operational issues, policy and
management issues, equity and accessibility, and cost/benefit tradeoffs), the   type of
methodology used for the research  (i.e., descriptive, case study, correlational, and
experimental), and the   trends  , if any, in the areas of research found in selected sources of
distance education research from 1990 to 1999. We did not attempt to evaluate the “quality”
of this research, instead leaving that up to the peer-review process of the selected journals
publications. Neither do we prescribe what research should be done in the future.
Implications to the field are suggested, however. Data collection began in summer 1999 and
ended late in January 2001.

Methodology

When characterizing the purposes of research, one is to solve problems in the field.
Given this, and since using a categorization system of issues in distance education that was
judged to be too comprehensive became problematical, we chose to use a categorization
system by Sherry (1996) for the purposes of this review.

Sherry Categories for Distance Education Research

Sherry’s (1996) approach focused on four main underlying research issues in the field:
learner characteristics and needs, media influence on the instructional process, access issues,
and the changing roles of teacher, site facilitator, and student. From these underlying research
issues, Sherry constructed ten research issues. Sherry’s classification system accommodated
the nuances in distance education research, especially in the area of pedagogy. A description
of the ten research issues follows.

•    Redefining roles of key participants : Key participants include teachers, students, and site
facilitators. The focus is on training, such as providing teachers with guided practice and
training programs to familiarize them with the design and delivery process of distance
education.

•    Technology selection and adoption:  Media-based challenges concern time and
accessibility of the equipment, dependability, ownership and authority, control of design
issues, and integration in the course.

•     Design issues:   Design issues refer to the traditional stages of instructional systems
design—that is, design, development, evaluation, and revision. Additional issues include
content requirement, technical constraints, interactivity, and feedback.

•     Strategies to increase interactivity and active learning:  Closely related to    design issues 
(above) is course design that addresses students’ modes of learning (e.g., cooperative,
competitive, individualized; effective use of visual imagery; and the use of guided
practice).

•     Learner characteristics:   These issues, related to  strategies to increase interactivity and
active learning   (above), focus on the use of localized instructional theory to accommodate
various learner styles.

•    Learner support:   Important features include methods of teacher mediation (which
increase student completion rates); and teacher-to-teacher support—such as peer
mentoring and online bulletin boards—for teachers to share experiences and ideas.

•    Operational issues:   These issues are planning, administration, management, and
economics. Specifically, these issues include the management of the teacher-facilitator-
student triad, the training of teachers and staff, implementation and adoption of new
technology within the institution, and policy concerns such as cost, scheduling, and
facilities.
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•    Policy and management issues:   The focus here is on administrative issues (e.g., tenure,
budget, role of the teacher, teacher certification, accreditation, and administrative roles,
including the principal, technicians, and support staff).

•     Equity and accessibility:   Scant information is provided for this category. It is briefly
described as the equity of access to interactive delivery systems.

•    Cost/benefit trade-offs:   Costs and benefits vary based on specific school characteristics
because the implementation of distance education is resource-intensive.

Selection of Articles

We used two criteria to select the articles for review. Each article needed to: (1) be
published between 1990 and 1999 in one of four distance learning journal selected for this
review, and (2) include a description of the methodology used in conducting the research
reported in the article. The four journals that we chose to represent the research in the
distance education field were    The American Journal of Distance Education   (United States),
Distance Education   (Australia),    The Journal of Distance Education  (Canada), and   Open
Learning   (United Kingdom). These four prominent journals are the only peer-reviewed
English-language journals published continually from 1990 to 1999 and have been readily
accessible worldwide. In addition, we searched   Dissertation Abstracts  published during the
ten-year period, using the key words “distance education” and “distance learning” (duplicates
were removed). We included these dissertations to acknowledge that acceptance criteria for
journals versus dissertations may be quite different. Table 1 lists the volumes and issues for
each of the four journals and identifies the abstracts searched.
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Table 1. Journals and Dissertation Abstracts Used
Journal Year Volume / Issue

The American Journal of Distance
Education
(USA)

1990–99
(Vols. 4-13)

Issues 1, 2, 3 each year

Distance Education
(Australia)

1990–99
(Vols. 11-20)

Issues 1, 2 each year

1990–91, 1993–96, 1998–99
(Vols. 5-14)

Issues 1, 2 each year

1992
(Vol. 7)

Issues 1, 2, 3

Journal of Distance Education
(Canada)

1997
(Vol. 12)

Issues 1 & 2 combined

Open Learning
(UK)

1990–99
(Vols. 5-14)

Issues 1, 2, 3 each year

Dissertation Abstracts 1990–99

Types of Research Methodologies

Only articles and dissertation abstracts that contained a section describing the   research
methodology    used in reporting the study were considered for this literature review of distance
education research. While there are various frameworks for categorizing distance education
research (e.g., Morrison and Adcock, 1999; Threlkeld and Brzoska, 1994), we chose to use
the four categories of Phipps and Merisotis (1999)—descriptive research, case study,
correlational research, and experimental research—for convenience in this analysis and
report.    Descriptive research   is defined as the collection of data through observation,
questionnaires, attitude scales, and interviews. A  case study   is used here to mean a detailed
investigation of one “unit” or multiple units.   Correlational research  is described as the
collection of data in order to determine whether a relationship exists between two or more
quantifiable variables.    Experimental research   tests hypotheses concerning cause-and-effect
relationships, with one group designated as the control group and one group as the
experimental group (Phipps and Merisotis 1999, 12).

In some cases, an article described the use of more than one research methodology.
Only the primary method was recorded. For example, if a study’s focus was on experimental
research but some evaluation data was also collected through surveys or interviews, the main
research tool was selected; in this case, the study would be classified as experimental.
Therefore, each research article was classified under only one “Sherry category” and only
one Phipps and Merisotis (1999) “research methodology” category.

Results and Discussion

Abstracts, methods, conclusions, and the body of each article were read (abstracts
only in the case of dissertations), by one coauthor of this report until classification was
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determined. As the articles and dissertation abstracts were reviewed, a database was created
and maintained to manage the collected information. The database fields included the
journal’s name, the volume and issue, the publication date, and the article’s page numbers;
the title of the article; the name(s) of the author(s); Sherry’s categories (1–10); research
methodologies (1–4); and a brief description of the research problem  (see Table 2 for a
sample, descriptions and page numbers from the database are excluded here). After the
database was completed, the information was checked by the other coauthor for classification
accuracy and consistency. The coauthors then collaborated to discuss and decide upon
discrepancies.
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Number of research articles
Table 3 lists the total number of articles and dissertations of the five selected publications

from 1990 to 1999, and the number and percentage of these that were research articles. A total of
1,419 articles and distance education dissertations were published in the ten-year period. Of
these, 890 were categorized as research articles. Overall, 62.7% of the articles were research, a
value heavily influenced by the high percentage (93.4%) of dissertations in distance education
that were, as we expected, research oriented. Three of the four journals selected contained nearly
half (i.e., 40–50%) research articles during the target time period: The American Journal of
Distance Education (41.5%), Distance Education (43.8%), and The Journal of Distance
Education (49.5%). Only 17% of the articles in Open Learning involved research as we defined
it for this study.

Table 3. Number of Total Articles and Number of Research Articles for the Four Selected
Journals and Dissertation Abstracts (1990-1999)

1990-1999 Total Articles Total Research Only Percentage
Research

DA 692 646 93.4%
AJDE (US) 142 59 41.5%
DE (Australia) 185 81 43.8%
JDE (Canada) 111 55 49.5%
OL (UK) 289 49 17.0%
Totals 1419 890
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Table 4. Number of Total Articles, Number Research Articles, and Percentage of Research
Articles for the Four Selected Journals and Dissertation Abstracts (1990-1999)

YEARS
PUBLICATIONS DA AJDE

 (US)
DE

(AU)
JDE
(CA)

OL
(UK) TOTAL

S
All Articles 42 14 18 8 31 113

1990
Research Articles 41

97.6%
5

35.7%
8

44.4%
6

75.0%
5

16.1%
65

57.5%
All Articles 37 17 18 9 40 121

1991
Research Articles 35

94.6%
10

58.8%
6

33.3%
8

88.9%
1

2.4%
60

49.6%
All Articles 35 15 19 20 26 115

1992
Research Articles 31

88.6%
3

20.0%
9

47.4%
7

35.0%
2

7.7%
52

45.2%
All Articles 43 15 21 13 29 121

1993
Research Articles 42

92.7%
9

60.0%
6

28.6%
3

23.1%
2

6.9%
62

51.2%
All Articles 61 12 18 10 30 131

1994
Research Articles 57

93.4%
5

41.7%
4

22.2%
3

30.0%
2

6.7%
71

54.2%
All Articles 70 11 16 10 26 133

1995
Research Articles 68

92.1%
3

27.3%
3

18.8%
7

70.0%
3

11.5%
84

63.2%
All Articles 70 21 20 11 28 150

1996
Research Articles 66

94.3%
6

28.6%
12

60.0%
7

63.6%
4

14.3%
95

63.3%
All Articles 104 11 20 11 25 171

1997
Research Articles 98

94.2%
6

54.5%
12

60.0%
3

27.3%
10

40.0%
129

75.4%
All Articles 122 14 18 9 30 193

1998
Research Articles 109

89.3%
5

35.7%
9

50.0%
5

55.6%
12

40.0%
140

72.5%
All Articles 108 12 17 10 24 171

1999
Research Articles 99

91.7%
7

58.3%
12

70.6%
6

60.0%
8

33.3%
132

77.2%
All Articles 692 142 185 111 289 1419

TOTAL
S Research Articles 646

93.4%
59

41.5%
81

43.8%
55

49.5%
49

17.0%
890

62.7%
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To explore any trends in these numbers throughout the decade, we further broke down
the percentage of research articles by year and by publication (Table 4). The most obvious trend
is that, in the middle years of the decade, there was a dip in the number of research articles in the
four journals relative to the total number of articles.

Research Methodology

The types of research methodologies used in all 890 research articles are provided in
Table 5. Three-fourths of the articles and dissertation abstracts (74.83%) involved descriptive
research, while only 6% used an experimental approach to research problems. Table 6 lists the
research methodologies used to report the articles in this study, but with the dissertation abstracts
removed. It is a bit surprising that there is not much difference between the percentages in Table
5 and those in Table 6. We suspected dissertations would use more correlational and
experimental research than the research reported in journals. Table 7, which shows the pattern
research methodologies used in the articles by year, shows quite a consistent pattern throughout
the decade.

Table 5. Research Methodology Used in Distance Education Research for the Four
Journals and Dissertation Research, 1990-1999
Research Methodology Number of Research

Articles
Percentage of Research

Articles

Descriptive Research 666 74.83%

Case Study
112 12.58%

Correlational Research 59 6.63%

Experimental Research 53 5.96%

TOTALS 890 100%

Table 6. Research Methodology Used in Distance Education Research for the Four
Journals Only (excludes Dissertation Abstracts), 1990-1999

Research Methodology Number of Research
Articles in Journals Only

Percentage of Research
Articles in Journals Only
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Descriptive Research 186 75.92%

Case Study 21 8.57%

Correlational Research 20 8.16%

Experimental Research 18 7.35%

TOTALS 245 100.00

Research Trends in Content

Schlosser and Anderson (1994) pointed out in their review of distance education research
that each of the eight areas of research they used (Holmberg 1987) was represented in the
literature, albeit not equally.

Because the field. . . is so practical, research in distance education has been
dominated by attempts to answer questions of immediate, practical significance.
Further, a tendency of the field to be supportive of a liberal view of education and
free access to the benefits of education has led its researchers to emphasize
questions dealing with the student. Therefore, two of Holmberg’s categories of
distance education research, distance students, their milieu, conditions and study
motivations, as well as systems (media comparison studies), dominate the
literature. On the other hand, because of the relative youth of the field,
Holmberg’s final category, history of distance education, is the subject of few
studies. (16)

An analysis of the research literature indicated that certain categories within Sherry’s
categorization system were more commonly discussed, particularly in the area of pedagogy, as
opposed to institutional or policy issues. Figure 1 identifies the patterns within the research
literature in this study. The categories associated with design issues, interactivity and active
learning, and learner characteristics dominated the types of questions addressed in the research.
Categories such as equity, accessibility, and cost/benefit trade-offs, however, were seldom
discussed in the research literature during this decade.

 Figure 1. Content Themes in Distance Education Research Literature 1990-1999
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 Issues in Distance Education Research, 1990-1999
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Key to Sherry’s Categories
1. Redefining roles of key participants
2. Technology selection and adoption
3. Design issues
4. Strategies to increase interactivity

and active learning
5. Learner characteristics
6. Learner support
7. Operational issues
8. Policy and management issues
9. Equity and accessibility
10. Cost/benefit tradeoffs
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Table 7. Research Methodologies Used by Year (1990-1999)

Methods 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 Totals
Descriptive 44 38 38 54 55 63 78 96 99 101 666
Case Study 8 10 9 3 5 10 7 19 25 16 112
Correlational 8 5 3 2 5 6 4 8 9 9 59
Experimental 5 7 2 3 6 5 6 6 7 6 53
Totals 65 60 52 62 71 84 95 129 140 132 890

The dearth of research in the area of policy and management issues reflects the field’s
focus on issues within the classroom and between the distance learner and the instructor. Policy
areas related to planning, administration, accreditation, and costs, to name a few, affect the
success or failure of a distance learning program. These areas appear to be addressed in research
later in the decade (See Table 8), but they still lagged far behind those concerning pedagogy. Of
course, some of these areas are naturally much broader in scope than others and those would
normally receive more attention from researchers as well as practitioners. Some areas in this
categorization system, more so than others, may also lend themselves to the type of research
many researchers are interested in conducting.

Limitations

Sherry’s categorization system used for classifying the research articles was fairly
comprehensive and adaptable. This approach, however, has the drawback of being based on
subjectivity. Although the database was checked independently, it is conceivable that other
reviewers might place an article in a different category. This situation is particularly true for
several of Sherry’s categories—that is, design issues, strategies to increase interactivity and
active learning, and learner characteristics.

Another limitation was the categorization of research methodologies. Most articles
clearly indicated the main type of methodology used, but some articles were less direct or not
easily classified. Therefore, it is possible that some articles might have been placed in a category
that is inappropriate. However, the number of those types of articles was insignificant and had
little effect on the overall classification process.

Separately, the decision to use the four main distance education journals and dissertation
abstracts might be subject to dispute. The goal was to use peer-reviewed journals that would
most accurately reflect the research trends in distance education. There are many peer-reviewed
journals in related fields—such as library science and computer science—that might contribute
to this discussion, but they were not included in this review.

Finally, the fact that only 93.4% of dissertations abstracts record the methodology used
may underrepresent the actual percentage of dissertations using same. It is simply cost
prohibitive to examine the full text of the dissertations for the 6.6% in which the abstract alone
did not mention any methodology.

Implications to the Field
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The purpose of this literature review was to provide a summary of dissertation and
published research in distance education in the 1990s. Data on research articles was obtained
from four main distance education journals and dissertation abstracts that were related to the
field. Analysis of the data indicated that pedagogical themes, such as design issues, learner
characteristics, and strategies for active learning and increased interactivity dominate the
research and appear to be increasing in recent years. Research in the areas of equity and
accessibility, operational issues, and policy-and-management issues is less common. Three-
fourths of the articles used descriptive research as their methodology. Experimental or
correlational research was seldom utilized (<13% combined).

This report, along with earlier reviews of distance education research (e.g., Phipps and
Merisotis 1999), has shown gaps in what is being researched:

• The research has tended to emphasize student outcomes for individual courses rather
than for a total academic program.

• The research does not adequately explain why the dropout rates of distance learners
are higher.

• The research focuses mostly on the impact of individual technologies rather than on
the interaction of multiple technologies.

• The research does not adequately address the effectiveness of digital libraries.

A widespread agreement on a research agenda for distance education could help point the way to
removing these and other gaps that have historically been found in the early decades of research
in distance education.

The methodology used in the current study is one way of analyzing and describing
selected significant research that took place in the decade of the 1990s with regard to distance
education. Is this the research that should have been conducted and published? Is more of the
same research the best we can do in the future? The implications for the field of distance
education cannot be weighted unless there is a research agenda—a vision for the future from
which to judge the present and the past.
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Open Learning, Vol. 17, No. 2, 2002

Editorial

The American Journal of Distance Education has published an article which examines
the research literature on distance education over a 10-year period and the review
spans almost 800 journal articles (Berge & Mrozowski, 2001). It includes articles in
Open Learning, with quantitative analysis of the types of articles and topics ad-
dressed. The review also summarises other qualitative reviews of the �eld which
have been critical of the quality of research, and it provides a valuable perspective on
the kind of research being undertaken in the �eld. Potential authors of Open
Learning articles may �nd this review helpful in considering what kinds of research
are likely to be most valuable.

