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This book is one in a developing series of handbooks for practitioners in open 

and distance learning (ODL). The series covers the key roles and functions 

of ODL systems from the practitioner perspective. The purpose is to give 

practitioners advice and guidance about their tasks, functions and roles, and 

to enable practitioners to refl ect on the critical issues they face. In this way, 

the series aims to model good ODL study materials and to provide key study 

materials for ODL training. In developing this series, the Commonwealth of 

Learning seeks to address the needs of ODL practitioners for accessible and 

practical training materials for professional development. 

The Commonwealth of Learning is interested in hearing how you have used this 

handbook and in any feedback you may wish to give, including how you have 

adapted and added to the handbook, so that we can all share from each other’s 

experience. Please send your feedback to Frances Ferreira, Educational Specialist 

(Basic Educations and Open Schooling) (e-mail: fferreira@col.org).
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PREFACE

In the decades since its foundation in 1988, the Commonwealth of Learning 

has published a variety of resources aimed at promoting and supporting the 

development of open and distance learning (ODL). Many of these address 

issues of particular relevance to tertiary-level ODL institutions and refl ect that 

context. This handbook has been developed specifi cally for practitioners who 

seek to provide primary, secondary and vocational education for out-of-school 

learners using ODL methods.

The handbook has been designed to meet the needs of chief executive offi cers, 

managers and other senior staff who are:

• working in existing open schools or colleges

• in the process of setting up a pre-tertiary ODL institution from scratch, or

• charged with the transformation of a unit in a government structure into 

an autonomous open school.

This handbook can be used in a number of ways, including as:

• an informative text offering practical suggestions and advice 

• a “how to” guide with step-by-step instructions for carrying out common 

management tasks

• a source of resource materials for a workshop or short training programme 

• a kit of management tools

• a reference work to dip into as required, and 

• a starting point for networking with other practitioners.





OPEN SCHOOLS HANDBOOK 1
introduction

INTRODUCTION

Open schools are institutions that provide education through open and distance 

learning methods. Normally, this education is at the primary or secondary level, 

but open schools may also offer vocational, enrichment and pre-tertiary courses 

or programmes. If you are not familiar with this form of learning, a number of 

questions are likely to arise:

• Why is open schooling important?

• What is open and distance learning?

• What methods are used to deliver open and distance learning courses?

• What decisions need to be taken when setting up an open school?

The discussion below seeks to answer these questions. Even if you are already 

working as a manager in an open school, this introduction may prove useful in 

stimulating further discussion and debate on the future of your institution.

RATIONALE FOR OPEN SCHOOLING

In recent decades, dramatic strides have been taken in countries around the 

world towards achieving the goal of universal primary education. As a result, 

more and more young people are coming up through the lower grades and 

want to enter secondary education. Currently, conventional secondary schools 

are unable to absorb all of the pupils who have successfully completed their 

primary education. While the global average for gross enrolment in secondary 

school is 65 per cent, the rate in sub-Saharan Africa is less than half that fi gure 

(30 per cent). Those living in rural areas may not have access to education at 

this level. In most countries, participation rates for girls also lag far behind 

those for boys. In addition, there is a signifi cant demand from young and not-

so-young adults in developing countries who were unable to complete their 

secondary education when they were younger (Daniel, 2008: 1).

Ambitious programmes for building new schools are being undertaken in many 

countries. However, fi nancial resources are rarely adequate to meet the capital 

costs of construction. Even when funding is available, it can take several years 

to complete all phases of planning, procurement and construction. Moreover, 



2
introduction
OPEN SCHOOLS HANDBOOK

new schools must be staffed and equipped with furniture and other educational 

materials. In many countries, there is a real concern about the impact of 

increased recurrent expenditure for teacher’s salaries and schoolbooks on 

already strained education budgets.

For these reasons, attention is being focused on the potential for 

open schools to provide an alternative to conventional schooling. 

