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ADAPTING MATERIALS

Adapting courses for 

distance delivery requires 

the specific expertise of a 

course development team

Why Adapt Learning  
Materials?
In face-to-face education, instructors are present to guide the instruc-
tional/learning process. In distance education (DE) instructors and 
students are separated and instructors have limited opportunity to 
observe, challenge, motivate and provide corrective feedback. DE ma-
terials must address these missing instructional functions. For example, 
to use a traditional classroom handout for DE you must supplement it 
with information about student objectives, provide practice activities 
and identify additional learning resources.

If you cannot find an existing DE course that meets the needs of 
your students and your institution, you must decide to:

•	 Develop a new course
•	 Adopt an existing DE course
•	 Adapt or modify existing DE or traditional classroom  

learning materials.
You may adapt parts of courses, lecture notes, handouts, resource 

material, assignments, case studies, student projects, lab manuals, 
tests and examinations. Adapting materials can save time and re-
sources which can then be used to focus on providing quality learning 
support rather than on course production.

How Will You Deliver  
The Course?
Different students learn in different ways:

Linguistic learners are adept at using words, both written and oral.
Logically-minded learners think conceptually and look for pat-

terns and relationships among words, concepts and visual 
elements.

Kinesthetic learners favour hands-on activities.
Interpersonal learners enjoy discussions and co-operative 

activities.
Intrapersonal learners prefer to work independently.
Visual learners learn by viewing and creating images.
There is no “best” way to deliver adapted learning materials that will 

meet the varied needs of your learners. Select several delivery modes 
for your DE course to effectively achieve desired learning outcomes. 
Consider these points:

Print materials: Relatively simple to prepare and readily ac-
cepted by students, but learners must be literate. Consider 
supplementing with multimedia components such as audio-
cassettes, videocassettes and compact discs (CDs).

Audiocassettes: Can be used to distribute lectures; permits 
students to prepare case studies and discussions. Gradu-
ally being replaced by digital audio clips stored on CDs and 
digital audio devices such as MP3 players or uploaded to 
mobile phones and portable digital assistants (PDAs).

Videocassettes: Suitable for learning topics that need to show 
processes or physical skills such as work sites or clinical 
conditions. Being replaced by digital visual media such as 
CDs, digital video discs (DVD) and video CDs (VCD).

CDs, DVDs or VCDs: Provide all the learning benefits of 
audiocassettes and videocassettes; copies are made and 
distributed easily. It can take considerable skill to produce 
interactive CD and DVD programs, and not all students may 
have access to disc players.

Personal computers (PC): PCs can store a large amount of 
learning material and can access a variety of digital media, 
including CDs and DVDs. When combined with Internet 
access, PC software tools enable users to share files and 
software synchronously, establishing an interactive online 
teaching and learning environment suitable for learning 
simulations and science-related subjects. Students can 
conduct Internet-based research and receive feedback. 
Consider technological accessibility, support, training and 
costs. Students also may need to print the material shown 
on-screen, or receive printed material by mail. Develop-
ment time for quality software can be as high as 200 hours 
for each hour of instruction. Consider using open-source 
software, such as ATutor and Sakai, as it is not costly to 
purchase and does not require large annual user fees. 
For example, Moodle, a course management and delivery 
system is used by the African Virtual University, the British 
Open University and Athabasca University in Canada. Print 
material combined with Internet-connected PCs is the most 
widely used DE delivery method.

PDAs and mobile phones: Best for storing and organising a limited 
amount of information and for voice communication. Relatively 
affordable, extremely portable and widely available. Mobile learning 
(mLearning) course material must be modified for very small screens 
and users may find it difficult to enter large amounts of data. Wireless 
transmission costs can be expensive.

Audioconferencing: Enables synchronous, interactive learning that can 
be enhanced with video and text material. Significantly less expen-
sive to purchase and operate than videoconferencing systems. Users 
may not be able to connect at the same time and long distance calls 
can be expensive. If used through the Internet, long distance charges 
may not apply but Internet access is needed.