Berge and Mrozowski categorise the type of research methodology used as
descriptive, case study, correlational or experimental. Only one in six of Open
Learning articles were categorised as ‘research’ at all, compared with almost half of
articles in the other journals in the �eld. Over three quarters of all ‘research’ articles
were categorised as ‘descriptive’. There is both a clear pattern of the type of articles
published in the �eld of distance education and a clear difference between Open
Learning and other journals. Before throwing myself off the nearest cliff, I read on
and was interested to discover that there were blind spots amongst these ‘research’
articles. For example, they tended to focus on the use of individual technologies
within a course rather than on the integration and interaction of technologies within
courses and with the totality of students’ experience. They also tended to focus on
students’ experience of, and performance in, individual course units rather than
whole programmes. This seems an almost inevitable consequence of adopting a
reductionist quantitative research paradigm, in which studies measure what is easy
to measure, and which have rather more dif�culty coming to terms with the big,
messy, picture. ‘Research’ articles were also criticised for failing to explain dropout
of distance learners. But quantitative experiments can rarely ‘explain’ anything—
that requires theory and conceptual frameworks and insight.

I suspect that Open Learning publishes more descriptive case study material based
on single courses, or innovations, than is ideal, given the dif�culties of generalising
from such single instances. But I also suspect that the ‘think pieces’ that Open
Learning regularly publishes contribute more to understanding distance education
than any number of ‘research’ studies reporting sophisticated statistical analyses of
hits on web sites or counts of e-mail messages. It is my perception that the
overwhelming dominance of quantitative reductionist research into conventional
higher education in the US (for example, the many thousands of articles about the
reliability of atheoretical student feedback questionnaires) is not re�ected in its
impact. In contrast the much smaller number of conceptual frameworks derived
from insightful ‘descriptive’ (e.g. ethnographic or phenomenological) studies of the
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102 Editorial

integrated nature of students’ experience (such as Snyder’s ‘hidden curriculum’ or
Perry’s ‘stages of intellectual and ethical development’) have had a lasting and deep
impact. By all means let’s have more, and more convincing, evidence of effective-
ness, but let’s also make sure these data are set within powerful explanatory
frameworks rather than assuming that data are inherently valuable simply because
they are collected within a particular methodological paradigm.

Probably all �ve articles in this issue of Open Learning would be categorised by
Berge and Mrozoski as ‘not research’, and I’m proud to publish them.

In many distance learning systems there are two main components: course
production, concerned with design and content, and course delivery, concerned with
process and student support. In some systems, such as at the Open University in the
UK, many aspects of student support are managed quite separately from, and after,
course production. Mary Thorpe’s article shows how, in some online and interactive
forms of learning and teaching, this distinction breaks down. In one course she
describes, in particular, students collate their own content online and generate new
content through online interaction. The tutor’s role involves both support for
students’ generation of content and support for facilitation of process. In this
context interaction is not simply a helpful add-on but is an essential component of
the course, with ‘course materials’ playing a much more modest role. Thorpe
explores students’ experience of such courses and considers the implications for this
blurring of boundaries between content and process for institutional structures. It is
hard to imagine this reconceptualisation of the term ‘learner support’ being derived
from a controlled experiment measuring the volume of students’ interaction within
Thorpe’s course, compared with a control group.

The article by Namin Shin similarly challenges and extends our understanding of
a cornerstone of distance education: the notion of ‘distance’. Here the focus is on
how students perceive the presence of others within their (distant) learning environ-
ment. Shin draws on theoretical models from media and communication studies to
develop the concept of ‘transactional presence’ as: ‘the degree to which a distant
student perceives the availability of, and connectedness with, other parties involved
in a given distance education setting’. Students’ level of use of, response to and
satisfaction with the support, tuition and student interaction elements of a course are
likely to be mediated by the degree of ‘transactional presence’. This is the kind of
concept that can frame quantitative studies of students’ use of opportunities for
interaction, or help to interpret �ndings about the impact of providing such oppor-
tunities on student performance.

Jill Cadorath and colleagues describe a staff development process, for new
designers of distance learning English language courses, which involved �rst-hand
experience of learning at a distance in order to understand key issues of materials
design. This process of learning how to be a distance teacher by re�ecting on being
a distance learner was also used by Barbara Roberts (Open Learning, Vol. 17, No. 1)
to explore the role of re�ection in learning at a distance. Cadorath’s article describes
the operation of a staff development programme which succeeded in developing
teachers’ materials writing skills at the expense of their attention to the design of
student support systems.
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The conventional separation between course production and student support,
which is the starting point for Thorpe, and also a distinction made by Cadorath, is
picked up by Jo Tait in her article about developmental support for distance learning
tutors. As a consequence of this separation, institutional structures can mean that
the insights of the tutors, gained from re�ection on their tutoring and their students’
learning, can be largely lost to course designers who are distant from tutors’ and
students’ experience. Tait draws on theories of activity and practice in social and
organisational settings to argue for a more integrated role for tutors. Staff develop-
ment for such tutors, she believes, should involve social and organisational inte-
gration rather than only training to achieve competence to perform an isolated role.
Resolution of issues such as this involves political and organisational matters,
involving status and power, not just empirical evidence of effectiveness of competing
models of staff development.

Finally, Wei-Yuan Zhang and Namin Shin’s survey comparison of distance
learning models, in three countries, highlights the social, cultural and economic
variables that frame the differences between these models. For example, students at
the Chinese Radio and Television University System (RTVUS) are funded very
largely by the government and by their employers, whereas students at the Open
University of Hong Kong (OUHK) almost all fund themselves. These OUHK
students were on average 10 years older than their RTVUS counterparts, and
together these factors are likely to be re�ected in different motivations for study.
There was much less difference in pedagogic systems, with all three universities
emphasising print-based materials, with audio tape, television and, more recently,
ICT forming only a small component. The authors argue that the RTVUS model is
indigenous, having grown out of features of its own context, while the OUHK and
Indira Gandhi National Open University are both ‘imported’ models.
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Practice Guided by Research

in Providing Effective Student Support Services

Terry Anderson

Despite the rapid increase in both participation and expenditure in various forms of e-learning,

there has been very little sustained research that successfully informs practice in this area. This

chapter examines the current problems related to funding and support for this research. It then

examines the two major research methodological paradigms – qualitative and quantitative – and

notes the problems each has in producing research results that really effect e-learning student

support practice. The chapter concludes with a description and a call for a new type of research

methodology known as design–based or developmental research. This methodology is demonstrated

with a case study example of call centre use in providing student support services. The chapter

argues that design based research with its inherent collaborative, integrative and iterative

research model offers a methodology appropriate for and capable of improving the quality and

quantity of research in this important area.

Introduction

Technical progress and the research that has enabled and supported its developments have
fundamentally changed most aspects of daily life for the majority of humans alive during
the start of this 21st century. But how has research been harnessed to change educational
activity and specifically that delivered at a distance? In this paper, I argue that education
generally and especially the newer forms that are sustained on the networks do not take
advantage of sustained research and thus the potential contribution of networked learning
is severely compromised. There are many reasons for this failure related to funding, the
complexity of educational context and most fundamentally to the lack of an educational
research culture amongst educators, learners, government policy makers and private sector
players. I examine some of the reasons for this failure with specific focus on research
methodologies that inform and influence practice related to the provision of learner
services that are delivered at a distance. I argue that we need to recommit to the research
endeavour. This includes increasing our production and consumption of relevant research
using traditional qualitative and quantitative paradigms, but as importantly we need to
develop new research paradigms that bridge the gap between scholarship and practice so
as to make fundamental improvements to the quality and cost effectiveness of these
services.

Defining Research

In my daily life as a Canadian Research Chair (CRC), I come across many understandings,
definitions and practices of the activity and process referred to as “research”. For example,
computer programmers who work with us constructing Learning Objects Repositories
often refer to their work as research, especially in discussion with funders; yet, their
work is not driven by theory and their results will not be published in peer-reviewed
journals. On the other hand, when in more academic circles, we restrict our use of the
term to refer to those activities related to learning object use that are directly related to a
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substantial theory base and the data collection and discussion emanates directly from
empirical data collection. We also engage in more reflective discourse about the nature
of teaching and learning in mediated contexts, using these same object repositories and
use words with many syllables – and we refer to this as ‘research’ as well. Finally, we
see end users searching our repositories for objects to use in course development and
class presentations who consider themselves to be ‘researching’ the topic. It is clear that
we do not all share the same understandings of the term.

In the face of such diverse usage of a single term, I flee to Google and its new Define:
function to find 31 definitions of the word “research” in common use on the net. From
these one can extract adjectives describing research as an activity that is disciplined,
organised, transparent, problem orientated, public, creative, scientific, systematic, diligent,
laborious and accessible. A more common dictionary definition is “… the systematic
investigation into and study of materials and sources, etc., in order to establish facts and
reach new conclusions” (Swannell, p. 919). So one sees that there isn’t any distinction
that says that research is conducted only by academics, by PhD’s, by grant funded
recipients, or by those seeking to publish their results in refereed scholarly journals.
Neither is there a sense that research must be of a quantitative or qualitative nature nor
that any one type of research is privileged over any other – yet as we will see later, this
is far from the way that research is valued by either funders or consumers.

Thus, there is no particular set of procedures or a particular community of practice that has
a proprietary definition of “research”. I can, however, suggest a few shared properties.
Glassick, Huber & Maeroff (1997) and his colleagues when writing about the scholarship
of teaching describe all research as characterised by clear goals; adequate preparation;
appropriate methods; significant results; effective presentation and reflective critique. In
the paper that follows I try to apply these criteria to a sampling of learner support research.

Defining Student Services

Moving next to a clarification of what is meant by learner services leads to an interesting
Atlantic Ocean divide. To most North American’s, learner services encompass all of the
functions of a formal learning institution that are designed to help and assist learners,
but the actual teaching or functions relating to the discipline of study are explicitly
excluded. For example Dirr (1999) includes in his survey of learner services a variety of
non-academic interactions that the student has with a college or university, including:
pre-enrolment services (recruiting, promotion, orientation), admissions and registration,
academic advising, program planning, degree and transcript audit, technical assistance,
library and bookstore services, personal and career counselling, social support services,
and financial planning and management. But note that the actual teaching or academic
and discipline related tutorial support is explicitly excluded from the list. By contrast
Thorpe from the British Open University defines learner services “…. as all those
elements capable of responding to a known learner or group of learners, before, during
and after the learning process” (Thorpe, 2001, p. 4) and expressly includes the provision
of academic support provided by tutors and teaching faculty. Given that we are this
morning on the eastern side of the Atlantic, I will go with the much wider and exclusive
definition that includes the important academic teaching function.
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Why Conduct Research on Learner Services?

Putting the definitions of research and student services together raises the obvious
question of just why research is important or more directly for this audience is what can
it do for those involved in learner services? The answer to this question has two
components. The first is to consider the very many facets of learner services to in which
our knowledge is lacking and thus the ways in which our involvement in its provision is
compromised. I am sure that many of you could provide a list of issues that are relevant
to your practice and that have important consequences both to the lives of learners and
to your institution’s capacity to serve, to which your knowledge is at best untested and
uninformed and at worst incorrect. These issues probably include traditional distance
education questions such as how to reduce attrition, improve learning outcomes, and
reduce the cost of services. But, now we are challenged to provide answers to questions
raised by new forms of distance education provision, questions such as:

� Just what mix of personal and machine delivered services is needed by learners?

� What combinations of collaborative and group based learning are worth the cost and
inconvenience to both teachers and learners?

� Do face to face tutorials really make a difference or is real time video conferencing
just as effective?

� Is travelling to a learning centre worth the expense and hassle when we can cost
effectively deliver via audio and video to the home or workplace?

� How much does expensive multimedia really enhance student learning; how important
are real time interactions compared to asynchronous ones.

The list is long and growing.

It is even more important to ask ourselves if our current research practice is capable of
answering these questions. At the recent ICDE conference in Hong Kong, I was on a
panel session focused on distance education research. One of the audience members
challenged the panel to name one result from distance education research that had really
made a difference to practice. It was embarrassing, how long it took both the panellists
to come up with some answers. Can you think of an example of where research has
informed or guided your practice?

Why Educational Research ‘Don’t Get No Respect’

The American comedian Rodney Dangerfield is famous for his tag line lament that he
“don’t get no respect” – a sentiment with which most of us in educational research
empathise. Compared to our colleagues in many other disciplines, our research is neither
valued (by educational practitioners, potential sponsors or our research colleagues) nor
well funded. The growing list of important questions just iterated leads to questions as
to why we haven’t done more and a related question of why is it that educational
research has not made the contribution to practice that has research in engineering or
health care. An easy answer is to blame the lack of public or foundation funding for
educational research. Although governments in most developed countries spent only
slightly less on education than on health, the discrepancy in amounts spent on research
in these respective fields is large and growing. The amount spent in North America on
educational research is estimated to be about .01% of total educational expenditures
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(Burkhardt & Schoenfeld, 2003). Health researchers set a goal of 3% or 30 times as
much for basic and applied health research. This can be compared to other high tech
information business that typically spent 15-20% of their turnover on research. To put
this in perspective one multinational pharmaceutical company, Pfizer, claimed that in
1999 they spent over 200 million dollars of their 20 billion dollar research budget on
research related to treatments for animals – a sum that is nearly 7 times as much as the
US government spends on educational research (Smithsonian, June 1999 cited in
Burkhardt & Schoenfeld, 2003, p. 3). It is obvious that educational research suffers
from an extremely impoverished funding base as compared to related social and private
enterprises. But is that a cause or merely a symptom of research productivity?

In a recent Educational Researcher article Burkhardt and Schoenfeld (2003) list a
number of barriers that they believe inhibit the productivity of educational research.
The first barrier is that it is no one’s job to turn research insights into effective practices.
Researchers consider their job complete when their work is published and their granting
agency audit is passed. Most practising distance education teachers and practitioners
are so overwhelmed with the demands of continuing growth that they feel they have
little time for studying research that may or may not meet immediate needs. Secondly,
as researchers, we are very inexperienced and suffer a poor track record of working
collaboratively on large-scale problems. Where is the educational equivalent of the
Human Genome project or even the frantic effort to prove or disprove an educational
claim similar to the effort that resulted from the claim of discovery of cold fusion?
Unlike in disciplines like physics or medicine, a new discovery does not result in
immediate focus of attention on verifying, supporting or refuting initial results. More
often than not, I have been surprised by the deafening silence that results from
publication of my own research results as from any informed discourse and public
search for application and implementation. Perhaps this is only an indication of the
value of my own research, but I think this is an experience shared by most educational
researchers. Burkhardt and Schoenfeld (2003) also note the lack of an industry that is
poised and eager to both support and later to implement and benefit commercially from
educational research. The nearest we have to such a commercial base is the book
publishers and they have almost a negative incentive to support or exploit research work
that investigates substitutes for paper products or that otherwise changes the current
nature of the educational system. They also note that there are no “consumer reports’
that compare the effectiveness of one educational product or innovation to another and
thus there is little bottom line incentive to improve products to keep ahead of potential
competition. Finally, and perhaps most critical is the lack of a research culture within our
practice. Unlike health workers, little long-term record keeping or systematic evaluation is
done of our performance in learner support and when such record keeping is demanded,
it is often treated as a burden rather than an opportunity to enhance professional practice.
Further, there is a pervasive sense of mistrust and lack of confidence in educational
research capacity to make a difference that either improves learning or makes life more
satisfying for either learners or practitioners. In brief, we lack a sustaining research culture.

I next turn to a brief look at the types of research methodologies employed in learner
support to see if the way in which research is practised and the types of questions which
it addresses could be a related cause in our failure to develop a culture of research.
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Education research borrows and adapts research paradigms and tools from many other
disciplines. These are often classified into three broad types – a scientific or positivist
paradigm; a qualitative or interpretative paradigm and an emerging developmental or
engineering paradigm. I will briefly overview these paradigms and illustrate them with
examples of recent work in the paradigm related to learner support.

The Scientific Paradigm

This research tradition comes from the natural sciences and has had a long series of
successes at informing our understanding of the natural world. This research paradigm
traces its focus on observable behaviour back to Descartes who wrote in the 17th century
that “… those who are seeking the strict way of truth should not trouble themselves about
any object concerning which they cannot have a certainty equal to arithmetic or
geometrical demonstration” (Descartes, as cited in Lines, 2001, p. 172).

The focus on that which can be consistently measured has evolved to a set of procedures
that culminate in the random assignment of learners to treatment groups and the blind
evaluation of results of these interventions. Since education is deeply contextualised, a
single experiment is always suspect and thus the best research in this paradigm is
replicated in many contexts and the results are amalgamated in processes known as a
meta-analysis. In our field three such meta analysis have been reported during the past
year. In the first Bernard et al. (in press) and his colleagues at Concordia University
sought to compare learning outcomes between those who studied at a distance and those
who were enrolled in campus based programs. They examined 2,262 studies that had
taken place between 1990 and 1999, but berate the fact that only 232 met their
requirements for a control group and only a small fraction of these had rigorously used
random assignments to these groups. A second study by Ungerleider and Burns (2003)
looked at networked learning trails from the year 2000 to the present but found only 25
studies that used comparison groups and of these “only 10 of the 25 studies included in
the in-depth review were not seriously flawed, a sobering statistic given the constraints
that went into selecting them for the review. Studies were commonly flawed either in
design, statistics, or interpretation” (p. 33). Both research teams spoke very critically of
the quality of educational research and made calls for dramatic increases in the types of
research that could be used to create what is often referred to as ‘evidence based’
results. In fact, this call has been answered by the Americans who promise in their 2003
federal education plan to increase their funding of ‘evidence based research’ from 7 to
70% (Slavin, 2002).