Normally, open schools have the capacity to increase enrolments 

without the need to build additional physical facilities. As a result, 

they can “provide a handy, reasonably quick institutional solution 

to problems of educational delivery, which can operate largely 

outside of the mainstream schooling system and hence not be 

slowed down by the pace of these structural changes” (Butcher, 

2003: 14). In addition, open schools can provide a comparable 

standard of education at a fraction of the cost of formal schooling. 

However, students who have pursued their studies through an 

open school often achieve poorer examination results than those 

in conventional schools. This has contributed to widespread concerns about the 

quality of education provided by open and distance learning institutions.

In 2007, the Commonwealth of Learning (COL) commissioned research 

that analysed the costs and effectiveness of open schools in India and Namibia 

(Rumble and Koul). The study found that such institutions have the potential to 

transform national education systems by effecting change in the following areas:

• Access and reach. Open schools can deliver secondary education 

to remote pupils and reach communities that have never had such 

opportunities. 

• Costs and effi ciency. If organised in the right way and with attention to 

cost reduction, open schools can reap the benefi ts of the economies of 

scale that distance education holds out as a possibility.

• Equity. Open schools can reach marginalised groups and provide affordable 

education to those with limited means. In this way, open schooling can 

address issues of equity either by rectifying past inequalities of access or by 

expanding provisions for addressing issues of massive shortage.

• Quality and effectiveness. With proper attention to quality assurance 

processes, open schools can function well and offer as good an education 

as – and sometimes a better education than – that available through the 

conventional system. (COL, 2008: 4)

Open schooling is 

neither a second 

chance nor a second 

choice possibility but 

is the only option that 

can help us to achieve 

Education for All. 

COL
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The study concludes by noting that “as the demand for secondary schooling 

increases, open schooling is neither a second chance nor a second choice 

possibility but is the only option that can help us to achieve Education for All” 

(COL, 2008: 4).

OPEN AND DISTANCE LEARNING

Open and distance learning (ODL) refers to a combination of two approaches 

that share a common aim of expanding access to education (Freeman, 2004: 

6–7).

Open learning is a loosely defi ned term that is used to describe both a 

philosophy and a set of methods for providing education. By removing what 

are seen as barriers to learning, supporters of this approach seek to encourage 

participants to take charge of their own learning. This involves giving learners 

greater control over:

• Pace. Rather than trying to keep up with others, learners can progress 

at their own pace, taking time off when needed for work or family 

commitments.

• Place. Learners are free to choose the most convenient place to study, 

whether that is at home, in the workplace, in a local library or resource 

centre, or in a school.

• Time. Learners do not have to carry out these activities in accordance with 

a fi xed schedule. Instead, they can fi nd the most convenient time to pursue 

their studies and fi nish the course when they are able.

• Process. Rather than following a prescribed path through the content of 

a course, learners are given the freedom to choose how they approach the 

material. They can also choose activities that suit their preferred styles of 

learning. 

Where possible, open learning programmes eliminate entrance requirements 

for courses so that those without formal educational qualifi cations are able to 

further their studies (Freeman, 2004: 39–40).

Distance education, on the other hand, is a term used to describe methods 

where teacher and learner are physically separated from each other for most of 

a course. In its earliest form – the correspondence course – distance education 
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dates back to the 18th century (Wikipedia, 2008: “Distance Education”). 

Such courses evolved as a strategy for bridging the divide that arises when the 

teacher and the student cannot be in the same place at the same time. Where an 

institution offers the same course through distance education and conventional 

methods, there may be very little difference between the two in terms of the 

content they cover or the means used for assessment.

There is no universally accepted defi nition of open and distance learning, but 

different authors have highlighted a number of characteristics that are common 

to this combined approach. These include:

• the separation of teacher and learner in time or space, or in both;

• the use of various technologies to bridge that separation, including 

print, audio or video materials, and/or information and communications 

technologies (ICTs);

• two-way communication so that learners can interact with tutors and/or 

other learners; 

• the possibility of face-to-face meetings for tutorials, learner-learner 

interaction, and laboratory or practice sessions; and

• the use of industrialised processes, where there is a division of labour 

that contributes to reduced unit costs through economies of scale (COL, 

2000: 2).