Videoconferencing: Provides all the benefits of audioconferencing 
plus full motion images of the participants and visual displays. 
Can replicate some classroom activities. Many software-based 
systems enable application sharing. Videoconferencing is expen-
sive but recent technological advances have significantly lowered 
costs.

Radio: Inexpensive and portable. Recent models use a built-in hand 
crank to generate power. Can reach a large audience or a wide 
geographical area. Relatively simple to create and distribute learning 
programmes. Affords one-way communication unless supported by 
other media such as short-wave radio or mobile phones.

Television: Simple and familiar for students to use. Similar benefits to 
videocassettes and can transmit messages in real time. Potentially 
reaches a very large audience. Provides one-way communica-
tion unless combined with a facsimile machine, telephone or PC. 
Programmes can be time consuming and costly to prepare; viewing 
times may be limited, and broadcasts may require significant govern-
ment telecommunications co-operation.

Lab kit: Can be made with small equipment and inexpensive material. 
Provides learners with hands-on experience  and helps develop 
application and problem-solving skills. Can be time-consuming and 
costly to select, assemble and package materials and equipment for 
shipping.

What Expertise Is Required 
to Adapt Materials?
Adapting traditional classroom materials for distance delivery requires the 
specific expertise of a course development team.

Project co-ordinator: Provides overall project management. Frequently, 
the course developer or the instructional designer takes on this role.

Advisory committee: Oversees project planning, validates the course 
and evaluates project outcomes, especially if the program in which 
the courses will be used is new to the institution.

Course developer: Converts existing course materials for DE, including 
research, sourcing, development and writing of course content, activi-
ties, evaluations and media material. Ideally, the course developer is a 
content expert familiar with learners and instructional methods.

Instructional designer: Assists course developers with developing 
the course and identifying delivery methods based on learning and 
instructional needs. Checks that the course adheres to a specified 
standard or meets required criteria.

Course reviewer: Verifies academic content and methodology.  
Frequently an external reviewer is appointed but the reviewer may 

be an in-house instructor or chairperson familiar with programme 
content and the intended learners.

Clerical personnel: Help the course developer with word processing 
and formatting course materials; frequently the course developer 
takes on this role.

Intellectual property officer: Obtains clearances for copyrighted 
material.

Editor: Checks course material for meaning, organisation, grammar, 
style, bias and accuracy.

Media personnel: Help produce required media course components, 
such as illustrations, photographs and streaming Internet video.

Course evaluator: Develops and analyses student and tutor ques-
tionnaires and recommends course material changes.

How Much Time  
Will It Take?
Variables in adapting learning materials include the quantity and quality of 
material available; the expertise of those adapting the material; the course 
delivery format and length; and whether the material has been sourced from 
another region. According to Phil Race in the Open Learning Handbook, 
writing a course could take ten hours for each hour of instruction.

In 2003, this author conducted a Canada-based survey that found the 
cost of preparing an online distance course based on lecture-based material 
was about one-third less than preparing the course from scratch, and that it 
took six to nine months to produce a distance course by adapting existing 
materials. Using interactive learning objects from a learning object repository 
(LOR) reduced course development time, yet produced an interactive and 
engaging course. If there was extensive media use, such as video, animations 
and simulations, it took up to two years to produce a quality course. The less 
media material involved, the shorter the adaptation time, but the resulting 
course material had less interactivity—a key ingredient of quality courses.

How Do You Adapt  
Materials?
First, consider whether a course should be adapted for DE. Account for 
student and institutional needs and constraints; student and employer 
demand for a DE version of the course; and whether the course is suitable 
for distance delivery.

Define institutional objectives and clarify specific student learning and 
course material needs through surveying learners’ entry characteristics, 
analysing potential learning tasks and finding material suitable for adaptation. 
Draft a course blueprint containing course objectives, content topics, learner 
activities, and a description of course evaluation methods. Identify course de-
velopment concerns, particularly those related to finding resources, copyright 
permissions, and adapting material from another region or culture.