But what did these research results tell us? In the two studies referred to, these meta-
analyses found no significant differences between those studying in classrooms and
those at a distance. I should also mention a third meta-analysis done by Shachar and
Neumann (2003) that did find a small positive increase in learning outcomes in favour
those learners studying at a distance. But what if the results had shown very significant
results in favour of either mode of delivery? Would they have informed our practice? I
think the answer would be a resounding “Not very likely”. The meta-analysis tells us
nothing about the critical context in which the learning took place. What learner support
services were in place? What was the quality of the teaching or of the content? What
was the condition of the home study or the class environment – the list of contextual
factors goes on and on. Thus, one can conclude that this gold standard – the use of
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randomly assigned comparison group research and subsequent meta-analysis is of only
limited use to practising distance educators. These results may be useful in persuading
reluctant colleagues or funders about the efficacy of distance education, but they tell us
little that will help us to improve our practice.

Despite this problem, many very influential policy makers are now arguing that unless
education adopts this type of “scientific and evidence based research”, we will never make
progress in the discipline and will be subject to fads and superstitions forever. The famous
American education researcher Robert Slavin (2002) contributed to a major revival of
the paradigm wars of the 1980’s recently when he argued that educational researchers
need to embrace “evidence based learning” rather than the current process that “more
resembles the pendulum swings characteristic of art or fashion, rather than the progressive
improvements characteristic of science and technology” (p. 16). This plea has fallen on
fertile ground in many government circles.

It is not that I am unsupportive of this latest research fad that supports only quantitative
and random comparison studies, rather I think that believing that this and only this type of
research is either effective or capable of informing policy makers and practising educators
is both naïve and unhelpful in garnering the respect and support we most sorely need.

Qualitative or Interpretive Learner Support Research

The majority of research published in distance education can broadly be classified as
qualitative or of mixed design. Rourke & Szabo (2002) in a content analysis of the
Journal of Distance Education classified the research articles as:

31% qualitative

25% quantitative

31% qual & quant (mixed)

Qualitative studies include case studies, interpretive ethnographies, grounded theory,
phenomenological studies and a variety of other variations on a research paradigm that
seeks to understand and explain practice from the participants’ perspective. This research
is usually more easily read (unless it is 400 pages long) and comprehended by practising
educators but it too has difficulty showing that it has effect on distance education
practice. A recent qualitative study by Dearnley (2003) of students studying at a distance
towards their Nursing Degrees illustrates this point. She argues that “… support
structures to facilitate personal and professional development within this context need to
be in place and attention must be given to the provision of effective learner support”
(Implications section, para. 3). These are nice sentiments to which few would disagree.
However, an examination of a graphic illustrating the life process of students engaged in
this program (figure 1) leaves me with little sense of how we could change or improve
our learner support interventions – though again, the study has some value in revealing
to us the life forces in effect among this group of learners.
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Figure 1: Distance Learner Development from Dearnley (2003)

A second study by Cain, Marrara & Pitre (2003) concluded from interviews with eight
graduate students studying at a distance that most of the students had no interest or
desire to utilise any learners support services other than those provided by their teacher.
These types of findings do little to inform or change our practice, at best they leave us
with the conclusion to most questions that “it depends” – an answer that most of us
know already about learner support provision in distance education. Burkhardt and
Schoenfeld (2003) note that the test of quality in much qualitative study is “… critical
appraisal concerning plausibility, internal consistency and fit to prevailing wisdom. The
key product of this approach is critical commentary” (p. 5). Such commentary by
researchers that is produced and often consumed only by fellow researchers does little
to directly change or improve practice.

Developmental or Design-based Research

A third paradigm of research design is related more directly to the practical discipline
focus of engineering and architectural study and work. This genre of research has yet to
converge on a single name, but is most often referred to in North America as design-
based research. The term “design-based” is generally attributed to the American Researcher
Anne Brown from a 1992 article in which she described the challenges of undertaking
real life research in classroom contexts. However, the concept is very directly related to
the work on van den Akker (1999) and his Dutch colleagues and to Richey, Klein and
Nelson (2003) who write about a set of practices that they refer to as ‘development
research’ with a particular focus on construction and evaluation of technological learning
prototypes. Design-based research has garnered a great deal of attention within the last
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year with special editions of the Journal of the Learning Science (13,1, 2004) and the
Educational Researcher (32,1, 2003) dedicated to this emerging research paradigm.

I am particularly attracted to what I will refer to as design-based research because it, like
many distance educators, is action and interventionist orientated, participant centred and
collaborative. Unlike many forms of qualitative research it goes beyond understanding
the context from participants’ perspective to actively working with participants to improve,
assess and re-design the critical educational context in which learning happens. Moreover,
it is unlike quantitative designs in that the researcher is not merely measuring – rather they
actively and consistently intervene to iteratively design, redesign and measure variables
that are interesting both to themselves and to their practitioner collaborators. In many
ways developmental and design-based research are our only homegrown educational
research contributions. In the way that anthropologists developed ethnography, educators
developed developmental research. Finally, unlike many forms of action research that
tend to ignore theoretical development or implications, design-based research also
strives to generate, substantiate and improve theoretical constructs that can "… transcend
the environmental particulars of the context in which they were generated" (Barab &
Squire, 2004, p. 5)

I would next like to provide an example of a design-based study that we are beginning
that is focused on an installation of call centres at Athabasca University. I must confess
however that this study is emerging from a project that was begun, before I arrived at
Athabasca University and thus an example of “building airplanes in the air”.

To set the context let me describe the undergraduate business programs at Athabasca
University. This program is our largest undergraduate program enrolling over 11,000
students annually. Unlike many distance education programs globally, the distances from
which our students enrol and their low concentration in any one location precludes any
face-to-face interaction. In addition, these are continuous intake programs in which a
student can enrol at any time and can progress through the course at their own pace.
Traditionally at Athabasca the first line of student support has been telephone or more
recently email interaction with a tutor. These tutors are ‘on-call’ for two hours a week
for telephone interaction and respond to emails within 48 hours. The intervention introduced
in 1994 was to create a call centre, modelled on those that have become the mainstream
means of customer support in business within the last decade. Three call centres now
operate at Athabasca (a general information centre, a computer help desk and a tutorial
service within the School of Business) and the operational details of each are similar.
Instead of having one day a week in which students can talk with a tutor they can now
call or email 60 hours a week and talk, not to a specific tutor, but to an undergraduate
business advisor. This advisor likely does not know the student personally but unlike the
tutors, they do know Athabasca University Business school – its courses, curriculum,
administrative requirements and the answers to questions that students enrolled in the
business courses have been asking over the past 10 years. As Phillips and Hawkins (2003)
report from the Open University of the UK it is extremely challenging to keep part time
tutors informed and knowledgeable about the policies of the University even when this
type of administrative information is reported as the most important type of learner
services support (Cain, Marrara, & Pitre, 2003). Of course, not all academic questions can
be answered by a general advisor not specifically trained in the discipline of study.
However we have found that approximately 80% of students’ queries are answered
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immediately by the advisors and the rest are referred for response within 48 hours by
academic experts. Further, we have found that student satisfaction with the call centre
service is high and that this innovation saves the School of Business saves over
$100,000 a year (Woudstra, Huber & Michalczuk, 2004). But what has this to do with
design-based research?

I would next like to illustrate how a design-based research design is used to provide
meaning and hopefully valuable practical and theoretical assistance to practitioners both
within and beyond Athabasca University. To do so, I would like to use a model of design-
research developed by Bannan-Ritland (2003). Figure 2 provides a diagram illustrating
the components and the use of various research methods and data in a design-based
research study.

Figure 2: Relationship between stages of the Integrated Learning Design Framework

and types of methodology and data collection from Kelly & Lesh (2003)

In this diagram Kelly and Lesh track the four main areas of design research – informed
exploration; enactment, evaluation in the local context and finally more general evaluation
on a broader scale. They break these four main stages into smaller steps, many of which
are familiar to educational researchers. Three things are striking about this diagram.
First is the integrative and connected way in which one phase of the design-based research
leads to another and that the whole of the research is not complete until the project has
worked through all these phases. Much current research reported in our journals is
confined to perhaps a needs assessment, a report of an intervention, and the results of a
pilot implementation or a wider scale meta-analysis of adoption impact; – design research
covers all of these domains and more. Secondly, note that Kelly and Lesh provide
examples of the type of methods and data that are collected across each stage of the design
process. Here you see qualitative questions, methods and data mixed with those emerging
from a quantitative paradigm. Each data set and analysis informs the other. Finally note
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how each phase includes the active participation of both researchers and field based
practitioners.

Returning now to the call centre project at Athabasca, I illustrate how each phase has or
will be incorporated into a design-based research design of this intervention. In the
informed exploration stage, call centre theory and practice were reviewed and studied in
their mostly consumer support applications. Interviews were undertaken with some of
the key actors and other sorts of qualitative data were collected. In the enactment stage
the Lotus Notes applications was constructed. Unfortunately, we didn’t gather as much
data on the production as we could have and thus there is little data detailing costs,
timelines, and design specifications. Such data loss inevitably results in less capacity for
the innovation to be replicated elsewhere. Finally, pilots were conducted and results
monitored on pilot study and regular students. The evaluation stage consisted of more
quantitative data collection. First and most importantly all calls (from telephone as well
as email) are tracked in a database. This database can be searched and interrogated by
faculty and administrators online using a web browser, thereby allowing faculty to
monitor, on a continuing and on needed basis, the type of interactive questions, queries
and concerns of their current students. This data can also be monitored over successive
years thus gathering longitudinal data that can further inform our practice. This source
of data is in marked contrast to the ‘black hole’ in which student interactions with tutors
fell into in the past. Previous to the call centre, it proved a very challenging task to gather
comprehensive data related to frequency, content and solution to student concerns.

In the local evaluation stage of the design-research annual evaluations of student satisfaction
with learner support services are analysed to differentiate between students with traditional
tutors and those assigned to call centres. These studies reveal that there is little difference
in over all satisfaction. However, it should be noted that some students  (and tutors) miss
the familiarity that they were used to with a single tutor assigned to a restricted number
of students. The final broader stage impact is achieved by ongoing publication of results
(Woudstra, Huber, & Michalczuk, 2004; Woudstra & Adria, 2003; Adria & Woudstra,
2001).

We have also learned that the call centre is a disruptive technology. Some of the tutors and
their union have expressed concerns that their jobs have been reduced in scope and in
resulting compensation. Currently the call centres handle 80% of student concerns and
only 20% of the questions are passed on to academic experts for reply. These and other
questions are of course monitored, the time for resolution tabulated and the answers are
made available for both tutors and call centre advisors in a frequently asked question
file. Further design-research work is needed to monitor the effect of this innovation on
long term completion rates, academic outcomes and the effect on working conditions of
academic, tutors and advisory staff. The data collection incorporated into the system
also encourages practitioners to monitor their own work. It provides a ready tool for the
development of action and more theoretical research questions and projects since staff
are able to easily monitor the effect on student queries of any further innovation on any
part of the educational system that directly impacts students. Finally, it is hoped that
publication of the research results will result in replication in different contexts, allowing
further study and innovation development as the results of these innovations are shared
throughout the distance education community.
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In summary, design based research provides a path that leads away from the unproductive
paradigm wars that threaten to break out once again within the educational research
community. The vitriolic nature of the argument between advocates of competing research
paradigms marginalises, stereotypes, separates, and backgrounds competing positions.
Lines (2001) argues that we “… been seduced into accepting the inherent value and power
differentials that operate in the dualist construction of the 'quantitative/qualitative' binary
pair of terms” (p. 173) and that this confrontational attitude is highly unproductive for
those seeking further support for educational research. Harkening back to the extremely
low amount of funding currently available for educational research reminds me of the
old saying that ‘within academia the acrimony of debate is so high because the stakes
are so low’.

There is no one correct way to conduct research. Each methodology has particular strengths
and weaknesses, works better with different problems and better suits the culture and
personality of different researchers and the context in which they work. But there is no
inherently superior methodology either. In a very interesting study, Kennedy (1999)
asked a group of practising teachers to evaluate research papers that used a variety of
methodological designs on a wide set of criteria including usefulness, understandability
and potential impact on their practice. She concluded that “… the findings from this
study cast doubt on virtually every argument for the superiority of any particular
research genre, whether the criterion for superiority is persuasiveness, relevance, or
ability to influence practitioners’ thinking” (p. 26).

Finally, I should note the variety of ways in which the Net is changing educational
research. Anderson and Kanuka (2002) document the many ways in which the Net both
facilitates traditional and allows new ways to examine learner behaviours in educational
contexts. We conclude that new net tools can be used to research not only online
behaviour but also very effective tools to survey and interview subjects engaged in non-
net based educational activities.

The Dissemination of Research and Best Practices

Even the best of research is of little value unless its results and recommendations reach
the busy practitioners who are in a position to implement the findings and best practices
revealed. Traditionally, this has been done through paper journals, conferences and more
recently via email discussion lists. The cost of travel and inconvenience of travel limits
the effectiveness of face-to-face conferences. Virtual, real time conferences have their
place, but the demands of real time obligations limit their effectiveness for practitioners.
Further, conferences provide a type of information that might be described as ‘hit and
miss, just in case’ that only coincidentally meets immediate needs. Mailing lists are also
useful but their proliferation as well as the ‘spam’ that accompanies all useful email,
limits their usefulness. Paper journals and especially those published by for profit
publishers are increasingly too expensive for many of the world’s distance education
practitioners – although access through databases such as EBSCO is an encouraging sign.

At the risk of being accused of self aggrandisement, the model of publishing high
quality peer reviewed research articles and technical reports and making these articles
available to all, such as is the practice of the journal that I edit, is the most cost effective
and accessible way to encourage meaningful dissemination. Athabasca University’s
journal the International Review of Research on Open and Distance Education (IRRODL)
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is possibly the most widely read of the peer reviewed journals. I am also pleased to see
the developments of Europe’s International Research Foundation for Open Learning with
one of the core functions being the dissemination of research results as well as training
practitioners and researchers. I especially am pleased to read about the upcoming
publication of a series of online handbooks for researchers to be published in conjunction
with the Commonwealth of learning. Yet another example of the value of open source
type distribution of research results and best practice is the recent publication by
Anderson and Elloumi (2004). 3700 copies of this 17 chapter book were downloaded
during the first two weeks in which the e-book was placed online. This number
compares very favorably with the 2,000 copies of Anderson & Kanuka (2002) – many
of which still sit in the virtual sales racks of Amazon.com.

However, even the best of articles gets lost in a sea of electronic information and is too
often forgotten by busy researchers and distance education practitioners. We need to
develop systems that allow for qualifying, organising, and harvesting research data and
summary articles. The emerging semantic web (Berners-Lee, Hendler, & Lassila, 2001)
offers promise to meet this need. A first step towards this goal has been done recently
with the publishing of all IRRODL documents in (rich site summary) RSS format.
Although a simple system, the XML coding of four important fields (title, author,
abstract and link to the full text) in RDF format to create the RSS feed is a first step in
allowing content to be stored and harvested selectively by both machines and by people.
In further work we have recently been working on ontology of educational research
terms that we hope will provide a much richer means to identify and retrieve articles
from throughout the educational world. Applying and growing the metadata that
describes not only the results of individual research projects but metadata that grows in
an organic fashion as it informs and is further informed by practice and later research is
a looming challenge that we are just beginning to understand. The Educational Semantic
Web does not yet exist but my experiences editing with Denise Whitelock a special issue
of the Journal of Interactive Media (2004) (www-jime.open.ac.uk) convinces me of the
potential value of this technology – despite the considerable obstacles yet to be overcome.

Conclusion

To conclude let me reiterate that we desperately need an increase in both the quality and
the quantity of educational research and especially that devoted to learner services.
Further, this research must involve and be co-directed by practitioners so that the results
inform and inspire practical improvements. To achieve this goal we need to fight much
less about the various research paradigms that are available and learn to integrate all
research paradigms – extracting value and meaning from each as it provides effective
tools to answer our many problems. The emergence of developmental or design-based
research seems to offer a promising new methodology that can effectively use all research
methodologies in a process that follows interventions through from literature and theory
research, to multi-mode data collection to implementation and adoption studies. The
development of such a methodology gives promise for the creation and sustenance of a
vibrant research culture in distance education. Cultures are not formed quickly, but once
established and nourished they provide the sustaining impetuous for collective action
that is so desperately needed in our mission of providing quality educational opportunity
to every inhabitant of our global home.
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Introduction

Vice-Chancellor Dikshit invited me to address the topic of "Access and Equity in Distance
Education: R&D and Quality Concerns." More importantly, I am aware that the Asian
Association of Open Universities represents a long-standing and distinguished community of
distance education practitioners and scholars.   That is why I feel honoured to be invited to
speak at this conference on a topic near and dear to my heart.  Years ago, after returning from
two years of missionary service in Latin America, I decided to pursue a career working with
the poor.  I thought that two degrees in sociology would prepare me for such a career.  I was
wrong.  Therefore, upon completing my second degree in sociology, I decided to discontinue
my studies in sociology in favour of the more applied discipline of adult and continuing
education.  More than merely contributing to the reservoir of human knowledge, my personal
aim was to draw from that reservoir to improve the quality of life of socio-economically
disadvantaged adults.  However, by the time I was awarded my Ph.D., I had become
thoroughly moulded by the University of Chicago, to become a university professor and
researcher rather than a community organizer of the socio-economically disenfranchised at
the grassroots level.  Still, after all these years, I remain committed to apply whatever
competencies I may gain in order to make a difference in the quality of life for individuals,
families, and communities outside the mainstream of privileged society.