Over the years, many different terms have been used to describe a number of 

related approaches, including home studies, correspondence education, external 

studies, distance teaching, computer-based learning, technology-mediated 

education, fl exible learning and distributed learning. The use of ODL as an 

umbrella term has only become current in the last 20 years (COL, 2000: 2–5).

ODL METHODS

Open and distance learning use a variety of methods, which may be 

characterised as either synchronous or asynchronous. Synchronous means 

occurring at the same time. The term is used to describe occasions when 

learners interact with a tutor or other learners without any delays in 

communication. Face-to-face workshops and telephone tutorials are examples 

of synchronous teaching and learning methods. The term asynchronous refers to 
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interactions between learners and their tutors that take place at different times. 

For example, when a learner submits an assignment by post, a considerable 

period of time can pass before the assignment is marked and returned. 

ODL methods evolve as educational technology develops. Correspondence 

courses used the most up-to-date technology of their time – the printing press 

and the postal system – to deliver content and facilitate learning experiences. 

Since that time, the introduction of new teaching and learning technologies 

have transformed distance education processes in stages that may be thought of 

as a series of generations (Garrison, 1985; Bates, 1995: 23). Correspondence 

courses represent the fi rst generation of distance education technology, which 

was characterised by asynchronous instruction and paper-based materials.

Second generation distance education delivery methods incorporate multiple 

media – audio and video. These enrich the learning process and enable learners to 

experience processes (such as scientifi c experiments or the pronunciation of words 

in a foreign language) that would be diffi cult or impossible to illustrate on paper 

alone. The advantage of audio and video materials is that once they are recorded, 

they can be delivered either synchronously (via radio or television broadcasts) or 

asynchronously (via audio or video cassette tapes, CDs or DVDs). 

The development of information and communications technologies in the 

1980s and 1990s created a third generation of ODL methods. For example, 

computer-assisted learning packages enable students to receive immediate 

feedback on their performance in multiple-choice tests or mathematical 

problems. The emergence of the World Wide Web as a powerful tool for 

information sharing and research, along with affordable access to broadband 

Internet, has facilitated the development of this new generation of ODL 

delivery methods. Many institutions, particularly at the tertiary level, have 

adopted virtual learning environments or other learning management systems, 

where students can:

 attend lectures virtually, by reading notes, viewing presentations, listening 

to podcasts or viewing webcasts; 

 access reading assignments from electronic textbooks or journals;

 take part in virtual seminars either synchronously (through chat rooms or 

web cams) or asynchronously (by means of threaded e-mail discussions);

 interact with their classmates to complete group projects;
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 submit assignments and receive feedback from tutors;

 carry out a range of administrative tasks related to their courses, including 

registration and payment of fees.

Such web-based systems go a long way towards dissolving the distinction 

between full-time students on campus and those pursuing their studies at 

remote locations on a part-time basis.

WHAT SERVICES SHOULD OPEN SCHOOLS PROVIDE?

Looking at open schools around the world, there are signifi cant differences in 

what they provide and how it is delivered. Some of the more common elements 

of open schooling systems include:

• self-study learning materials, such as workbooks, study guides, audio 

cassettes, video cassettes, computer programs, science kits or websites;

• prescribed texts, in the form of textbooks or required readings in other 

formats;

• supplementary resources, to enrich the learning experience through 

radio broadcasts, books or computer-based materials available at learning 

centres; 

• feedback on individual performance, usually through assignments, 

projects or other written work marked by a tutor;

• face-to-face tutorials, seminars or workshops, which may not be 

frequent but are important in maintaining a learner’s motivation and 

clarifying points of confusion;

• counselling and advice on course-related matters, by post, telephone or 

e-mail;

• assessment and accreditation, which in many cases are determined by a 

national examinations authority, though the open school may be able to 

infl uence how and when examinations take place.