Adapting Goals and Objectives
In DE you must clearly define course goals and objectives for students and 
develop ways to determine whether they have accomplished them. In stating 
learning objectives, instead of using words or phrases such as understand 
and be aware of, use terms describing activities that can be observed or 
measured—such as list, construct, organise and plan. Objectives should 
specify learning outcomes related to knowledge, skills, competencies, be-
haviours and/or attitudes. At their best, objectives promote critical thinking, 
problem solving and creativity.

Adapting Content
Course content should be directly related to the learning objectives 
and the learners’ characteristics, knowledge, skills and experiences. 
To facilitate learning, break the content down into small, incremental 
steps presented in a logical sequence. The content should be accurate 
and current, with examples and case studies. Include an introduction 
that places the material in context and explains why it is important, and 
conclude with a summary that highlights the key points of each topic, 
unit, lesson or module and indicates how to apply the knowledge and 
skills learned.

Adapting Activities
Provide a variety of course activities relevant to students’ ages, cultural 
backgrounds and experiences, with clear and detailed instructions. Most 
important, the activities must be realistic and achievable within a given 
timeframe using available resources. The activities must be engaging, 
presented in order of increasing difficulty, and must encourage problem 
solving and practical knowledge and skills transfer. If learners are 
able to interact with others, include opportunities for discussions and 
collaborative assignments. Provide constructive feedback options, 
including review questions with suggested answers, to reinforce the 
learning process and help students retain information.

Adapting Resources and Media
Learning resources must be accessible and accurate. You are likely to 
achieve greater success if you select materials relevant to students’ 
interests, abilities and learning styles.

Does the material meet your instructional objectives and 
student learning needs? Do you expect students to acquire 
new knowledge, to apply new skills and/or to change their 
attitudes? Select material that meets your educational intent, 
adapt the material to your students’ level and attributes, 
and ensure that the materials are up to your institution’s 
standards.

Can you access it/get permission to use it in a reasonable 
amount of time? Obtaining permission for material sourced 
internally at your institution should take a minimum amount 
of time. Seeking permission from a regional or international 
source may take up to three to four months.

Is it in a local language or must it be translated? Translation 
may not be a problem if you know someone who can accom-
plish the job well, but otherwise allow time to find a suitable 
translator. Do not rely on electronic or online translators as 
they do not account for the context in which statements are 
presented. Consider having two human translators working 
on complex material as interpretations may differ.

Is the technology compatible? Different electronic and imag-
ing standards are used throughout the world; for example, 
local videocassette players may be unable to play an 
instructional videocassette from another region that you plan 
to use in your course. Do you have the resources to convert 
the material internally, or to outsource the job?

Will students have access to the technology? Be aware of 
the resources available to students. During student registra-
tion, clearly specify the equipment and the required software 
versions as students may not have the version they need. 

Software companies can produce new versions of their 
software that are incompatible with older versions.

Can you provide instructional and technological support? 
Instructors and students frequently request institutionally-
provided support, not only during regular institutional hours 
but also during the evening and on weekends.

What will it cost to obtain, distribute and maintain course 
resources? Always review the total cost of implementing 
resources beforehand. The purchase price of equipment is 
only a portion of the true cost of ownership. Be aware of the 
availability and limits to the mail, transportation and telecom-
munications infrastructures that may be used to deliver 
your course. Adapt the material to a format suitable for the 
projected type of delivery.

Adapting Assessments
Student evaluation must be feasible, relevant and compatible with course 
objectives, content and learning activities. Inform students of your expec-
tations. They need to know how many assessments are required, the 
types of assessments, their due dates, grading criteria, the value of each 
assessment relative to the final mark and when they can expect feedback. 
Specify any institutional evaluative policies. Take care not to overload 
learners with too many assignments; they should receive meaningful 
and corrective feedback on each assignment before completing the next. 
To partially address this need, provide a number of self-tests that allow 
students to assess their own progress and build their self-confidence. 
Inform students about the consequences of plagiarism, and emphasise 
the importance of identifying any copyrighted material they use.