That is why I was thrilled last year to work with the Open University of Sri Lanka.  My role
in this project was to identify areas needing improvement in order to increase access —
equitable access — to open and distance learning for people not currently served by the current
postsecondary education system.

My aim today is to stimulate further thought and discussion over the course of this
conference.  For the past 15 years, I have worked as a researcher, professor, practitioner, and
student of open and distance learning.  During this time, I have had opportunities to observe
continuing and distance education programs in higher education institutions in Latin
America, the Sudan, and Sri Lanka.  At the present time, at my own institution, Athabasca
University -- Canada’s Open University, I am teaching a course, "International Issues in Open
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and Distance learning."  One of the explicit premises of this course is that distance education
practices that emerge in one country -- for a host of reasons -- may not necessarily
successfully transfer in other national and cultural contexts.  Despite that premise, my
assumption is that if we focus on the principles that underlie specific practices, specific
innovations originating in one national and cultural context may more likely be adapted to fit
other national and cultural contexts.

The central thesis of my presentation, therefore, is this: If open and distance learning
institutions are to increase access and equity, they will be only as effective as they enact a
genuine commitment to quality.  Such a commitment can be forged and reinforced by a
concerted program of research.

My presentation is organized around four questions: (1) What is quality in open and distance
learning?  (2) How do we assess quality of open and distance learning?  (3) How can
institutional research and mission critical research contribute to an institutional commitment
to quality?  And (4) how can open and distance learning institutions harness both institutional
and mission-critical research in the quest for increased quality?

1.  What is quality in open and distance learning?

When we refer to the attribute of quality in open and distance learning, what are we referring
to?  Here in India considerable research and scholarship have been devoted to the question
(Rao, Srinivasacharyulu and Mohanraj, 1995; Panda, 1999).  In 1994 the Dr. B. R. Ambedkar
Open University, India’s first open university, convened a National Seminar on Quality
Assurance in Distance Education.  In his seminar keynote address, Professor Prakash M.
Deshpande, Director, Distance education Council, IGNOU, reviewed different definitions of
quality.  He quoted the then Prime Minister of India, the Honourable Sr. P. V. Narasimha
Rao, who had advised the universities to "not get contented with anything" they had already
done, but to continually strive for excellence.  Professor Deshpande ended his address with
this incisive statement, "When we are talking about quality we are inevitably talking about
excellence."  (Deshpande, 1995, p. 18)

Excellence may be defined as the state of being good or superior relative to certain standards.
In the field of open and distance learning, standards may be set institutionally, by
associations or agencies.  In higher education in general, the concept of quality comprises

. . . caring for clients, coherence in teaching and learning processes, and
responsiveness to changing client needs.  In universities, quality expectations focus on
public accountability, student learning, faculty productivity and performance,
program effectiveness, and institutional evaluation (Peterson and Dill, 1997, cited in
Gumport and Sporn, 1999, p. 112)

Let us now turn to how we may assess quality in open and distance learning.

2.  How do we assess quality of open and distance learning?
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In his recent book, Open and Distance Learning in the Developing World, Hilary Perraton
(2000) spares no punches in pointing out the factors associated with both success and failure.
His final chapter reviews the legitimacy of the field in light of five criteria drawn from a
paradigm for assessment developed by McAnany (1975).  These same five criteria: effort,
performance, adequacy, efficiency, and process may serve equally well as criteria of quality
in open and distance learning.  Let us now look at these five criteria:

Effort

The first criterion of quality, effort refers to the activities that open and distance learning
institutions carry out.  According to Perraton (2000, p. 192), it is the criterion most easily
examined.  Indicators of effort include: numbers of degrees, diplomas, certificates and

courses designed, developed, and delivered; numbers of applications, admissions,
registrations, examinations, and finally, the credentials awarded.  Growth in such numbers
suggests expanded capacity to meet students’ needs.  Such indicators may be tabulated,
summarized, and results for different moments in time may be compared and inferences may
be drawn about their meaning.  These are the kinds of indicators often mandated and reported
by government agencies, permitting comparisons between open and distance learning
institutions and conventional universities.  Reports of effort usually place open and distance
learning institutions in a favourable light, relative to their conventional sister institutions.

Questions that address the criterion of effort may include:

1. How much effort is being made?  How is such effort reflected in the numbers of students
who: apply for admission; register for coursework; are admitted; begin coursework;
transfer from and to other higher education institutions; sit for examinations; complete
their respective certificate, diploma, or degree programs?

2. Is the effort being made effective?  Is the effort bringing the anticipated results?
3. Over time, what are the discernible trends in efforts made by the institution as a whole

and by individual academic units?
4. What can we infer from these trends?  How may these trends be explained?
5. How do the efforts of the institution compare with efforts made by other higher education

institutions in general, and other open and distance learning institutions in particular?
6 .  Are there regular opportunities for key players in the institution to analyse these

indicators of institutional effort?  To what extent is there follow-up from such analyses?
7.  How are the institution and its composite academic units held accountable for their

respective efforts?
8. Are the results of the institution’s effort being reported to internal as well as external key

stakeholders?
9. Are internal resources allocated to the respective faculties and academic departments on

the basis of their efforts?
10. Does the institution invest time and resources to conduct systematic reviews of ways to

increase effort?
11. To what extent are students from all geographic areas within the service area (a state,

region, or nation) represented?  Are there geographical areas or categories of students that
are over-represented or under-represented?  If so, what are the implications for the
institution?
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Performance

The second criterion of quality, performance, refers to the effects of the institution’s activities
on those whom it serves.  Perraton (2000, p. 193) points to five indicators of changed
performance of students: change in productivity, change in work practices, learning gains,
successful completion, and examination performance.  According to Perraton, evidence is
mixed that open and distance learning, compared with conventional face-to-face education,
affects the conditions of employment.  While learning gains for students who complete their
respective open and distance learning programs tend to be on par with conventional face-to-
face education, student completion rates and examination performance tend to be lower.  The
literature points to factors responsible for the usually high attrition reported by most open and
distance learning programs.  These include students’ characteristics, situational factors, and
institutional factors.  I submit the lower levels of performance in terms of successful
completion rates are not necessarily intrinsic to open and distance learning.  Institutional
interventions (such as faster turnaround time for marked assignments; orientation sessions;
training in study skills; increased interaction with tutors, advisors, and/or counsellors;
activities designed to increase social and academic integration; and other forms of learning
assistance) may mitigate the effects of such factors and thus lead to higher levels of
performance.

With respect to the first two indicators of performance relating to employment, it may be
argued that to the extent the institution welcomes and incorporates the ideas and suggestions
of the employment sector, to that same extent the resulting instruction will have relevance for
the current and future occupational contexts for students.  Recognizing the relevance of what
they learn to their current and/or future work, students will be more likely to remember and
apply what they have learned and thus become more productive.  But faculty members who
have spent their lives in academe, immersed in their academic disciplines, divorced from the
related fields of practice, cannot expect to oversee the design, development, and delivery of
instruction that will directly affect students’ work performance and productivity.  Department
heads, deans, and central administrators who likewise have spent their entire work lives
inside the academy may similarly not value input from representatives of employing
organisations outside of the institution.  To strengthen these indicators of performance, it is
essential for the institution to incorporate, at multiple levels, input from the productive
economic sectors of society.

The suggestion contained in the previous paragraph that the employment sector should have a
significant voice in the determination of higher education curricula should not be
misconstrued as an argument for reducing the purposes of higher education to occupational
readiness.  Rather, it is merely an argument for more involvement of actors in the world of
work who have a stake in the preparedness of higher education graduates to assume the tasks
and responsibilities of employment than is typically the case.  It is equally essential that
graduates be prepared to assume the moral, intellectual, and civic responsibilities in their
respective families, communities, and societies.  Voices from the employment sector, though
essential, constitute only one source of input regarding the intellectual, social, and spiritual
growth that should occur as the result of one’s higher education experience.
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With respect to other performance indicators, learning gains, successful completion, and
examination performance, open and distance learning institutions face significantly greater
challenges than those encountered by conventional, face-to-face institutions.  Committed to
the removal of barriers to higher education, open and distance learning institutions tend to
admit students who, lacking prior academic credentials, would otherwise be unacceptable to
other institutions.  But "access is only the first step" (Gumport and Sporn, 1999, p. 114), for
once students are admitted they need to engage a learning environment that will facilitate
their retention and study program completion.  Unless provision is made for such students
upon admission to remediate their learning deficiencies, they will inexorably be handicapped
in their subsequent studies and their subsequent learning gains, and completion rates.
Similarly, their examination performance will be predictably inferior to those registered by
their conventional student counterparts.

Expressed positively, provision must be made for diagnostic testing of incoming students in
order to identify deficiencies that, when unattended, will lead to deficient learning gains.
Learning assistance programs (what the Open University of the UK refers to as "Access
courses," the Open University of Sri Lanka refers to as "Foundation courses," and US
universities refer to as "gateway courses") must be offered to enable open and distance
learning students to make up previous deficiencies.  Such programs can operate on the
mastery learning principle that anyone who has the will and a reasonable modicum of
intelligence, given the appropriate opportunities and sufficient time, can learn just about
anything.  Learning assistance will require investments not only in remedial courses, but also
in effective teaching materials and effective tutorial instruction responsive to students’
identified learning needs.  These performance indicators will also be optimised when
institutions, even those that do not impose admissions standards, consider students
accountable for their course marks and accordingly are prepared to require previously
enrolled students to demonstrate mastery of prerequisite skills before permitting them to
enrol in more advanced courses.  The practice of some institutions of allowing students with
a passing mark as low as 40% to advance to courses at more advanced levels, seems to me to
be an irresponsible practice that dooms students to unavoidable failure.  With appropriate
interventions, students can be enabled to pass their courses with a sufficiently high level of
proficiency to succeed in courses at the next higher level.

We can ask such questions of the criterion of performance as:

1. In the governance structure -- at central, faculty and academic department levels -- what
priority does the institution place on ensuring that representatives of the productive
economic sectors have a voice?

2. Are the numbers of such representatives sufficient to prevent their voice from being
drowned out by the voice of representatives of non-productive economic sectors?

3. In the course design, development, and delivery phases of instruction, is the institution
committed to integration of relevant contributions of those sectors in which students are
likely to be employed?

4. Does the institution provide opportunities for students to integrate academic coursework
with work experience?
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5. Are tracer studies of students who complete their certificate, diploma or degree programs,
conducted to determine the effects of participation in the institution’s programs of study
on their employment?

6. Do curricula take into account the employment contexts in which students are most likely
to apply what they have learned in their programs of study?

7. How well do students master the content of their courses?  (It should be noted that
content mastery is often the only performance indicator studied, thus creating the
potential to attribute deficiencies to students, tutors or materials rather than more systemic
issues of performance addressed by the other indicators referred to here.)

8 .  What are the personal, situational, and institutional factors related to learning
achievement, examination performance, and program completion in the various programs
of study?

9. How do the patterns of learning achievement, examination performance, and program
completion vary by certificate, diploma, and degree programs offered by different
academic departments and faculties?  How is such variation explained?

10. How do the patterns of learning achievement, examination performance, and program
completion vary by disadvantaged group status?

11. Do the patterns of institutional performance suggest institutional interventions to effect
improved performance?

1 2 .  What additional information is needed before institutional interventions may be
introduced?

Adequacy

The third criterion of quality, adequacy, refers to the capacity of open and distance learning
institutions to meet the educational and social needs of their students.  The extent to which
credentials from open and distance learning institutions enable students to attain upward
social and occupational mobility has yet to be determined.  Also unknown is the extent to
which open and distance learning institutions compensate for the inability or unwillingness
on the part of conventional universities to satisfy the educational demands of those secondary
school leavers.  Perraton (2000, pp. 194-196) reminds us that part of the problem of adequacy
may lie in the fact that in many countries open and distance learning institutions are yet to be
recognized as being on par with conventional higher education institutions.

One way to increase the acceptability of open and distance learning institutions is for
regulatory and policy-making bodies such as state or national ministries of education to
exercise leadership in the development of national accreditation and quality assurance
schemes.  Such schemes would include provision for common course currency for all
institutions, a generally uniform schedule of semesters, agreed upon standards for similar
courses, and common norms for assignment of marks (Tillekeratne, 2001).  When in place,
such uniform metrics can facilitate transferability of credits and mobility of students from one
institution to another. However we cannot expect individual faculty "craftpersons" to
enthusiastically embrace such reform as it removes their sole prerogative on judging quality.
Change of this magnitude requires leadership, incentives and an awareness of the relative
advantage of such "progress" to the students themselves, the institution, and society.
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Institution level steps to increase adequacy can include identification of specific nature of
identified social, economic, and educational needs to which educational programs may
respond.  Representatives from economically productive and other employment sectors can
be given a voice at all levels of governance -- not to dictate what and how programs are
taught, but rather to encourage integration of relevant theoretical and practical knowledge.
Course authors, tutors, and other academic staff who regularly seek experiences in business
and industry interaction with field practitioners will gain insights about how to be more
responsive to students’ learning needs.

Questions that address this criterion of adequacy include:

1. What operative structures (forums, internships, advisory groups, governing councils, field
advisors, external members of curriculum development teams, etc.) are in place that
enable academic staff members to engage in dialogue with knowledgeable stakeholders
who are in a position to recommend how to meet the social, economic and educational
needs of current and future workers in their respective fields of practice?

2. What image of quality does the institution project to the conventional university system,
government and regulatory bodies, prospective students, parents, or employers?

3. How much support is there on the part of state or national ministries, other regulatory
bodies, and higher education institutions for a unified postsecondary education
accreditation and quality assurance scheme?

4. What provision is there for academic staff to interact with issues and people associated
with the fields of practice that relate to their fields of study?

5. What has the institution done to document the social and education needs of students?
6. Questions regarding students’ learning (Hutchings and Shulman, 1999, p. 8):

a. What are students really learning?
b. What do they understand deeply?
c. What kinds of human beings are they becoming — intellectually, morally, in terms of

civic responsibility?
d. How does the teaching provided in the institution affect that learning and how might

it do so more effectively?
7. What provision is there to enable students, representatives of business and industry, and

both internal and external academics, to evaluate the institution’s coursework and
programs of study?

8. How strong is the institutional commitment to act (revise or amend existing courses) in
response to feedback from students?

9 .  Are follow-up studies routinely conducted of both completing and non-completing
students, to determine the extent to which the institution’s programs of studies have met
their needs?

Efficiency

The fourth criterion of quality, efficiency, refers to the cost of open and distance learning.
Perraton (2000, p. 196) and H lsmann (1999) distinguish between two types of costs: costs

per student and cost per successful student.  Because large numbers of students, in some open
and distance learning institutions, particularly those that Daniel (1996) refers to as mega

universities, fixed costs can be extremely low.  When interaction is kept at a minimum,
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variable costs per student can also be low.  Despite the rhetoric and common beliefs to the
contrary, fixed and even variable costs of sophisticated educational applications of
information communications technologies can be prohibitively costly (Bacsich, 1999; Milam,
2000).  In reporting their expenditures, open and distance learning institutions tend to
emphasize cost per student rather than the usually less flattering cost per successful student.

Perraton (2000, p. 196) reports that open and distance learning programs that are efficient in
terms of this second type of cost are the exception rather than the rule.

Effective recruitment and retention strategies are essential if large numbers are to begin and
complete their open and distance learning programs.  Marketing is indispensable to
successful branding, i.e. "giving a product or service a meaning that customers will want to
buy into because it appeals to their sense of identity or inchoate aspiration to belong to some
subgroup or subculture" (Lachem and Hanna, 2001, p. 20).  Once attracted to participate,
however, students needed to be guided into and through their programs of study.  As Rao and
Rao (1999, p. 24 in ASHE-ERIC, 2000, p. 46) point out, "Access means not only providing
physical access to instructional technology, but also creating a host of supportive factors that
contribute to the use of that instructional technology."  Accordingly, student orientation,
remedial instruction for those with deficiencies, enforcement of practical and realistic
standards of academic achievement and advancement to higher levels of study, and other
forms of effective student learning assistance and tutorial instruction, will increase the
students’ chances of academic survival.  At the same time, such practices will increase costs
per student in open and distance learning, but also reduce the institutional costs per successful
student.  The challenge of open and distance learning institutions is to convince both internal
and external stakeholders that to place priority on retention measures, while actually reducing
efficiency in the short-run, may actually result in more favourable returns on investment in
the long run.

Questions that address the criterion of efficiency include:

1. What is the relative distribution of weight given to the two measures of efficiency: cost

per student and cost per successful student?
2. If cost per successful student were to become the first priority, what changes would be

made to the administrative, curricular, teaching, and student support operations of the
institution?