Open schools operate in a variety of contexts and their learners have access to 

different types of technology. Because of these factors, the exact mix of teaching and 

learning methods used may be unique to each school (Freeman, 2004: 39–40).
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Activity for Managers

Before proceeding further, as a manager in an open school you need to clarify 
how your beliefs about ODL will be translated into practice. There are several 
key issues that should be decided in consultation with stakeholders and 
other managers and staff members at your institution. These are particularly 
important if you are in the process of setting up a new open school, but 
those working in existing institutions would also benefi t from refl ecting on the 
questions below.

1. Open Access or Not?

• Should learners be allowed to enrol in your open school regardless of their 
previous level of education? 

• What practical problems might arise if you removed all entry requirements 
for those who wish to study at your open school?

Many open schools seek to remove barriers to access by getting rid of entrance 
requirements. However, learners may need to have a minimum level of 
profi ciency in another language if the medium of instruction is different from 
their mother tongue. Likewise, those pursuing certain courses may require 
some prior knowledge of the subject. In addition, not everyone will have the 
same capacity for learning on their own, which requires good study skills 
and habits. Studies have shown that dropout rates can be higher when entry 
requirements are eliminated (Freeman, 2004: 44–45). 

Even when ODL institutions put in place opportunities for open access and 
build in mechanisms for supporting those who are new to the system, some 
categories of potential learners tend not to enrol in the numbers expected.

• Who might be unintentionally excluded from your institution’s courses or 
programmes?

• What can your school do to reach out to them?

Cost is likely to be an issue for many learners. Even when fees are kept low or 
eliminated, learners must spend money on a variety of things (books, stationery, 
travel to tutorial or examination centres, etc.) in order to pursue their studies. 
Physical disability can also act as a barrier to access, though this is usually less of 
a problem when studying at a distance. Issues associated with gender, race and/or 
ethnicity can also have an impact on enrolments (Freeman, 2004: 45–46). 
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2. Self-Paced or Programme-Paced?

• Should learners be allowed to proceed at their own pace through a course 
or programme? What are the advantages of this approach?

• What practical problems arise that prevent learners from going at their 
own pace?

• What measures can or should be put in place to facilitate self-paced learning?

In practice, most open schools come to some sort of compromise between 
giving learners freedom to proceed at their own pace and the fi xed 
requirements of the course or programme. Such compromises often involve a 
limited number of events that are fi xed to specifi c dates, such as face-to-face 
tutorials, deadlines for assignments and dates of examinations. Between these 
dates, learners are free to study when, where and how they wish (Freeman, 
2004: 42–43). 

3. Single- or Dual-Mode Institution?

Many open schools start out as an extension service for an existing college 
or university that continues to offer the majority of its programmes through 
conventional face-to-face methods. These are referred to as dual-mode 
institutions. At other open schools learners study at a distance most of the 
time, but must be physically present on campus or at a learning centre for 
certain parts of the course (e.g., training for computer skills). These are 
sometimes referred to as blended-mode institutions. In actual fact, most ODL 
institutions use a mixture of conventional and distance education methods to 
deliver their programmes.

• Are there any topics or skills included in the courses or programmes at 
your institution that can only be taught through contact sessions? 

• How do you plan to accommodate these?

4. Assessment, Certifi cation and Accreditation?

A fi nal strategic decision that must be made concerns the type of assessment, 
certifi cation and accreditation your open school will offer. The term certifi cation 
refers to the process whereby an education institution recognises that a 
learner has reached a given standard or level of competence. This recognition 
is usually signifi ed through the awarding of a certifi cate. Certifi cation is of 
particular importance because educational qualifi cations are often used for 
screening applicants for jobs in the formal sector of the labour market.