Organising the Course
You may need to write three documents for your distance course:

•	 A student manual that contains general information about the 
programme and the institution, and directions for proceeding 
through the course

•	 A course manual that contains or guides students through 
the learning materials

•	 A tutor’s or instructor’s manual.
These manuals could be available in one or more formats, such 

as print or on CD. Consider using the following headings 
when organising the course manual: Introduction, Objec-
tives, Directions, Content (divided into topics), Practice Ac-
tivities, Self-Tests, Self-Test Feedback, References, Further 
Readings and Assignments.

Supporting the Course
Suzanne Levy notes that students may not achieve the success you 
envisioned unless an appropriate, effective and efficient support 
structure is in place and is monitored frequently. Syvia R. Teare, Arlene 
Ponting recommend that you:

•	 Design administrative support systems that meet the specific 
needs of DE students. For example, provide a contact 
person at the institution who is familiar with DE and make 
several options available for registration and fee payment

•	 Establish a process to help distance learners obtain text-
books and other resources, such as access to computers 
and software

Adapting materials can save time and resources, which you can use to 
focus on providing quality learning support
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Audiocassettes: Can be used to distribute lectures; permits 
students to prepare case studies and discussions. Gradu-
ally being replaced by digital audio clips stored on CDs and 
digital audio devices such as MP3 players or uploaded to 
mobile phones and portable digital assistants (PDAs).

Videocassettes: Suitable for learning topics that need to show 
processes or physical skills such as work sites or clinical 
conditions. Being replaced by digital visual media such as 
CDs, digital video discs (DVD) and video CDs (VCD).

CDs, DVDs or VCDs: Provide all the learning benefits of 
audiocassettes and videocassettes; copies are made and 
distributed easily. It can take considerable skill to produce 
interactive CD and DVD programs, and not all students may 
have access to disc players.

Personal computers (PC): PCs can store a large amount of 
learning material and can access a variety of digital media, 
including CDs and DVDs. When combined with Internet 
access, PC software tools enable users to share files and 
software synchronously, establishing an interactive online 
teaching and learning environment suitable for learning 
simulations and science-related subjects. Students can 
conduct Internet-based research and receive feedback. 
Consider technological accessibility, support, training and 
costs. Students also may need to print the material shown 
on-screen, or receive printed material by mail. Develop-
ment time for quality software can be as high as 200 hours 
for each hour of instruction. Consider using open-source 
software, such as ATutor and Sakai, as it is not costly to 
purchase and does not require large annual user fees. 
For example, Moodle, a course management and delivery 
system is used by the African Virtual University, the British 
Open University and Athabasca University in Canada. Print 
material combined with Internet-connected PCs is the most 
widely used DE delivery method.

PDAs and mobile phones: Best for storing and organising a limited 
amount of information and for voice communication. Relatively 
affordable, extremely portable and widely available. Mobile learning 
(mLearning) course material must be modified for very small screens 
and users may find it difficult to enter large amounts of data. Wireless 
transmission costs can be expensive.

Audioconferencing: Enables synchronous, interactive learning that can 
be enhanced with video and text material. Significantly less expen-
sive to purchase and operate than videoconferencing systems. Users 
may not be able to connect at the same time and long distance calls 
can be expensive. If used through the Internet, long distance charges 
may not apply but Internet access is needed.

Videoconferencing: Provides all the benefits of audioconferencing 
plus full motion images of the participants and visual displays. 
Can replicate some classroom activities. Many software-based 
systems enable application sharing. Videoconferencing is expen-
sive but recent technological advances have significantly lowered 
costs.

Radio: Inexpensive and portable. Recent models use a built-in hand 
crank to generate power. Can reach a large audience or a wide 
geographical area. Relatively simple to create and distribute learning 
programmes. Affords one-way communication unless supported by 
other media such as short-wave radio or mobile phones.

Television: Simple and familiar for students to use. Similar benefits to 
videocassettes and can transmit messages in real time. Potentially 
reaches a very large audience. Provides one-way communica-
tion unless combined with a facsimile machine, telephone or PC. 
Programmes can be time consuming and costly to prepare; viewing 
times may be limited, and broadcasts may require significant govern-
ment telecommunications co-operation.