3. What strategies might the institution deploy to raise the level of acceptance on the part of
stakeholders of cost per successful student as a primary measure of efficiency?

4. Are academic and administrative units with the institution accountable for the resources
they are allocated?

5. How efficient are the academic units (programs, departments and faculties) within the
university?

6. What are the relative effects of specific institutional interventions designed to increase
institutional efficiency in terms of cost per student and cost per successful student?

7. What additional interventions might be introduced to increase institutional efficiency?
8. Does the institution’s measure of academic success at one level of study represent a

sufficiently level of proficiency to permit advancement to subsequent levels of studies?
9. Are the institution’s measures of efficiency in terms of cost per successful student based

on genuine academic success?
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10 .  What other changes to the institution’s operations need to be made to increase
institutional efficiency?

Process

The fifth criterion of quality, process, comprises a series of actions or operations conducive
to particular ends.  With reference to open and distance learning, processes may be identified
in connection with each of the following five distance education subsystems:

1. Course subsystem: creation, production, distribution, and evaluation of instruction.

2.  Student subsystem: administrative functions for management and control of students’
progress such as registration, orientation, learning assistance, allocation to courses,
collection of fees, ensuring receipt of course materials, and communication of expected
performance.

3. Regulatory subsystem: practices of the academic and administrative decision-making staff
and bodies in the governance, management, and management of reward and
accountability within the institution.

4 .  Logistical subsystem: functions of procurement and supply of required resources
(purchasing, maintenance, and personnel).

5. Technological subsystem: information communications technology (ICT) infrastructure
harnessed in the design and delivery of instruction.

[Note:  Kaye (1981) named the first four of these subsystems that characterize distance
education provision.  In light of the salience today of ICT, I have added the fifth subsystem.]

The experience of benchmark institutions in the field of open and distance learning has
contributed to the broad consensus as to what constitute good process in open and distance
learning.  Although as Perraton (2000, pp. 196-199) asserts, there is widespread failure to
apply what is known, institutions committed to excellence will put in place structures,
policies and procedures -- quality assurance mechanisms -- that will increase the likelihood
that open and distance learning processes and services meet standards of quality for each of
these subsystems.  Accompanying the design, development, and distribution of courses, there
will be recourse to formal standards of excellence, iterative processes of formative
evaluation, and staged formal approval mechanisms.  The appropriateness of the nature and
scheduling of all of an institution’s interactions with prospective, current, and former learners
-- in the promotion and advertising of activities, registration sessions, face-to-face sessions,
laboratory and practical exercises, examinations, and arrangements for work experience --
will be reviewed regularly to ensure priority is given to the convenience and circumstances of
the learner, rather than to the institution.  Central administrative decisions will be made in
light of systematically gathered institutional intelligence, following consultation with those
likely to be affected.  Administrative, academic and other staff members will be held
accountable for their performance in accordance with rational and mutually agreed-upon
standards of practice, after which rewards are allocated accordingly.
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Questions that address the criterion of performance may include:

1. How are knowledge, skills, and sensitivities relative to good practice in open and distance
learning disseminated throughout the institution?

2. What provision is there for training to reinforce and advance beyond initial basic staff
training in particular open and distance learning processes?

3. Are staff members accountable for their work performance?
4. Are rewards (promotion, tenure, annual salary increments, etc.) within the institution

reflective of demonstrated accomplishments?
5. Is there an operating information system that enables recording, tracking, and projecting

individual and unit performance at every level?
6. Are standard metrics in place that permit comparative analysis of different units and

operations both within the institution and with other institutions?
7. With respect to the courses, teaching, administration, and support services (Daniel, 1999,

p. 7-9):
a. Do they lower costs?
b. Do they expand access?
c. Do they achieve the highest standards of social utility and intellectual development?
d. Do they provide what the customers want?
e. Do they represent the best value for the learners, workforce and economy?

8. If programs are delivered internationally (Daniel, 1999, p. -9):
a. Are they culturally relevant?
b. What is the quality of the local partnerships and support systems?
c. How are the graduates and their qualifications regarded in the host country?

These five criteria -- effort, performance, adequacy, efficiency, and process -- provide useful
focal points for what Paulo Freire referred to as praxis -- a recursive process of analysis and
application -- aimed at overall improvement.  Open and distance learning institutions in
developing countries are often stymied by barriers of severe financial constraints and
minimal budgets, variable political climates, vastly over committed staffs, depleted talent,
dysfunctional infrastructures, and lack of experience (Kells, 1995, p. 168) -- conditions that
are endemic in many societies.  However, seeking ways to overcome these barriers,
institutions committed to continuous quality improvement will actively increase effort,
maximize student performance, augment adequacy of response to students’ identified needs,
boost efficiency in terms of decreasing both costs per student and costs per successful
student, and continuously upgrade the processes of their operations.  Such organisations will
make a concerted effort to foster structures, processes and an institutional culture conducive
to acceptance of a social mission committed "to provide structures, processes and services
which assist . . . most adult students, regardless of age, gender, economic status, geographic
location, employment status, and previous educational experience, given the opportunity and
support . . . [to] succeed in studies at the university level (Paul 1993, p. 116).

In other words, equitable access to underserved learners will be a high institutional priority.
Learners served by such institutions will include secondary school leavers not admitted to
conventional institutions, working adults unable to attend university on a fulltime basis,
students with physical handicaps, students in rural areas distant from urban institutions,
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mothers at home caring for children, members of minority ethnic groups and scheduled
castes, and students unable to afford the high fees of private postsecondary institutions.  An
institution devoted to such improvement will certainly not be concerned with merely
enrolling such underserved categories of learners, but also providing them with the support
services required for success in their respective programs of study.

Underlying an institution’s quality assurance mechanisms will be systematic data collection,
analysis, and reporting practices.  This brings us to the contributions that research can make
to increase quality so essential to improving equitable access.

3. How can research contribute to an institutional commitment to quality?

Having spelled out five criteria for determination of quality in open and distance learning, I
will now discuss how research and development can contribute to an institution’s quest to
become an institution of uncompromisingly high quality.  In this discussion, I will refer to
two types of research: institutional research and mission-critical research.  Let us look at each
type and the contribution each can make to improvement of quality and, in turn, expanded
equitable access.

Institutional Research

Institutional research is research conducted to provide different members of an institutional
community with timely, accurate and meaningful information that informs administrative
decisions about different aspects of the institution’s operations.  Typically staffed by one or
more research officers, institutional research offices depend on "reliable access to
institutional data generated by the routine activities of the Office of the Registrar"
(Institutional Studies, 2002, p. 1).  Without such data, internal and external reporting
requirements cannot be met.

Although individuals and both academic and administrative units across the institution may
be involved, the Institutional Research Office can serve as the lead resource in seeking
answers to questions of quality for each of the five criteria we have just discussed.  In the
absence of illuminating, reliable and valid data, an institution may find it all too easy to
ignore what may be chronic problems, resulting in reduced capacity to provide equitable
access.  At Athabasca University, Canada’s Open University, the role of the Office of
Institutional Studies is made clear in the following statement of its goals:

1 .  Provide members of the University community with timely, accurate and relevant
information that will enable informed decisions that result in improvements in all aspects
of the University’s operations.

2. Respond to external reporting requirement of government and accreditation agencies.
3. Provide data summaries and/or technical assistance in support of specific planning or

quality assurance activities including service unit and program reviews.
4 .  Conduct ongoing analysis of existing data to proactively identify trends and issues

relevant to University planning and administration.
5. Contribute to the Governing Council’s monitoring of the implementation of the Strategic

University Plan by developing and reporting on performance measures.
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6. Undertake enrolment forecasting to inform planning and budget processes.
7 .  Disseminate knowledge about the measurement and effectiveness of Athabasca

University’s approaches to open and distance learning. (Office of Institutional Studies,
2002, p. 2)

To illustrate the contribution to the functioning of an open and distance learning institution,
to be made by institutional research, the schedule for reports to be conducted by the
Athabasca University Office of Institutional Research is shown in Table 1.

Table 1.  Schedule of Reports Compiled by the Athabasca

University Office of Institutional Studies (2002)

Type of Reports Name Date Expected

External
• Learner Enrolment/Program

Registrations
Annual December/June

• Duplicate Application Detection Annual Mid -October
• Transfer Credit Report Annual End of October
• Key Performance Indicators Annual November
• Statistics Canada Pending Provincial Decision
• KPI Surveys Alternating Graduates/Graduands

Internal
• Academic Services Satisfaction Annual
• Climate Survey Annual (Alternating Tutor/Staff)
• Student Profile Bi-annual
• Performance Indicators Annual

Student Services
• Registry March --2002
• Counselling/Advising October --2002
• CS Training March- --2002
• Library June -- 2003
• CS Helpdesk (Staff & Student) October --2003
• Learning Centre Services October --2003
• Registry March -- 2004
• Advising/Advising October --2004
• CS Training October --2004

Demographic
• Attrition Study 2002
• International Student Profile 2002
• Visiting Student Profile 2002
• Staff Equity Profile 2003
• Graduate Students Profile 2003
• Indigenous Students 2004
• Students with Disabilities 2004

To summarize, this type of research provides the institutional intelligence required to inform
decisions that can influence the maintenance and improvement of quality, so essential if the
institution is to fulfil its social mission of openness to those members and groups in society
whose educational opportunities would otherwise diminish or disappear.
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Mission-Critical Research

Besides institutional research, my university supports a second type of research that we term
mission-critical research.  This type of research elsewhere is referred to as action research,
which two distance education scholars (Ramakrishna and Prasad, 1999) in India have
explained:

Action research is more in the nature of an inquiry related to an activity.  Action
research is expected to help the distance teaching institution to do a better job.  It may
result in changing a policy, re-drafting some material, launching or withdrawing a
programme, change of programmes and systems etc.  (p. 10)

At Athabasca University mission critical research is defined as research that examines
technology and pedagogy in distance education, research into distance and open learning
methods, and comparative studies.  Each year, the university provides modest financial
support for two research competitions: one for university academic staff and another for
graduate students.  Both competitions provide grants for small-scale studies that may lead to
qualitative improvements in some aspect of university products or services.  In addition to
supplementing institutional research, mission-critical research contributes to the "scholarship
of teaching and, at the same time, increase motivation of staff members to innovate
improvements in open and distance learning strategies.  In turn, such improvements can have
positive implications for increasing access and equity.  The activities of academics and
students focused on optimising aspects of university operations contributes to the
development of an institutional culture of both quality improvement and research.

The following is an illustrative list of the kinds of mission critical research studies conducted
by Athabasca University academics:

• Charting distance learning
•  Analysis of asynchronous computer conferencing behaviour in graduate education

courses
• Identification of competencies required by computer conference moderators
• Health issues in human computer interaction
• A proposal to test the relative effectiveness of Accounting 253 material delivered via on-

screen and paper-based mediums.
• Student interaction management and organisational design
• Time for reflection: An exploration of the time basis of media richness theory (to explore

the emergence of rich communications during learning interactions which occur in three
media — face to face, video conference and asynchronous online)

•  Students with disabilities: their success and experience with Athabasca University
courses

• Psychological and social issues in human-computer interaction

This mission-critical research fund not only supplements institutional research conducted on
behalf of the central administrators of the institution, but also stimulates "scholarship of
teaching" (Boyer, 1999; Cross, 1997; Glassick, Huber, and Maeroff, 1997; Cambridge, 1999)
that calls for "sustained inquiry into . . . teaching practice and . . . students’ learning"
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(Hutchings and Shulman, 1999, p. 2) across the disciplines.  When the focus of mission-
critical research is teaching and learning,

It requires a kind of "going meta," in which faculty frame and systematically
investigate questions related to student learning — the conditions under which it
occurs, what it looks like, how to deepen it, and so forth — and do so with an eye not
only to improving their own . . . [teaching] but to advance practice beyond it
(Hutchings and Shulman, 1999, p. 5).

One might speculate, "What if half of the research undertaken by faculty at DE institutions
was "mission critical  and regarded as "scholarship of teaching."  Wouldn’t that change the
shape and focus of research and development in DE?

4.  How can open and distance learning institutions harness both institutional and

mission-critical research in the quest for increased quality?

Institutional and mission critical research can contribute to qualitative improvements in
overall effort, performance, adequacy, efficiency and process within open and distance
learning.  Of this, I became convinced last year when I had an opportunity to examine, under
a microscope, as it were, the operations of the Open University of Sri Lanka.  I examined
institutional reports, conducted numerous interviews and surveys with administrators,
academics, other staff members, and students.  These data collection activities yielded clear
impressions about institutional activities that, if implemented, would result in significant
improvements in the quality of operations.  Such improvements would have the effect of
increasing the university’s capacity, not only to increase access, but also to retain the students
it admits and thus dramatically increase the completion rates across all faculties.  To report
my findings, I compiled a flow chart of the constellation of institutional factors contributing
to OUSL student attrition.

To serve as a basis for broader generalisation, I have redrawn that flowchart to switch the
focus to institutional factors that can contribute to improvements that, in turn, will result in a
greater probability of retention of students in their programs of study.  Figure 1 illustrates an
outcome of institutional research and reflection that may be followed in other institutions to
identify those institutional factors amenable to correction and/or improvement.  The six
categories in which I have clustered the various institutional factors are obviously not
necessarily mutually exclusive.  Nor do they represent all of the institutional factors that
could be deployed to bring about increased student retention.  Other factors could be added.
My point in sharing this with you is this:  Research focused on university operations can lead
to identification of areas needing attention.  An open and distance learning institution
committed to continuing improvement can thus benefit from such analysis.  Each box in the
flowchart constitutes a recommendation.  All recommendations contained in this diagram
have as their aim the improvement of the institution’s operation and thus increased
probability of successful student completion.  Obviously, it would be both impractical and
impossible for the chief administrative officer of an institution to seek simultaneous
improvement on all of the fronts depicted in Figure 1.  Prioritisation and delegation are
necessary.  The assumption is that diffused responsibility for these tasks will allow for
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simultaneous and proactive measures to resolve the conditions implicated in Figure 1.
Ongoing research would need to be conducted to monitor and evaluate the progress being
made.  Certainly here is a role for both institutional and mission critical research.

Summary and Conclusion

The social mission implied by the term open and distance learning reflects a commitment to
reaching out to individuals and groups in our respective societies that otherwise would not be
able to benefit from postsecondary education.  Providing access is only the first step.  If
access is to be equitable, once they are admitted, socio-economically and educationally
disadvantaged students require different forms of learning assistance.  If open and distance
learning institutions are to uphold their commitment to pursue the value of equitable access,
continuous quality improvement must be part and parcel of everything they do.  Quality, like
excellence, is not a destination as much as it is a never-ending journey.  Both institutional and
mission critical research, are essential if open and distance learning institutions are advance
on that journey.
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Why Research Distance Learning? 
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Introduction 

It is a pleasure to be with you. I begin by congratulating the Open University of 
Hong Kong in general, and CRIDALA in particular, for the tremendous 
contribution they are making to the practice of open and distance learning 
around the world. I have been privileged to serve on the Council of OUHK on 
two occasions. The first was in the late 1980s. It was then called the Hong 
Kong Open Learning Institute and I well remember when it published its first 
prospectus in 1989. The people of Hong Kong queued up around the block to 
get hold of copies and we realised that we might have a success on our 
hands. 

My second period of service as a Council member was in the late 1990s. The 
highlight of that time was the achievement of full university status. In one of 
the last acts of the British colonial administration, the Hong Kong Open 
Learning Institute became the Open University of Hong Kong. It was a proud 
moment. No institution of higher education in Hong Kong had ever won 
university status so quickly, which is a tremendous tribute to the staff and 
students of OUHK and to its three presidents, Professors Swift, Dhanarajan 
and Tam. 

There are two aspects of this success that are especially striking. The first is 
that OUHK has had to develop quickly to the point where it supports its 
operations from the fee income that it collects. The government has provided 
funds for capital expenditure but now contributes little to the recurrent budget. 

Against that background the second striking aspect of OUHK’s success 
makes it unique. It has made a commitment to develop research as an 
essential part of its academic activity. CRIDALA is one expression of that role. 
I congratulate Professor Jegede on what he and CRIDALA have achieved in a 
short time and I commend him for his personal commitment to helping restart 
the Open University in his native Nigeria. 

Its financial structure imposes a daily discipline on OUHK in the present and 
research activity symbolises its academic aspirations for the future. This 
combination of operational effectiveness and intellectual ambition has allowed 
OUHK and its staff to carry away many international prizes for excellence in 
the last few years. This conference is another manifestation of the world-class 
status of the Open University of Hong Kong. 

The title of my contribution is simply Why Research Distance Learning? I was 
originally scheduled to give this address at the beginning of the conference 
but my arrival was delayed by a meeting of the Ministers of Education of the 
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Nordic countries in Oslo earlier this week. However, I have decided to stick to 
this title even though my remarks now have a retrospective rather than a 
prospective role. There is never a bad time to ask basic questions.  

My talk falls naturally into two parts. First, I shall suggest three answers to the 
question in my title, why research distance learning. Second, I shall suggest 
three areas where, in my view, research is particularly important. 

Why research distance learning? 