Accreditation is the process whereby an external body, independent of the 
certifying institution, makes a statement about the value of such certifi cates. 
Accreditation is normally the responsibility of a country’s Ministry of Education, 
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though it is often assigned to a national qualifi cations authority or a professional 
association with international links. These bodies set minimum standards 
for qualifi cations at different levels, including school-leaving certifi cates and 
qualifi cations for different professions (e.g., legal practitioners or accountants).

Although continuous assessment is widely used in the classroom, examinations 
are the most common form of assessment marking the end of different phases 
of formal education. Many countries have established bodies to administer a 
national system of examinations at the end of primary school, and again on 
completion of the junior and senior cycles of secondary education. Some open 
schools make arrangements for their learners to sit for these examinations 
so that any certifi cates they receive will be recognised as equivalent to those 
awarded to school-based students. 

Alternatively, those registered with an open school may sit for examinations 
administered by an international body that also awards certifi cates. Finally, 
an open school may choose to set its own examinations and award its own 
certifi cates while seeking to have these accredited by national or international 
authorities. 

Since the requirements for certifi cation and accreditation must be built into 
any learning materials that your school develops, as managers you must 
have confi dence in the system you select. Changing over to another system 
of certifi cation and accreditation at a later date will be very costly. (Freeman, 
2004: 61–62)

• Which body will set, invigilate, mark and moderate examinations for 
learners registered with your open school?

• Which body will award certifi cates to successful candidates?

• How will these certifi cates be accredited?

SUMMARY

Open schools can provide courses of comparable quality to conventional 

educational institutions at a considerably lower cost. Setting up an open school 

or making an existing ODL institution work better involves a number of critical 

issues related to access, pacing, modes of delivery, assessment, certifi cation 

and accreditation. To a great extent, the future direction of your open school 

depends on the decisions taken at this stage. For this reason, adequate time 

should be set aside for stakeholders to discuss their concerns in relation to the 

issues raised in this brief introductory section. 
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chapter 1
STRATEGIC PLANNING 
FOR AN OPEN SCHOOL

Effective planning is essential to the success of any initiative undertaken by an 

open school. While planning should be done every time a change is introduced 

in an organisation, strategic planning is a process that normally takes place every 

three to fi ve years. Strategic planning involves deciding what your open school 

aims to achieve in the medium term. 

This chapter addresses the following questions:

• Why is strategic planning important?

• What is involved in strategic planning?

• How should we go about it?

• What are the steps involved in preparing or updating a strategic plan?

THE STRATEGIC PLANNING CYCLE

Strategic planning involves refl ecting on where your open school is now, 

imagining where you would like it to be in the future and thinking of 

ways to make that vision a reality. However, planning should be a cyclical 

process. Regular reviews are required to identify the successes and failures in 

implementing the plan and the lessons learnt should be used to modify future 

planning. This strategic planning cycle is illustrated in Figure 1.1.

A strategic plan document is normally drawn up in a step-by-step fashion, 

starting with the broad picture and progressively narrowing in focus until 

detailed action plans have been devised for each new development. The outline 

for a typical strategic planning document looks something like this:

• Analysis of the current situation or context 

• Mission and/or vision statement
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This chapter outlines the steps you need to take in preparing a strategic plan 

for your open school or college. If you are working with a community-based 

organisation to provide alternative educational opportunities, you should refer 

to Training for Transformation (Hope and Timmel, 1995: Book III, 83–131), 

which provides instructions for another planning model more appropriate for 

use with such groups. 

WHY IS PLANNING IMPORTANT?

Participants at a recent workshop of open school managers were asked, “Why is 

planning important?” Some of the answers they gave were:

FIGURE 1.1: THE STRATEGIC PLANNING CYCLE

ACT
Carry out our plans.

PLAN
How will we
get there?

VISION
Where do we want to 

be in the future?

THE 
STRATEGIC 
PLANNING 

CYCLE

REVIEW
• Did we reach our goal?

• Did we get our priorities right?

ANALYSE
• Where are we now?
• Why are we here?

• Organisational values

• Goals or aims

• Strategies or objectives

• Action plans 

• Business plans.
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• Planning provides a framework or structure to guide decision-making.