Lab kit: Can be made with small equipment and inexpensive material. 
Provides learners with hands-on experience  and helps develop 
application and problem-solving skills. Can be time-consuming and 
costly to select, assemble and package materials and equipment for 
shipping.

What Expertise Is Required 
to Adapt Materials?
Adapting traditional classroom materials for distance delivery requires the 
specific expertise of a course development team.

Project co-ordinator: Provides overall project management. Frequently, 
the course developer or the instructional designer takes on this role.

Advisory committee: Oversees project planning, validates the course 
and evaluates project outcomes, especially if the program in which 
the courses will be used is new to the institution.

Course developer: Converts existing course materials for DE, including 
research, sourcing, development and writing of course content, activi-
ties, evaluations and media material. Ideally, the course developer is a 
content expert familiar with learners and instructional methods.

Instructional designer: Assists course developers with developing 
the course and identifying delivery methods based on learning and 
instructional needs. Checks that the course adheres to a specified 
standard or meets required criteria.

Course reviewer: Verifies academic content and methodology.  
Frequently an external reviewer is appointed but the reviewer may 

be an in-house instructor or chairperson familiar with programme 
content and the intended learners.

Clerical personnel: Help the course developer with word processing 
and formatting course materials; frequently the course developer 
takes on this role.

Intellectual property officer: Obtains clearances for copyrighted 
material.

Editor: Checks course material for meaning, organisation, grammar, 
style, bias and accuracy.

Media personnel: Help produce required media course components, 
such as illustrations, photographs and streaming Internet video.

Course evaluator: Develops and analyses student and tutor ques-
tionnaires and recommends course material changes.

How Much Time  
Will It Take?
Variables in adapting learning materials include the quantity and quality of 
material available; the expertise of those adapting the material; the course 
delivery format and length; and whether the material has been sourced from 
another region. According to Phil Race in the Open Learning Handbook, 
writing a course could take ten hours for each hour of instruction.

In 2003, this author conducted a Canada-based survey that found the 
cost of preparing an online distance course based on lecture-based material 
was about one-third less than preparing the course from scratch, and that it 
took six to nine months to produce a distance course by adapting existing 
materials. Using interactive learning objects from a learning object repository 
(LOR) reduced course development time, yet produced an interactive and 
engaging course. If there was extensive media use, such as video, animations 
and simulations, it took up to two years to produce a quality course. The less 
media material involved, the shorter the adaptation time, but the resulting 
course material had less interactivity—a key ingredient of quality courses.

How Do You Adapt  
Materials?
First, consider whether a course should be adapted for DE. Account for 
student and institutional needs and constraints; student and employer 
demand for a DE version of the course; and whether the course is suitable 
for distance delivery.

Define institutional objectives and clarify specific student learning and 
course material needs through surveying learners’ entry characteristics, 
analysing potential learning tasks and finding material suitable for adaptation. 
Draft a course blueprint containing course objectives, content topics, learner 
activities, and a description of course evaluation methods. Identify course de-
velopment concerns, particularly those related to finding resources, copyright 
permissions, and adapting material from another region or culture.

Adapting Goals and Objectives
In DE you must clearly define course goals and objectives for students and 
develop ways to determine whether they have accomplished them. In stating 
learning objectives, instead of using words or phrases such as understand 
and be aware of, use terms describing activities that can be observed or 
measured—such as list, construct, organise and plan. Objectives should 
specify learning outcomes related to knowledge, skills, competencies, be-
haviours and/or attitudes. At their best, objectives promote critical thinking, 
problem solving and creativity.

Adapting Content
Course content should be directly related to the learning objectives 
and the learners’ characteristics, knowledge, skills and experiences. 
To facilitate learning, break the content down into small, incremental 
steps presented in a logical sequence. The content should be accurate 
and current, with examples and case studies. Include an introduction 
that places the material in context and explains why it is important, and 
conclude with a summary that highlights the key points of each topic, 
unit, lesson or module and indicates how to apply the knowledge and 
skills learned.