My three reasons why we should research distance learning all begin with the 
letter E. The first E stands for evidence, which we as academics should seek 
out and respect. The second E stands for expectations, which the 
development of distance learning has created. The third E stands for 
environment, which is changing. I shall say a word about each, starting with 
evidence. 

Those of us who work in universities have made a personal commitment to 
the academic mode of thinking. This is an approach that weighs the evidence, 
if necessary conducting experiments to gain more evidence, and tries to form 
hypotheses about the way the world works that have general application. 
Usually the formulation of hypotheses allows us to conduct further 
experiments in order to test them. This is the basis of the research activity of 
universities, including OUHK. 

It is true, sadly, that in the past universities have rarely applied the academic 
mode of thinking to their teaching activities. This is odd, because higher 
education is now a rather large economic sector in most countries. Other 
economic sectors of similar size would take it for granted that their activities 
should be illuminated by ongoing research. Those of us involved in distance 
learning have the chance to change that embarrassing state of affairs and we 
should take it. The basis of university life is the academic dogma that 
knowledge is important. We must be true to our calling and increase the 
knowledge available about distance learning. 

This brings us to the second reason for researching distance learning. I refer 
to the great expectations that it has inspired. Politicians, businesspeople and 
increasingly the general public, have the idea that distance learning can 
change radically the face of education, especially higher education. We have 
a duty to let them know whether or not these expectations are grounded in 
reality. Those who apply technology to cars, computers, medicine or media, 
usually have clear aims. They want to make things better, faster, safer or 
more user-friendly.  

I like to express the analogous aims for education in what I call the eternal 
triangle made up of the vectors of access, quality and cost. A year at 
UNESCO has reinforced my view that, to be useful in education, technology 
must help us increase access, improve quality or reduce cost. If it can do all of 
these at the same time then it is truly a helpful development – even a 
revolutionary one. We should research distance learning to see whether it can 
reshape the eternal triangle. I shall come back to that in a minute. 

The third reason for researching distance learning is the environment in which 
it takes place. It is a changing environment. Conventional classroom 
education has used the same approach for decades, even centuries. It has 
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evolved a relatively stable set of methods and there are no irresistible 
pressures to change them. Distance learning, on the other hand, cannot avoid 
change.  

This is not just because new technologies become available, but also 
because old technologies become unavailable. Early in my career, when I 
was at Quebec’s Télé-université, we used to send 33rpm vinyl records to 
students with the audio material for the course. You could not do that today. 
Today many distance-learning institutions send out videocassettes. Before 
long those too will be obsolete. Since no technology is an exact replacement 
for the one it supplants we must at least research our use of technologies. 
Once you start doing that you will find that the study of distance learning is 
rather like overcooked spaghetti; once you pull on one strand you find you are 
engaged with the whole tangled mass.  

Those then, are three reasons for researching distance learning. Where do 
they lead us in practical terms? What are some of the priorities for research? 
Since time is limited let me identify three broad areas of importance. Just as 
the letter E linked my three reasons for doing research, the letter C links the 
three topics that I see as priorities. The first C is for concepts of media use. 
We can conceive of the use of particular media in different ways. How do 
these different designs impact on the learners who use those media? 

The second C is for costs. Most people prefer to avoid talking about costs. At 
the end of the day, however, it is by reducing costs that technologies cause 
revolutions. We must base our assertions about the cost structures of 
distance learning on more than wishful thinking. 

My third C is really two Cs – collaboration and combination. Distance learning 
has spawned many collaborative ventures between institutions. Which models 
of collaboration work best and why? This is closely linked to the trend to 
combine distance learning and traditional methods, with information and 
communication technology providing the bridge between the two. Here again, 
what works best and why? In particular, how do these collaborations and 
combinations impact on the teaching staff? 

It is not my purpose here to set out a research-funding proposal in each of 
these areas, but let me make a few comments about each, starting with 
research on concepts of media use and on the way that learners actually use 
media. The pioneer of research on the learner use of media was Tony Bates, 
who is now at the University of British Columbia but began a programme of 
research on learning media in distance education in the early days of the 
Open University. The research on media use at the UK Open University – and 
in other open universities – stands out, in both quality and relevance, against 
the mass of trivial and badly conceived research that has been spawned as 
distance learning has become fashionable in conventional campus 
institutions. 

This research is badly conceived because its main purpose seems to be to 
compare distance learning to classroom teaching. Indeed, it is usually worse 
than that. It seeks to compare instruction through a single medium, such as 
the Web or teleconferencing, with classroom instruction. There are two main 
problems with that.  
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The first is why should classroom teaching be a benchmark when everyone 
knows from experience that learning in classrooms is not particularly effective 
nor efficient? The second is that any sensible teaching and learning system, 
including the classroom, is a complex reality. The most visible medium in such 
systems, such as lecturing in a classroom, is only the tip of an iceberg that 
includes other activities, not least the homework done by individual students 
and the discussions that take place between students about that homework. 
Simply to compare the tips of two icebergs, to continue with that analogy, tells 
you little about the differences between the larger masses of ice below the 
waterline.  

We need instead to study the way that learners use a particular medium 
within the context of all the other media and methods that make up that 
particular teaching and learning system. This must be done from the student’s 
point of view. Let me give two simple examples.  

First, if students are told that a particular media component is included in the 
course for enrichment purposes and will not be the subject of questions in the 
examination, then many students will rate it as unimportant no matter how 
brilliant its producers think it is. Second, a television programme sent out as a 
videocassette or DVD is quite different from the same programme broadcast 
on air, simply because the student can readily stop it, rewind it and replay it. I 
could give many more examples but you get the idea. Start from where the 
student is. 

My second priority topic for research is costs. This is a complex area where, 
once again, people associated with open universities, such as Tony Bates 
and Greville Rumble, have done much of the best work. However, 
researching this area does have the advantage that you have to break away 
from the standard comparisons with classroom instruction. That is because 
most campus universities have no idea what their cost structures are at a 
detailed level.  

My own preference is to study the total and marginal costs of different 
elements of distance learning systems in relation to student numbers and to 
try to compare this with the learning effectiveness of each medium. This is 
easier said than done, but it does have the virtue of showing you quite quickly 
if the medium in which you propose to make an investment is either not 
scaleable or not valued by students. I believe that the distinction between 
independent and interactive learning activities that I made twenty-five years 
ago still provides a useful lens through which to look at the costs and 
effectiveness of different media. 

Researching costs may be complicated but my final topic, namely the impact 
on staff of collaborative ventures and of combinations of distance learning and 
traditional teaching, is a nightmare. This is partly because each example 
tends to be sui generis and partly because it takes us straight into the areas of 
institutional and inter-institutional politics. Nevertheless, it is very important 
that we study and document the way in which Internet technology is blurring 
the line between distance learning and traditional classroom teaching. 

It is particularly important that we analyse the impact of these developments 
on the academic staff. Several scholars, notably David Noble in Canada and 
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Carole Fungaroli in the United States, have boosted their careers by 
becoming standard bearers for hostility towards distance education and online 
learning. This is good and we should welcome the debate they are 
generating. We should welcome it – but we should also bring solid evidence 
to the debate in order to take it forward. That requires research. 

Conclusion   

I will end these brief comments there. As scholars engaged in researching 
distance learning you are making an important contribution to the renewal of 
education in general and higher education in particular. I have suggested 
three reasons that should motivate your work. First, expressing the academic 
ideal in the search for evidence. Second, bringing realism to the great 
expectations people have for distance learning. Third, helping the 
practitioners of distance learning react intelligently to a changing technological 
environment. 

In this spirit I have indicated three important topics among the many that you 
could choose. First, studying how we conceive the use of media from the 
student’s perspective. Second, understanding the cost structures of distance 
learning more fully. Third, assessing the effect of the evolution of distance 
learning on staff as traditional and online methods become intertwined. 

I hope those thoughts illuminate your own reflections and I wish you success 
in your important work.  
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Introduction

The paper throws open some issues for discussion (rather than any prescription or
critique on issues), and colleagues from this area and from distance education in
general could contribute their views to enrich the discussion further, and set an
agenda for collaborative implementation and follow-up of a system of distance
education research for professional development.  The paper raises research questions
as well as professional-managerial questions on research mentoring, and promotion of
research through supports including incentives which are crucial for research in
general, and research in adult and distance education in particular. This also needs to
be examined in a context where exchange, support and collaboration has been more
possible through information and communication technologies (ICTs). Also, in the
process, some of the training issues relating to research as professional development
have been highlighted.  It may be underlined that throughout the paper, distance
education denotes contexts of open universities, distance teaching institutions, as also
distance education in dual-mode institutions.

Research as Professional Development

At the special lecture to the ICDE Vienna delegates in 1999, Otto Peters had rightly
remarked that every university needs to be an open university in several aspects, and
that they should be student oriented, practice oriented, and future oriented. Further,
he remarked, On the whole, the university of the future will have to be the result of
a fundamental process of transformation in which it changes into a university which
mainly enables self-studying in all its forms oriented towards the research process,
supports this and in the end makes it into the foundation of its curricula and
teaching  (Peters, 1999). What Peters said may be read as futuristic; but it holds
good for any university - conventional or open. While commenting on this very
aspect, Evans seemed to me more straightforward : Open universities need
to take the issue of research seriously if they wish to be at the forefront of higher
education nationally and internationally, and if they wish to be seen as universities

 (Evans, 2000 : 2). The single-mode open universities need to undertake
significant research activities, otherwise they may be considered inferior to the real
universities on
which they heavily depend upon. To extend the argument further, whether a research
discipline of distance education as noted by Holmberg (1987) has emerged or not, it is
imperative that all activities and practices within distance education should have
sound empirical base through research (Moore, 1988; Jegede, 1991).
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As we shall argue later, research in distance education should not be restricted to a
few, rather it should be undertaken by all teaching and professional staff as part of
their reflective practice through critical reflection (Evans and Nation, 1989). If a close
relationship between research and practice needs to be established (Calvert, 1989),
those who do these cannot be separated. Even today, research is being undertaken by
those who need not implement it, and that research outcome is generally shelved to be
preserved rather than utilised for informed decision-making and improvement of
practice. Besides this, which may be termed as institutional research, it is imperative
to undertake basic research within the field of open and distance learning to help it
grow and be a co-partner to contemporary emerging and established disciplines,
especially in social sciences.

While pleading for action research as a tool for professional development, Passi
(1999) pointed out that this is the best form of professional development because
They can employ indigenous methodologies, identify self-generated resources, and
find local solutions  (p.2). This also develops personal knowledge base, resonable
level of expertise, atmosphere of self-reliance, and invigorates the entire educational
environment. Besides, there are other forms or types of research which need to be
considered as worth undertaking. Though it is beyond the scope of this paper to
engage in a detailed discussion on this, a brief mention is worth the task since it has
implications for mentoring of research and incentive schemes. There has been
considerable amount of debate in distance teaching institutions (DTIs) and open
universities (OUs) regarding focus of research effort either on one s own discipline or
the distance education system and practices. This also brings into focus the nature of
research activities, as also institutional research policy. Usually, the argument put
forward in the DTIs is that the academics need to be in touch with respective
mainstream discipline and contribute to its knowledge base, as also that they do not
have research skills to investigate into the pedagogic and operational aspects of their
discipline distance teaching, which is seen as more educational .  The argument
seems to be true in its own right. The argument seems more attractive when one finds
that even in conventional mainstream universities, all the teachers are not engaged in
research, and, more so, on research in educational pedagogy. Simply, doing a
doctorate in one s discipline entitles one to teach that discipline. But then, the nature
of teaching and the role of teachers has undergone dramatic changes, and that
continuing professional development is being visualised not only as a prerequisite to
tenured promotion, but more as development of skills of learning to learn and lifelong
learning.

Has it happened or does it apply to research, and research in open distance
education? Traditionally, in conventional universities, research is confined to
doctoral work and individual/group projects with external funding support. In
especially doctoral work, there is a strong disparity of knowledge between the

research supervisor and the research student, which characterises this kind of
investigation; and that there is an intense polarisation of knowledge in favour of the
supervisor (who eventually knows more), and the investigation is largely linear (as
guided by the supervisor). While this disparity and polarisation characterise
doctoral work, this has led to a superior status  enjoyed by the supervisor ( Misra,
2000). In open distance education, by the very nature of (team) work undertaken by
a variety of functionaries, the disparity and polarisation turn towards collaborative
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exploration as joint venturers and sorrogate students, and multi-dimensional
respectively; and the superior status enjoyed by the supervisor takes the form of
multiple and multi-dimensional roles played by the teacher-researchers. Instead of
linearity, the exploration becomes multi-dimensional, with multi-perspectives and
creativity. In the process, therefore, while research is not confined to a few (that to
teachers), the nature of research guidance and mentoring undergoes significant
changes.
Before we get to discuss research mentoring, a few questions need to be addressed to:

•  Does the institution have a research policy, and what is the nature of that
research policy?

•  What is the status of institutional and individual research: what sort of
research, who does it, for whom, in which areas, with what intention and
funding support?

•  What are the result outlets/forms: institutional, individual course-related,
individual projects, doctoral work, course research projects, routine
evaluative research, a research course?

•  Are there differences in pedagogic and operational aspects between
discipline-based and DE system-based research?

•  In what way and with what consequence, institutional and individual research
be integrated/distinguished?

•  What kind of research areas we need to give priority to?

•  How can the everyday work of an academic be integrated with action and
other kinds of research in DE? And, how much time/workload for research?

Mentoring ‘Research in DE’

Experience tells us that traditionally, in general, research has been largely linear
with greater disparity between the supervisor and the student. In the distance
education context also, research supervision has almost been the same; and for other
forms of research mentioned above, supervision and guidance has been
minimal, and some times non-existent, except that the teacher-researcher has to
satisfy a few committees to obtain research grants. The age-old scheme of superior-
subordinate hierarchy in research relationship is gradually vanishing. What is said
by Sayles (1993) about government and business enterprises (that workers are being
viewed as more desirable than before due to their multifunctional specialism, and
that the management is also functioning in a more collaboative and interactive
fashion than before) is also equally applicable to distance education situations (vis-a-
vis research): that there is increasing multispecialisaion, downsizing, collaborative
decision making, and linking research to development.

Mentoring in DE research needs to be viewed in both the contexts of
institutional/individual/group research courses and projects, and other research
training programmes. Further, mentoring support and mentoring relationship shall
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be productive provided the institution and/or the special research interest groups
(SRIGs) value research as nothing but essential, and develop committed
mechanisms to reduce the gap between what is expoused and what is practiced.
A mentor is the one who is more than a supervisor and guide - a peer supporter,
guide, guru, well wisher and joint venturer in a situation of one-to-one relationship.
The role of senior researcher or the researcher-boss as an authoritarian guide needs
to change towards that of a ’mentor’ collaborator, joint venturer, and surrogate
student. Mentoring provides opportunities to seniors to learn from the juniors, and
promotes meaningful learning by both mentor and mentoree (Cohen and Galbraith,
1995).

In distance teaching institutions, we have the situation of either the supervisor
(faculty) guiding the fellow colleagues and students for doctoral work, or the senior
investigator of a group project leading and guiding other project investigators, or
even an individual academic doing an individual research project (through largely
self-guidance). This situation warrants change if we intend to increase research
productivity, and enhance the quality of research processes and outputs.
Development of a research mentoring system and network, and capacity building
thereof, is required to instill seriousness into this process.

Based on a three-dimensional mentoring model of Smit (1999), Morgan and Smit
(2000) experimented mentoring in distance education, which could be of use in
developing a mentoring system for DE research. The three-dimensional model
comprises the key factors distinguishing mentoring relationship (degree of power,
level of identification with the mentor, and programme implementation by
involvement of the mentor and the mentoree together); and they have noted that
mentoring in DE creates multiple discourses, helps overcome isolation, facilitates
development of work-based competencies, ensures higher flexibility, and bridges
theory and practice. Based on this model, and especially in the context of what we
noted earlier that mentoring in research embraces multi-dimensional roles and
perspectives, research investigation in distance education may be visualised to take
place on-site and/or on-line for project development, research process support, and
even for research evaluation. This mechanism needs to be built into (and should
rather overshadow) the research policy of institutions, networks, and consortia.
And, therefore, research mentoring may take place f2f, at a distance, on-line or even
through a judicious mix of these.

Of course, this raises the question of who should be a mentor, and there would be a
need for training of mentors. From our point, we have already viewed that (all)
teachers/academics and professionals need to do some kind of
research, and that the mentors (may be, for the time being, with superior research
skills and experiences) from within the institution or from outside (including any

place in the globe) need necessarily have the responsibility of exploring together
with colleagues and new research entrants, and grow professionally together.
This brings to focus the recognition of multicultural issues (i.e. gender, class, caste,
ethnicity, race, religion, language, physical and other ability) in the mentoring
relationship and operationalisation of the research mentoring system. There is also
a need for use of information and communication technologies (ICTs) for
developing network/professional groups and associations/SRIGs for promoting
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research mentoring and research professional development. The professional
support networks may use collaborative mentoring models, which could be
practitioner-centred , experiential, research-oriented (including researching
mentoring), reflective, and empowering (Mullen, 2000). Clearly then, while
distance teaching institutions impose many restrictions on research, there is a need
to resist those impositions.