• Planning offers the opportunity to challenge existing paradigms – to look 

beyond the constraints of the current situation and imagine how things 

might be.

• Planning challenges stakeholders to be creative in devising 

ways to achieve your vision.

• Planning links the activities of your open school to broader 

goals in national development plans.

• Planning involves all staff and stakeholders in developing 

a common understanding of where you want to be in the 

future.

• Planning focuses on the issue of sustainability and provides 

the information needed to prepare funding proposals.

• Planning helps to ensure that you are meeting the needs of 

your learners.

• Planning forms the basis for assessing your school’s achievements and 

ensuring that it is accountable both internally and externally.

All of these are important reasons for carrying out a strategic planning exercise.

WHO SHOULD BE INVOLVED?

Strategic planning is most effective when it is done through participatory 

processes. There are many groups in society who have an interest or stake in the 

type of education offered and how it is provided. These groups include some or 

all of the following: 

• current and potential learners;

• learners’ parents or other family members;

• other target groups identifi ed as potential benefi ciaries (for example, 

students in schools);

• communities in which these benefi ciaries live;

• government, including offi ce holders and senior offi cials at national, 

regional or local levels;

• potential funders, including international and local donors;

• members of your school’s governing body or advisory committee;

Unity, commitment and 

energy grow strikingly 

in a group when there 

is a clear goal which all 

believe in.

Anne Hope & Sally Timmel
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• full-time and part-time staff members of your open school;

• representatives of other civil society bodies, including NGOs, trade unions 

and employers;

• other education and training institutions.

Giving these stakeholders a say makes it more likely that any plans you develop 

will address genuine needs. At the same time, it can create a sense of ownership, 

so that those who took part “buy in” to the eventual outcomes.

While involving stakeholders in strategic planning is good in principle, it is not 

easy to do in practice. Making contact with learners, their families and others 

in the communities where they live is a time-consuming process. In addition, 

their views are likely to be infl uenced by what they already know and are 

familiar with. For example, if you ask learners what type of educational service 

they would like, they are likely to describe something akin to a well-resourced 

conventional school. Figure 1.2 suggests ways in which stakeholders can give 

their input to your school’s strategic plan and when is the best time for them to 

be involved.

FIGURE 1.2: STAKEHOLDER INPUT

STAGE STAKEHOLDERS METHODS

1. Situational analysis Learners and their families

Communities

NGOs and other educational 
institutions

Government and funders

Governing body

Staff

Questionnaires

Consultative meeting

One-to-one meetings and seminars

Meetings and seminars

Workshop

Focus groups

2. Mission, vision statement Governing body

Staff

Workshop or consultative meeting

3. Organisational values Governing body

Staff

Workshop or consultative meeting

4. Aims, goals, strategies Governing body

Staff

Workshop or consultative meeting

5. Action plans Staff in functional units Workshop

6. Business plans Managers and fi nancial 
management staff

Workshop

7. Reviewing the plan Other stakeholders Any of the above methods

The methods used to obtain inputs from different stakeholders are described in 

Chapters 3, 7 and 8.  
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STEP 1 – SITUATIONAL ANALYSIS

The fi rst step in the strategic planning process is to assess the current situation 

and context within which your open school must operate. It involves taking 

a frank look at institutional strengths and weaknesses, as well as analysing the 

wider national and international environment that may have an impact on the 

future of your school. There are several different ways to go about this.

Legal and Policy Framework

Any planning process must take account of existing policies (whether national, 

provincial, regional, local or institutional) that will infl uence developments in 

the education sector. In addition, a decision to pursue a particular course of 

action may face legal constraints in the form of provisions contained in primary 

legislation (acts of parliament), ministerial regulations or other statutory 

instruments. These should to be reviewed in a systematic way by senior 

managers at the outset of any strategic planning exercise.