Adapting Activities
Provide a variety of course activities relevant to students’ ages, cultural 
backgrounds and experiences, with clear and detailed instructions. Most 
important, the activities must be realistic and achievable within a given 
timeframe using available resources. The activities must be engaging, 
presented in order of increasing difficulty, and must encourage problem 
solving and practical knowledge and skills transfer. If learners are 
able to interact with others, include opportunities for discussions and 
collaborative assignments. Provide constructive feedback options, 
including review questions with suggested answers, to reinforce the 
learning process and help students retain information.

Adapting Resources and Media
Learning resources must be accessible and accurate. You are likely to 
achieve greater success if you select materials relevant to students’ 
interests, abilities and learning styles.

Does the material meet your instructional objectives and 
student learning needs? Do you expect students to acquire 
new knowledge, to apply new skills and/or to change their 
attitudes? Select material that meets your educational intent, 
adapt the material to your students’ level and attributes, 
and ensure that the materials are up to your institution’s 
standards.

Can you access it/get permission to use it in a reasonable 
amount of time? Obtaining permission for material sourced 
internally at your institution should take a minimum amount 
of time. Seeking permission from a regional or international 
source may take up to three to four months.

Is it in a local language or must it be translated? Translation 
may not be a problem if you know someone who can accom-
plish the job well, but otherwise allow time to find a suitable 
translator. Do not rely on electronic or online translators as 
they do not account for the context in which statements are 
presented. Consider having two human translators working 
on complex material as interpretations may differ.

Is the technology compatible? Different electronic and imag-
ing standards are used throughout the world; for example, 
local videocassette players may be unable to play an 
instructional videocassette from another region that you plan 
to use in your course. Do you have the resources to convert 
the material internally, or to outsource the job?

Will students have access to the technology? Be aware of 
the resources available to students. During student registra-
tion, clearly specify the equipment and the required software 
versions as students may not have the version they need. 

Software companies can produce new versions of their 
software that are incompatible with older versions.

Can you provide instructional and technological support? 
Instructors and students frequently request institutionally-
provided support, not only during regular institutional hours 
but also during the evening and on weekends.

What will it cost to obtain, distribute and maintain course 
resources? Always review the total cost of implementing 
resources beforehand. The purchase price of equipment is 
only a portion of the true cost of ownership. Be aware of the 
availability and limits to the mail, transportation and telecom-
munications infrastructures that may be used to deliver 
your course. Adapt the material to a format suitable for the 
projected type of delivery.

Adapting Assessments
Student evaluation must be feasible, relevant and compatible with course 
objectives, content and learning activities. Inform students of your expec-
tations. They need to know how many assessments are required, the 
types of assessments, their due dates, grading criteria, the value of each 
assessment relative to the final mark and when they can expect feedback. 
Specify any institutional evaluative policies. Take care not to overload 
learners with too many assignments; they should receive meaningful 
and corrective feedback on each assignment before completing the next. 
To partially address this need, provide a number of self-tests that allow 
students to assess their own progress and build their self-confidence. 
Inform students about the consequences of plagiarism, and emphasise 
the importance of identifying any copyrighted material they use.

Organising the Course
You may need to write three documents for your distance course:

•	 A student manual that contains general information about the 
programme and the institution, and directions for proceeding 
through the course

•	 A course manual that contains or guides students through 
the learning materials

•	 A tutor’s or instructor’s manual.
These manuals could be available in one or more formats, such 

as print or on CD. Consider using the following headings 
when organising the course manual: Introduction, Objec-
tives, Directions, Content (divided into topics), Practice Ac-
tivities, Self-Tests, Self-Test Feedback, References, Further 
Readings and Assignments.