Some of the questions at this stage include :

•  What should be the nature/characteristics/parameters of mentoring in distance
education research?

•  Who should qualify to be mentors in DE research, and what sort of training
would they require?

•  What sort of mentoring support (if at all) exists for DE research in
institutions across the globe?

•  What is the role of language and culture in distance and inter-national
mentoring?

•  What effect does institutional research policy and faculty attitude have on
development and operationalisation of a research mentoring system?

•  What kind of mentoring support is needed by young researchers of distance
education?

•  After all, is mentoring a pre-requisite to do any research in DE, more
particularly doctoral research, if one has been working with the system for
quite some time and/or possesses preliminary research degrees?

Researching ‘Mentoring in DE Research’

The above discussion instigates us to consider inclusion of mentoring in DE
research  as one of the research areas. This will facilitate us to further operationalise
and improve upon the process of research mentoring. Some of the gender and
language issues in mentoring will come to the fore, and this shall also facilitate us in
identifying/recognizing and institutionalising ethics and ethical standards (Evans
and Jakupec, 1996) in DE research, especially in context of use of information and
communication technologies. In a recent investigation on mentoring in DE in
context of supporting practicing student doctors, it was found that the performance
of those supported by mentoring was superior in terms of depth of treatment, range
of perspectives, and localisation of diagnosis and treatment than that of those who
were not exposed to it (Panda and Jena, 2000). This is just one of such needed
research in this area which can reveal the dynamics and processes of mentoring
relationship in research in DE, and eventually suggest mechanisms for increasing the
quality of research and research productivity.
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One framework that immediately comes to mind is an input-process-output model to
research this area. Inputs may include : institutional research policy and valuing of
research; research processes and types of research; institutional support for SRIGs,
collaborative research, including research funding; staff/faculty development,
perception and policies, and embedding research into reflective practitioners;
incentives and rewards; general institutional academic and management culture;
academic and research freedom; workload; and the like. The process of mentoring
involves mentoring relationship for joint exploration in research investigation f2f or
at a distance; and output may encompass quality research output; application of
research results; development of theories; development of good research practices
and institutional/ international research culture; development of research networks,
collaborative work, and significant self-reflection and professional development.
Further, another question concerns: What kind of mentoring relationship upholds
the procedure and data integrity in research in DE?

Role of Information and Communication Technology (ICT)

The rapid developments in ICTs shall obviously facilitate collaborative research and
research mentoring. There is a need to explore the role of ICT in facilitating
mentoring, and networking and collaboration. A recent success story is the use of
electronic conferencing environment for collaborative research (Jegede et al, 1999)
which needs to be replicated in other contexts and explored further.   Arguably,
therefore, there may be further R&D efforts towards developing and operationalising
virtual research environments.

Incentives and Rewards

Generally, there hardly is any defined institutional provision for rewarding good
research and providing incentives to effective researchers and mentors. We have
instances where the teachers of university correspondence course institutes would
like to shift to the mainstream university faculty (Sahoo, 1985), and research does
not rank high in the faculty priority (Jegede, 1993). In a recent study, Walcott
(1997) found that in the USA in the sampled institutions, distance teaching is not
valued highly and is not considered as a scholarly activity, distance teaching is less
related to promotion, and that rewards for distance teaching depends on the
commitment of the concerned academic unit to distance education. DE has always
been considered as an outreach programme; and, outreach in combination with
technological innovation is poorly rewarded (Dillon and Walsh, 1992).

It is time that we seriously explore the nature and consequences of rewards and
incentives for DE research. Research in DE has hardly been considered as a career
path; and the DE faculty generally have the incentives of research publication in
institutional and national/international journals, research publications as institutional
monographs, award of Ph.D. degrees and increments due to completion of Ph.D.,
research paper presentations in conferences, etc. It needs radical changes in
institutional policy to value research for appointment, promotion (tenured and
otherwise), and for extra incentive/encouragement for the reasons of research-related
institutional and professional benefits as outlined in this paper. Further,
there is a need to balance teaching-training-research-extension in institutional
policy, funding support and faculty workload. If research is the basis of institutional
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operation and management, and if all the functionaries need to do research as the
basis of their activities, what is the incentive we are looking for? The ivory towers
of open universities should change first.

Even research journals have not been able to sustain due to lack of funding,
institutional patronage, and good research reporting. The erstwhile Journal of

Research in Distance Education of Athabasca University is the best example before
us; on the other hand, we are highly overwhelmed by the initiation of an ejournal
International Review of Research in Open and Distance Learning at the
Athabasca.

It needs further exploration of the role of traditional institutional culture, traditional
staff
culture, pattern of research funding, institutional research policy, faculty workload,
and others in research incentives and rewards. Further, what incentives are expected
and
for what purpose, in relation to the status of existing incentive and reward schemes?
Also, what incentive patterns are recommended for research mentors; and what
effect incentives and rewards have on faculty research productivity and quality of
research output?

Research Training

The general state of affairs of research and researchers in open and distance education
calls for significant continuing training of researchers, and faculty in distance
education research methodology. The comment by Moore (1995) on the state of
affairs within DE research (in comparison to that of adult education) and the
quantitative vs. qualitative debate calls for a professionally developed and
implemented international research training exercise for both mentors and
researchers with the objective of developing a committed band of researchers
internationally. Some of the difficulties faced by researchers may guide us in
designing a training scheme : time allocation, lack of personal interest, finding
researchable problem, political interference, lack of personal enhancement from
research,and the like (Jegede, 1993). The recent review by Murphy and Yuen (1997),
Panda (1992) and Panda et al (1996) may also facilitate this task. Research training
is possible through research courses (like masters programmes of IGNOU, Deakin,
UKOU, IET-UoL); on-the-job training (IET, UKOU; and ACDE, Penn State); and
international research gathering like RIDE (Australia) and CRIDALA (Hong Kong).
What is most important is development of training toolkits for researchers and
professional development kits for research mentors for training through both in-house
and distance mentoring. An urgent area of investigation being student learning
(Morgan, 1984, 1993) further necessitates this. We need to collaborate and explore
further.
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Abstract

This paper explores trends, issues and future directions in research, scholarship and
publishing in the field of open, flexible and distance learning. It begins by surveying the
changing nature of the field and its implications for research, scholarship, and publishing
in the field. It explores issues, questions and areas of investigation in the field, and
examines the influence of converging practices from related areas such as virtual/on-
line, and other forms of technology-enhanced teaching and learning. The paper takes a
close look at opportunities, strengths, and weaknesses of research in distance education
and asynchronous e-learning practices. Ideas raised in this paper are intended to serve
as a trigger for discussion on this subject. The expectation is that from this exchange of
ideas, practitioners will be able to identify, explore, and define areas, issues, questions,
and directions for the future that professionals in this field could be pursuing. It is hoped
that this paper will attract the attention of novice researchers and scholars as well as
experienced professionals in the field.

Existing Practices

Not very long ago, there were just a handful of peer-reviewed and other professional
publications covering research and scholarly activities in distance education (DE). Today
there are several focused specifically on this field and many others that cover distance
education as well, apart from their own core areas. These are too many to list here, and
in any case, the point is not the growing numbers of such outlets but their previous core
focus and patronage. Some of the areas that have the potential for greatest impact on
distance education practices are asynchronous e-learning, and other similar technology-
enhanced educational environments. This means that there are a greater number of
competing outlets for the publication of research in distance education. That is certainly
a good thing for DE scholars, as it gives them and their work much broader exposure
than was possible before. Moreover, an increasing number of professional publications
with converging goals has also meant that work being carried out in the field of distance
education is seen as having potential benefit to other areas of learning and teaching,
including conventional face-to-face educational practices.

Much of the early DE literature paid a great deal of attention on ‘descriptive’ type
research, which was work that aimed to describe the DE phenomenon. This focus led to
some interesting and groundbreaking work on defining the changing nature of distance
education activity and theorizing about learning and teaching at a distance (see Keegan,
1990). With more experience, both in the practice of DE and its study, there has been
growing interest on assessing the quality of learning and teaching at a distance, and on
the influences of various forms of technology in this regard. This research has drawn
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from what we already know about human cognition, learning, and teaching, and about
the effects of educational technology including how to go about ascertaining their effects
validly and reliably. One of the most noteworthy contributions to educational practice of
engagement in distance education has been the awareness and interest in learning and
instructional design processes and course design and development in general. Mostly
because of the need to pay greater attention to distance learners, educators have come
to realize that "shoveling" lecture notes and class schedules (known as "shovel ware"),
into printed Study Guides and on-line learning environments is not going to be enough.
A lot more is necessary to engage learners and support them in their learning.

Despite these positive developments in the direction that DE research is currently taking,
it would not be erroneous to suggest that research and scholarship in this broad field of
DE is still very weak from several perspectives. Part of this lies in the multidisciplinary
nature of the field, which restricts the emergence of one or more clearly defined and
widely accepted research methodologies. Researchers in this field tend to adopt research
methods from areas such as education, humanities or the social sciences, and
sometimes applied less rigorously than in those disciplines. Several studies prepared by
The United States Institute for Higher Education Policy in Washington, DC for The
American Federation of Teachers and the National Education Association observed some
serious limitations with existing research practices in DE (see for instance, Phipps &
Merisotis, April, 1999, http://www.ihep.com/Pubs/PDF/Difference.pdf; For other related
reports see also http://www.ihep.com/Publications.php?parm=Pubs/PubLookup.php).

The report by Phipps and Merisotis (1999) is based upon material that was published
during the 1990s. It places particular attention on those types of technologies that are
currently being used by the majority of institutions. This report concentrates primarily on
an evaluation of all original work — including experimental, descriptive, correlation, and
case study research. It also summarizes key information and findings of other policy
papers, articles, and essays that dominated the literature. The authors of this report
concede that while this review of original research does not encompass every study
published since 1990, it does capture the most important and salient of these works.
From this limited group of original research they found that the three broad measures of
the effectiveness of distance education usually examined are: student outcomes such as
grades and test scores; student attitudes towards learning through distance education;
and student satisfaction toward distance learning.

Phipps and Merisotis claim that most of the studies they examined conclude that,
regardless of the technology used, distance-learning courses enjoyed high student
satisfaction rates, and compared favorably with classroom-based courses. For example,
many experimental studies they studied indicate that students participating in distance
learning courses performed as well as their counterparts in a traditional classroom
setting. These studies found that their distance-learning students had similar grades or
test scores, or had the same sorts of attitudes toward their course. The descriptive
analyses and case studies focus on student and faculty attitudes and perceptions of
distance learning. The purposes of many of these types of research were to develop
recommendations to improve distance learning. These studies typically concluded that
students and faculty had a positive view toward distance learning.

The Phipps and Merisotis report suggests that a closer look at this research, however,
reveals that it may not be prudent to accept these findings at face value because of
problems with the methods that were used to reach these findings. It claims that the
most significant problem had to do with the overall quality of the research, which pretty
much rendered many of the findings inconclusive. Phipps and Merisotis claimed that the
findings of the original research must be read with some caution. Assessing the quality
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of good research requires determining if the studies adhered to commonly accepted
principles of good research practice. They argue that this is essential if the results of the
studies are to be considered valid and generalizable. If a study does not abide by these
proven principles and practices, the results they derive can be erroneous and
misleading. The Phipps and Merisotis report flags the following issues as the
shortcomings of the surveyed literature.

• Many of the experimental studies did not use randomly selected subjects.

• Much of the research experimental research reviewed did not control for extraneous
variables and therefore could not show cause and effect.

• The validity and reliability of the instruments used to measure student outcomes and
attitudes were questionable.

• Many of the studies did not adequately control for the feelings and attitudes of the
students and faculty.

These are critical concerns and they need serious consideration by researchers in the
filed, as these issues seem to be still prevalent in much of contemporary DE research.

Research directions: Opportunities and challenges

The following adopts the research categories from the Phipps and Merisotis report to
explore opportunities and challenges for those sorts of research in distance education.

Descriptive studies

Descriptive research comprises the collection and reporting of data on organizations,
programs, and/or processes. In distance education settings, descriptive studies have
typically been concerned with reporting on organizational initiatives, programs,
processes, challenges, successes, and their failures. These reports tell a story about
what was done, where, why and how. Much of this data is derived from institutional
records or collected to answer particular questions of donor agencies and other such
stakeholders. Some of this data is also collected with surveys and other structured or
semi-structured observation tools.

Good descriptive research comprises valid and reliable data, which reveal interesting
trends, and chart new directions. The bad ones, and there are plenty of these, are
boring, and they tell you nothing new, except report that this is what we did here, why
and our way. Such research is particularly useless, especially after you have read a few
times how, for instance, how radio has been used to educate a group of people
somewhere, or how Science was being taught in the distance education mode -- no
offence is intended.

To be of any interest to peer-reviewed journals, descriptive research must meet certain
criteria. These would include rigor in the reporting of programs and processes, and use
of reliable instruments for gathering pertinent data. A very important component of
descriptive research is the validation of its measurement tools in order to determine if
they measure what they were supposed to measure. Good descriptive research must
seek to report innovative efforts -- efforts that contribute to what is known about certain
phenomenon. No one wants to read and publish another description of how broadcast
television has been used to teach at some regional institution or how they have been
developing and distributing their study materials, if there is nothing inherently creative
or ambitious about the process.
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Case studies

Case study research is an in-depth examination of one organization, one project, or one
subject. For a case study, the researcher may use a variety of methods to gather data
on the phenomenon that is being studied. The explanation of the phenomenon is
generally presented in narrative form, although it may comprise data in a range of
formats including audio and video materials. In distance education settings, a case study
may take the form of a report on how a program is being offered to a particular group of
students, how a subject is offered using particular technologies. The problem with much
of this type of research is that the bulk of the reports do not go beyond much more than
a "dry" and boring description of the delivery technology. They lack any significant focus
on any innovative learning design within that context, or a critical analysis of the
experiences of stakeholders.

The requirements for good case study research are not too different from the
requirements for good descriptive research. A good case study reports on a single unit or
case. As such, it has a character, totality, and a clear boundary. The report reflects some
kind of unity in the system, project, or process that it is reporting. Moreover, there is a
unique way of organizing data in the report, which preserves the unitary character of the
object or process that is being studied. A case study researcher is seeking patterns,
regularity, and commonality in the study. The responsibility for interpretation of case
study reports is shared between the researcher and its reader. Observing the same
phenomenon from the same point of view by several researchers can validate case
studies.

Correlation studies

Correlation research involves collecting data in order to determine whether, and to what
extent a relationship exists between two or more quantifiable variables. In this form of
research, an estimate is provided of just how related two variables are. For instance, if
two variables are highly related, a correlation coefficient near +1.00 (or -1.00) will be
obtained; and if two variables are not related, a coefficient near .00 will be obtained.
One example of a correlation study might be determining the relationship between
student satisfaction with an instructor or the type of technology used. It is important to
note that correlation research never aims to establish "cause and effect", it only reveals
relationships. Correlation studies fall into this trap quite often.

Experimental studies

Experimental research is the only type of research that can truly test hypotheses
concerning "cause and effect" relationships. In an experimental study, the researcher
manipulates at least one independent variable and observes its effects on one or more
dependent variables. In other words, the researcher determines what is being
investigated; who gets what, and which group of "subjects" will get which treatment
(i.e., the independent variable). The groups of subjects in the study are generally
referred to as experimental and control groups. Ideally, in experimental research the
groups of subjects to be studied are randomly selected before the experiment to
eliminate any bias due to sampling. This procedure is not followed in other methods of
research.

The essence of experimentation is the concepts of "prediction" and "control". A
researcher strives to ensure that the experiences of all the groups of subjects in the
study are as equal as possible on all the important variables except the independent
variable. Such experimental research is very hard to carry out properly in distance
education contexts due to the difficulty of controlling for confounding variables in such
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"open" settings. This is a very good reason to stay away from carrying out experimental
research unless of course you are able to keep your treatment groups intact.

Evaluation studies

Evaluation studies comprise the systematic acquisition of feedback on the use, worth and
impact of some object, program or process in relation to its intended outcomes. The
major goal of evaluation studies is to influence decision-making of some sort through the
provision of feedback. The most basic distinctions between the various types of
evaluation are often drawn between formative, summative, and monitoring or
integrative evaluation. Evaluation studies are different from research studies in several
ways. At the very basic level, research studies are usually undertaken to satisfy the
curiosity of an investigator. Evaluation studies on the other hand, seek to study the
impacts and outcomes of processes that were designed to contribute to the solution of a
practical problem. Both sorts of studies require nevertheless, the same level of rigor. The
general tendency in the field has been to collect data from very crudely developed
instruments such as surveys and questionnaires without much thought to what is being
evaluated, how and how systematically.

Getting your research published: Some guidelines

The following comprises some guidelines for getting your research published in peer-
reviewed outlets such as journals and books.

All papers that are submitted for publication consideration by journals are reviewed by
members of an Editorial Board of the journal with expertise in the areas(s) represented
by a paper, and/or invited reviewers with special competence in the area(s) covered. In
most cases, the editors reserve the right to make minor alterations to all papers that are
accepted for publication.

Insisting on methodological rigor in the conduct of your research is extremely important.
You will be well on your way to getting your work accepted by your peers if you
employed sound methodology in the conduct of your research. The rest of the process is
much easier. Let us first deal with what most peer-reviewed journals are looking out for.