Activity for Managers

Prior to getting together to begin planning, one participant should be assigned 
the task of collecting existing legal and policy documents and becoming 
familiar with their contents. Photocopies of the relevant sections should also be 
made for others involved in this stage of the planning process. 

• What market research or consultations have taken place to assess needs? 
What are different stakeholders likely to say if they are asked about their 
expectations?

 • How have these needs and expectations been met in the past? Are other 
institutions or organisations providing similar services? How will the 
services we offer be different?

• What policies (whether written or unwritten) are in place to guide your 
decisions about providing these services? 

• What legal provisions (if any) are in place in the jurisdiction to authorise or 
regulate the activities that will be carried out by your open school? Is any 
additional legal authority required? 
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SWOT Analysis

One of the most commonly used tools for analysing the environment in which 

a business or non-profi t organisation operates is SWOT analysis. SWOT is an 

acronym that stands for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats 

(though some people refer to the last of these categories as Challenges). 

Carrying out a SWOT analysis is a simple and straightforward process that can 

be done individually or in a group.

You should start by creating a matrix or table with four cells, as shown in Figure 

1.3. If you are working on your own, this can be done on a single sheet of 

paper. However, if you are working in a group, it is advisable to use a separate 

sheet of fl ipchart paper for each of the four cells. Once you have fi nished writing 

on them, the sheets can be pinned up on a blank wall in the pattern shown.

FIGURE 1.3: SWOT ANALYSIS

Source: Xhienne, 2007. (CC BY SA http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:SWOT_en.svg)

The cells in the top row are used to record positive and negative (or helpful and 

harmful) aspects of the internal environment within your open school. The two 

cells along the bottom of the matrix are for external infl uences. Ideas should be 

gathered by means of a brainstorm and then written in the appropriate cells of 

the matrix. The following questions may be helpful in focusing the brainstorm:

Strengths What are we good at in our open school?

Weaknesses What do we need to improve?
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Opportunities What is happening outside our organisation that we 

 could capitalise on?

Threats What signifi cant external events have the potential to 

 affect our performance?

The benefi ts of a SWOT analysis can be maximised by following some simple 

rules:

• Remember that this exercise focuses on the current state of your 

institution and the wider environment, not on where you expect to be at 

some point in the future.

• Be honest and realistic about the strengths and weaknesses of your open 

school. No one will benefi t if things are exaggerated or problems are 

ignored.

• Try to be as specifi c as possible when listing points. Avoid generalisations 

and grey areas.

• Remember that a SWOT analysis will always be subjective. There are no 

right or wrong answers.

• Keep the exercise short and simple. Avoid complexity and over-analysis. 

(Marketing Teacher, 2000–2008)

An example of a SWOT analysis for an open school might look something like 

Figure 1.4.

FIGURE 1.4: SWOT ANALYSIS EXAMPLE

          Positive             Negative

Strengths:

•  ability to provide courses of 
a standard comparable to 
conventional schools but at 
lower cost

•  dedicated and well-trained staff

Weaknesses:

•  a majority of learners are severely 
disadvantaged and cannot pay 
substantial fees

•  examination results of our learners 
lag behind those of students from 
conventional schools

Opportunities:

•  growing demand for secondary 
education which cannot be met 
by existing school system

•  potential new market for 
technical and vocational 
training

Threats:

•  public opinion views ODL 
institutions as inferior to 
conventional schools

•  downturn in the global economy 
may have an impact on funding for 
our school

E
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Another tool for carrying out a situational analysis is PEST. This explores 

Political, Economic, Socio-cultural and Technological factors that may have an 

impact on the future of an open school. (See http://www.marketingteacher.

com/Lessons/lesson_PEST.htm).

STEP 2 – MISSION OR VISION STATEMENT

The next step in strategic planning is to develop a clear and concise statement of 

your institution’s mission and vision for the future. Some authors suggest that 

separate statements are required for these two aspects of planning. Advocates 

of this approach say that the mission statement should describe the purpose of 

the organisation and why it was established. In contrast, the vision statement is 

intended to describe how the future will appear to potential students and other 

benefi ciaries after the plan has been implemented. Vision statements tend to use 

more compelling and inspirational language, while mission statements are often 

functional and pragmatic. In practice, however, there tends to be a considerable 

overlap between the two.