Supporting the Course
Suzanne Levy notes that students may not achieve the success you 
envisioned unless an appropriate, effective and efficient support 
structure is in place and is monitored frequently. Syvia R. Teare, Arlene 
Ponting recommend that you:

•	 Design administrative support systems that meet the specific 
needs of DE students. For example, provide a contact 
person at the institution who is familiar with DE and make 
several options available for registration and fee payment

•	 Establish a process to help distance learners obtain text-
books and other resources, such as access to computers 
and software

Adapting materials can save time and resources, which you can use to 
focus on providing quality learning support



• Provide trained, qualified DE instructors to guide students 
through their learning experience

• Provide helpful support staff such as librarians, to help stu-
dents find the resources they need, and academic advisors 
to assist learners with course selection and ensure students 
fulfill the necessary requirements for obtaining certification

• Assign personnel to help students use information and com-
munications technology (ICT) and to troubleshoot technical 
difficulties as they occur

• Provide students with help about how to learn at a distance, 
for example, by providing information about how to study, 
conduct research and write an examination.

PILOTING AND REVISIONS
Take the time to pilot the adapted course. First, ask colleagues to 
review it. Next, have a few potential students try out all components of 
the new course and the support mechanisms. Finally, carefully assess 
the outcomes of the pilot and make any necessary revisions. Have 
an expert proofread the final version. This process will minimise the 
frustrations often experienced by students, tutors and support person-
nel, and ultimately reduce the student attrition rate.

CASE STUDIES
AFRICAN MEDICAL AND RESEARCH
FOUNDATION (AMREF), KENYA
AMREF’s mission is to improve the health of disadvantaged people. 
According to Stephanie Nduba, regional training coordinator, AMREF 
develops its own health-related materials and also adopts or adapts them 
from other countries. When adapting materials, AMREF considers:

• The intended audience in terms of its level of education, 
profession and ability to understand English

• The environment in which the materials will be used
• The politics and culture of the countries in which the materi-

als will be used
• The use of local terminologies, standards, policies, 

structures and systems, as materials must be adapted to 
particular countries

• Whether the drugs, equipment or materials outlined in the 
course under consideration are available locally, the avail-
ability of alternatives and the directions that must be given 
if alternatives are unavailable

• The use of examples and illustrations which must be locally 
identifiable and understood

• Other teaching aids or facilities that may be more appropriate
• The length of the course.

CURTIN UNIVERSITY, AUSTRALIA AND 
THE AFRICAN VIRTUAL UNIVERSITY (AVU)
Curtin University of Technology works with the AVU to provide 
education and training programmes to students and professionals 
in Africa. One of the major challenges is adapting lecture-based and 
online course materials developed in an affluent Western context to 
Africa’s educational environment. Dr. Lou Siragusa, a Curtin University 
lecturer, states that the process of converting materials for the AVU 
accounts for:

 Cultural, social, political and religious sensitivities
 English language abilities
 Technical facilities
 Participating students’ learning styles
 Available financial and human resources
 The unreliability of online connectivity
 The inaccessibility of online learning resources
 The unreliability of live satellite broadcasts
 AVU students’ inability to purchase textbooks
 The role of the facilitators/tutors in the learning process.

It can take up to four months to contextualise or transform lec-
ture-based materials used in Australia to a form that can be used in 
Africa. Then, these materials must be adapted for distance delivery. 
Successfully adapted material balances Australian, international and 
African perspectives, allowing students to reflect on the knowledge 
in their own countries and enabling them to draw on expertise and 
experience from other countries.

ATHABASCA UNIVERSITY, CANADA
Athabasca University delivers DE to students internationally. According 
to Cathy Conroy, course materials editor, the university occasion-
ally adapts courses from other institutions to save time and money. 
Although the content of a particular course may be appropriate, the 
following factors are considered before undertaking an adaptation:

• Differences in course standards employed by the institution 
that developed the course material and the institution that 
will use it

• The intended audience
• Course prerequisites as these will differ between institutions
• Biases in content that may be unacceptable to the receiving 

institution
• Inappropriate examples
• The time and expense of obtaining third-party copyright 

clearances for items often included in course materials (e.g., 
text reprints, illustrations, articles, media resources and 
examinations which the originating institution has permission 
to use but the receiving institution may not)

• Joint ownership issues, especially the conditions under 
which the course material can be altered.
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