Critical attributes of publishable material

Most journals would be examining your submissions using some variation of the
following criteria. Be sure to ask yourself the same questions. Does your article do the
following? To what extent are you happy with your own responses to these questions?

• Contribution to the field. How would you rate the contribution of your paper to the
field on the following scale – “significant/moderate/minor”? Does it advance ideas in
the field or merely replicates existing and accepted viewpoints. Would readers find
the information novel, valid, and yet easy to implement. Any thing other than
significant contribution will not be acceptable to most high quality publications.

• Quality of ideas, goals, and intentions. How would you rate the quality of the
ideas, goals and intentions of the paper on a scale of “high/moderate/low”? Anything
less than high or moderate will not be acceptable to most editors.

• Importance of topic to the readers. How would you rate the importance of the
topic of the paper to the readers of the journal on scale of “important/of some
interest”? This is most critical. Reviewers will not take lightly to articles that do not fit
the goals and orientation of their publication. Be sure that you are sending your
article to the appropriate journal, or else you will be losing valuable time (several
months) in finding out eventually that your article is not suitable for that publication.
Do not forget that, you will have been abusing the privilege of the peer-review
process by occupying valuable time of your colleagues. If you do, you run the risk of
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developing a poor reputation for yourself in the professional community, which can
be very damaging to your career.

• Relevance of ideas to the readers. How would you rate the quality and relevance
of ideas in your paper to the readership of the journal on a scale of “spot on/of some
interest”? The issue of relevance is closely associated with the subject of importance
of the topic, and so the same sorts of cautionary remarks apply here.

• Methodological rigor in your paper. How rigorous is the methodology you have
employed in your paper on a scale of say “excellent/acceptable/poor”? This would
include attention to the review of the relevant literature, approach to gathering of
data, analysis of that data, presentation and interpretation of the findings, and their
discussion? The use of a rigorous and relevant methodology is critical. A weak and
inappropriate approach to the study you are reporting will undermine the whole
paper, despite how well it is written or presented. Do not think you will be able to
dazzle the reviewers with smart use of the language and interesting use of tables
and/or graphics. Your reviewers will more than likely have a lot more experience in
this business, and they will not be easily fooled.

• Coherence in the paper including use of language and writing style,
presentation of ideas, review of the relevant literature, presentation and
interpretation of data, and discussion of the data. How would you rate the use
of language and overall expression and writing style in the paper on a scale such as -
-  “excellent/acceptable/loose”? Most journal editors and reviewers will find poor use
of the language and writing style very irritating. They expect you to get that right,
even if there is nothing much else in the paper. So, be sure that your paper reads
well, and is clear of any sloppy errors of spelling and grammar.

• Technical merit of the paper (construction and adherence to publication
guidelines). How would you rate the technical merit of your paper including its
adherence to the Journal's publication style on a scale of “high/average/poor”? There
is no excuse for not following the publications guidelines prescribed by journals.
Many editors will not send your paper out for review, if it does not adhere strictly to
their published guidelines. It is your responsibility to find this out and follow the
conventions exactly as prescribed.

Authorship

For a person to claim authorship of a publication, he or she should have had substantial
participation in the creation of the publication by:

• Participating in the conception and design of the research to which the publication
relates (‘relevant research’), or analysis and interpretation of relevant research data;
and

• Drafting the article or revising it critically for important intellectual content; and

• Giving final approval of the version to be published.

Participation solely in the acquisition of funding or the collection of data is not sufficient
for a person to be attributed as an author of a publication. General supervision of the
research group is not sufficient for authorship either. Other persons who contributed to
the work but who are not named as authors should be mentioned in the
‘Acknowledgements’. An author must ensure that the work of research students,
research assistants, and technical officers is recognized in a publication derived from
research to which they have contributed.

Length of articles

Articles should not exceed 7,000 words and must include a clear and concise abstract of
100 to 150 words. Longer articles may be acceptable for publication consideration after
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agreement is reached with the Editors. All submissions including abstract, figures,
tables, and references must be double-spaced, and typed on one side only with at least
one-inch margin on all sides. Contributions might be able to be submitted in electronic
form, although a paper copy is often preferred. To facilitate blind review, all indication of
authorship must appear on a detachable cover page only. It is unwise and unethical to
send your paper out for consideration to more than ONE journal at a time.

Adherence to preferred publication style

The importance of preparing submissions for review according to prescribed publications
style of a journal cannot be over stressed. Submissions for review must be prepared
according to the prescribed publication style. Most journals use the Publication Manual of
the American Psychological Association, which is published by the American
Psychological Association. Most journals will not consider submissions that are not
prepared using their preferred style. The presentation of citations, references, equations,
and all other similar information should strictly conform to the preferred Style of the
journal. Authors are responsible for checking the accuracy of these and ensuring that all
in-text references appear in the Reference List at the end of the contribution. A
Reference List is not the same thing as Bibliography. A reference list is a list of sources,
which you will have used in your article. A bibliography on the other hand, is a list of
sources on the subject of your paper, not just the ones that you have cited in the
preparation of your paper.

Preparing figures and tables

Figures must be submitted in camera-ready format suitable for reproduction. If this is
not possible, figures will be redrawn by the publishers, in which case there is a chance
that they may not come out the way you wanted them. Type figure legends double-
spaced on a separate sheet of paper. Indicate the title of the article and the number of
the figure lightly in pencil on the back of each. The captions to illustrations should be
placed together and typed on a separate sheet. All figures and tables should be
numbered separately using Arabic numerals, and placed together at the end of the
manuscript. Clearly visible notes within the text (such as “Place Table 1 About Here”)
should be used to indicate their approximate placement in the article.

Plagiarism and copyright

If you are citing previously published work in your paper, be sure to acknowledge it
appropriately and fully. If you are using such material in its original form, then it is your
responsibility to obtain permission to use them in that form. Editors of journals will
require that permission, before they will proceed with the publication of your article.

Publication of more than one article based on the same set(s) or subset(s) of data is not
acceptable. It is acceptable only where each subsequent paper fully cross-references and
acknowledges the earlier paper or papers as the case may be (for example, in a series of
closely related work, or where a complete work grew out of a preliminary publication and
this is fully acknowledged). An author who submits substantially similar work to more
than one publisher must disclose this to the publishers at the time of the submission.

Before you send your paper off, consider the following

• Is the title of your paper concise, stimulating, and relevant? Eliminate redundant
words from the title. Careful and parsimonious use of words in the title will help
librarians and others to catalogue and archive your article in the appropriate places,
and also enable it to be picked up by the right researchers. In thinking about the title
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of your paper, think about who might want to be reading it and why, then use words
to capture that interest.

• Does the abstract summarize the article precisely and succinctly? Does it entice you
sufficiently to want to read more? Is it a succinct summary of the paper including
findings and recommendations?

• Does your paper make clear the links with preceding and current literature? Is the
research question/problem clearly identified? Is the aim of the paper/research clearly
stated? Is the literature review relevant and comprehensive?

• Is the research design appropriate? Has it been clearly described and justified? Are
the approaches to data analysis adequately justified? Have issues around reliability,
validity, and trustworthiness been addressed? Have you considered the ethics of the
research?

• Are the results clearly presented? Are tables and figures relevant and explained? Is
the discussion based on the results? Have the findings been analyzed effectively?
Have the results been interpreted accurately?

• Have the aims of the paper/research been fulfilled? Does the discussion relate back
to the literature review? Have you discussed the practical implications of the results?
Do the conclusions relate logically to the results/discussion?

• Has the correct referencing style been used? Are all the references quoted within the
text also listed in the reference list at the end of the article? Are the references
complete?

Concluding remark

This paper set out to explore trends, issues, and directions in research, scholarship and
publishing in the field of distance education. Its purpose is to trigger meaningful debate
and discussion on the subject with the expectation that from such discourse will emerge,
an improved awareness of the issues that confront researchers in this multidisciplinary
field. As such, this paper is somewhat conversational and purposefully open-ended with
many of the issues it raises. This is to allow readers and participants in a discussion of
its contents, to bring to it their own commentary and draw their own conclusions.
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Moderators' report and summary of discussion
Pre Pan-Commonwealth Forum on Open Learning

2004 virtual conferences
www.col.org/virtualconferences

Topic 2: Research and Evaluation

Dates: Tuesday, 18 May – Friday, 28 May 2004
Moderators: Professor Bernadette Robinson, Centre for Comparative Education Research,
School of Education, University of Nottingham, U.K. and Dr. Charlotte Creed, International
Research Foundation for Open Learning, Cambridge, U.K.

This e-conference was moderated by Charlotte Creed and Bernadette Robinson who

have been working on the development of the COL PREST materials1[1] for the last

eighteen months. In the course of this work, several things became apparent:

-˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ the need for more and better research in ODL and the existing gaps

in research on ODL;

-˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ the interest of practitioners in learning more about doing research

and evaluation;

-˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ the limited opportunities available to practitioners and researchers to

discuss matters of research;

-˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ the need, ideally, for a community of practitioners who could identify

and demonstrate fundamental principles of good research in ODL, to

guide ODL researchers, evaluators and publishers

-˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ the need for a stronger knowledge base to assist planners and

decision-makers:

Politicians, businesspeople and increasingly the general public,
have the idea that distance learning can change radically the face
of education . We have a duty to let them know whether or not
these expectations are grounded in reality.˚

Daniel, J.

2002:2

This experience and the interest of COL in assisting the development of researchers

led to this e-conference on research and evaluation in ODL.

Who participated?

The e-conference attracted 231 international participants, of which 69 were active
contributors to the threaded discussions and made in total 269 postings. The archive of
the discussion can be found at URL: http://hub.col.org/pcf3research. The participants
were located in  14 countries2[2], with the largest groups in Canada, South Africa,
India, Australia, and the United Kingdom. They came from a wide variety of
backgrounds and institutional settings and included higher education students (graduate,
MA and PhD levels) and academics, ODL journal editors, educational consultants,
professional researchers working in higher education research units, agencies and ngos,
ODL programme managers, Ministry of Education officials (including a Permanent
Secretary and a Senior programme officer) and knowledge resource management
experts. The majority were working in higher education although there were others
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working in  the areas of teacher education, secondary schooling, agricultural extension
and vocational programmes.

The participants were therefore a diverse group, ranging from novices thinking of

doing some research to ‘professional’ and highly experienced researchers.

Inevitably, their interests varied accordingly and we felt that the e-conference was

able to meet the needs of some participants more than others. On the basis of the

feedback we received, it seemed to us that those who were relatively new or

inexperienced in research, or to the field of ODL, got the most out of the

experience. One of the most difficult choices we had to make, as moderators, was

whether to keep the discussion open and broad, to meet the wide range of interests

and expertise, or to focus it down to more specialist discussion. We chose to do the

former in order to involve new practitioners. In the course of the discussion

distinctions emerged: between researchers based in industrialised and developing

countries, and between ‘academic’ researchers pursuing higher degrees and

practitioners wanting to pursue issues arising from their work. These last two issues

were neatly captured by Judith Kamau, Botswana, when she wrote:

Many of the contributions by participants from the developed world talk
of˚on-going research projects for PhD and other qualifications 
While these issues are valid, no contribution so far has addressed the
wider scope of training in ODL to capacitate people to even carry out a
simple needs assessment appraisal for implementation of ODL
programmes. I would have been delighted to see comments that˚ strive
to bring ODL practitioners on an equal footing in terms of knowledge
about research methodology. So when colleagues say this is not one of
the issues I get rather worried because this is a demonstration of the fact
that we are at different levels of development in research particularly
comparing the developed and the developing world.
Email contribution  in the pre-PCF3 e-conference on Research and

Evaluation in ODL, May 18
th

-25
th

, 2004.

Starting questions:

1.˚˚˚˚˚˚ Does researching or evaluating open and distance learning (ODL)

present any distinctive methodological challenges? If so, what are

they? How can the challenges be met?

2.˚˚˚˚˚˚ What constitutes good quality research and evaluation in ODL?

What criteria should we use in judging research and evaluation

quality?

3.˚˚˚˚ Do research and evaluation practitioners in ODL need any particular

sets of skills? How can practitioners improve their skills? What are

the best ways of doing this?

Themes and issues arising

Out of the resulting discussion, several themes and issues emerged:

ü˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ the need for rigour  in research done, whether in ODL or other
fields of education;

ü˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ the lack of funding and political will in supporting research in ODL;

ü˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ the need for research directed towards improving practice in
specific contexts as well as towards generating new ’truths’,
conceptual frameworks and generalisations that transcend specific
situations;
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ü˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ access to the research literature on ODL and the impact on current
research choices and conduct;

ü˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ the quality of research done (and the varying views on this, with
some thinking it was good and others that it was not:;

ü˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ the need to expand formal and informal opportunities for research
skills development in developing and developed countries and
appropriate to researchers working in a range of contexts (e.g.
ministries, education institutions, international agencies, etc);

ü˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ the particular challenges of research capacity building and of doing
research in developing countries;

ü˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ the difficulty of making sense of the ODL research landscape and of
understanding its topography;

ü˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ the importance of dedicated databases systematically collecting,
filtering and disseminating information and literature on ODL as
essential underpinning for research in ODL and the problems
resulting from the demise of some databases and information
services (such as ICDL)

ü˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ why the research done is not made use of sufficiently. One
participant (Barbara Fillip) suggested three possible reasons and one
possible solution:

-˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ Research isn t addressing the immediate knowledge needs of
practitioners?

-˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ Research findings are not presented in user-friendly formats?

-˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ Research findings are not easily accessible?

-˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚˚ Can action research address some of the current concerns by
forging more ongoing linkages between researchers and
practitioners by making the educators, administrators and
students essential members of the research team?

It was clear from the discussion that some of the issues are complex, that participants
had a wide range of needs and interests and that the three starting questions still need
more debate. We hope that the PCF3 conference will provide some opportunity for this.
There s clearly no shortage of constructive ideas!

One of the most productive outcomes of the e-conference was resource

identification: participants have shared information, references and websites. Nick Gao
at COL’s Information Resource Centre provided excellent backup in providing
comprehensive reference for requested areas such as the research agenda in e-learning,
the research agenda in teacher Education, and references on the use of Distance
education in agriculture and Extension education. Two sets of references about research
in ODL appear at the end of this summary.
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This exchange was a good example of how a community of practitioners can help to
build research capacity and initiative. We hope that this kind of sharing can continue in
some ways and we include this in our list of possible next steps.

Recommendations

Based on the exchanges in the discussion, there seems to be a clear demand for more
formal and informal forums for exchange of information, expertise and references in the
area of research and evaluation in ODL. COL and other lead organisations might like to
consider some of the following practical ideas:

1. Short, expert-led seminars and study circles (virtual or otherwise) in

particular areas of research in ODL or research skills.

2. Promoting research and evaluation skills development in a wide range

of ways, e.g. as part of a development project, encouraging research

partnerships, mentoring schemes, study leave, donor/funding

pressure, in journals and newsletters.

3. Investing in a dedicated one-stop website for ODL researchers with

links to other centres of excellence, pools of information and training

resources.

4. New strategies to help a maintain critical overview of information and

literature in ODL (in an age of information overload): 

Á regular commissioning of critical state-of-the-art research

overviews in particular areas of ODL, e.g. in terms of the

subject areas (teacher education, agricultural extension,

health, literacy), areas of investigation in ODL (student

support, management of DE delivery, course design) types of

research (impact studies, cost studies, formative evaluations)

educational levels (higher education, basic education,

vocational) or reconfigured in new ways (e.g. the contribution

of ODL to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and

Education for All (EFA)

Á dedicated databases/websites for particular areas in ODL (e.g.

teacher education, basic education, agricultural extension)

which, guided by board of experts in the field, collect and

categorise key references, attempt to provide an overview and

research agenda for the area, provide good practice guidelines

and well-documented case-studies. These could act as one-

stop shop for policy makers and researchers in the field.

Á Abstracting

Á Selected and annotated bibliographies in particular areas of

ODL.

Á Investment in a high quality, internationally-orientated

dedicated database which can systematically collect and

categorise literature in such a way that researchers can

conduct finely tuned searches and are kept up to date with

latest ODL news and information (rescuing ICDL from

oblivion?).

Moderators:

Commonwealth of Learning 209

Resources

Individuals may reproduce a copy of the third-party copyright materials listed below for their own personal use only: any further reproduction or transmission of any such content is prohibited except by permission of the copyright holder of the relevant material.



Dr. Charlotte Creed, International Research Foundation for Open Learning (IRFOL),
The Michael Young Centre, Cambridge CB2 2PG, UK
ccreed@irfol.ac.uk,   www.col.org/irfol

Professor Bernadette Robinson, Centre for Comparative Education Research, School of
Education, University of Nottingham, UK.
b.robinson@berobinson.net
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[1] Practitioner Research and Evaluation Skills Training (PREST) resources to help

ODL practitioners develop and extend basic research and evaluation skills –

info@col.org.

[2] Australia, Bangladesh, Botswana, Canada,  Germany, Ghana, Guyana, Hong

Kong, India,  Nigeria, Mauritius, South Africa, United Kingdom, United States of

America.

--Charlotte Creed and Bernadette Robinson
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