OCASE STUDY

To understand the difference between a mission statement and a vision 

statement, consider these examples from the National Open School of 

Trinidad and Tabago (NOSTT):

Vision

To establish a dynamic system that will complement the conventional 

education system and provide individuals at any stage of educational 

development with unrestricted access to quality programmes and courses 

using a blended learning delivery mode.

Mission

To develop and deliver a comprehensive and diverse range of primary, 

secondary, enrichment, vocational and pre-tertiary open learning 

programmes and courses enabling unrestricted access to quality open 

learning experiences, resources and support services through the use of 
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appropriate technologies, and act as a resource centre and model for an 

open and distance learning system at the school level.

(NOSTT, accessed May 2008 at http://www.moe.gov.tt/National_Open_

School.html)

O
A mission or vision statement is important because it:

• provides a convenient summary of what your open school aims to do

• can inspire staff and other stakeholders

• can mobilise support around a view of the future

• can act as the driver for the planning process by suggesting goals and 

objectives

• can serve as the “guiding star” – a point of reference against which you can 

measure progress.

Once you have drafted a mission and/or vision statement for your open 

school and it has been approved by your governing structures, it should be 

prominently displayed on brochures, annual reports, posters and even your 

letterhead stationery.

Drafting a mission and/or vision statement can be an enjoyable 

part of the strategic planning process, but make sure to set 

limits on the time taken for this exercise. One way to go about 

it is to allow participants to share their dreams for the future. 

Alternatively, you can brainstorm key words that describe what 

your open school does or aims to do, including the groups you 

serve and the services you wish to offer. Participants should also 

consider what sets your organisation off from others that provide 

similar courses or services. Once you have written up a list of key 

words, these can be combined into a coherent statement.

In order to be effective, a mission or vision statement should 

be short and to the point, preferably no longer than a single sentence. If it 

What we consider as 

a ground-breaking 

record today becomes 

a simple minimum 

requirement tomorrow.

Frances J. Ferreira
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is much longer than that, your mission or vision statement runs the risk of 

being ignored. Shorter statements often turn into simple slogans, such as 

“taking education to the people” (NAMCOL) or “removing barriers, providing 

opportunities, transforming lives” (NOSTT). While creating a slogan for your 

open school can be useful, it is not a substitute for a well-drafted mission or 

vision statement. One way of ensuring that your statement is as concise as 

possible is to go through it word by word, considering how deleting each word 

would change its scope and impact.

Activity for Managers

1. Consider the following examples of mission and vision statements:

We are committed to providing wider access to quality 
educational services for our learners and other customers 
using a variety of open learning methods. (Mission statement, 
Namibian College of Open Learning, 1998).

To empower the Nation with knowledge and skills through open 
access to quality, innovative distance learning programmes 
and services for the promotion of global competitiveness and 
a culture of life-long learning. (Mission statement, Botswana 
College of Distance and Open Learning)

The National Institute of Open Schooling (NIOS), with 
international recognition and presence, provides access to 
sustainable and learner-centric quality school education, skill 
upgradation and training through open and distance learning and 
ensures convergence of open schooling organisations, resulting 
in an inclusive learning society, human resource development, 
national integration and global understanding. (Vision statement, 
from presentation by M.C. Pant, Chairman: National Institute of 
Open Schooling)

2. Now answer the following questions:

• How complete is each statement? Does it provide you with enough 
information for you to understand what each open school does or aims to do?

• How accessible is each statement? Do you think that staff, students and 
other stakeholders are likely to read these statements and take away 
something meaningful?
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• If your open school has a mission and/or vision statement, evaluate it in 
light of the discussion above.

• What positive ideas can you take away from this exercise to help in 
developing or improving your own mission and/or vision statement?

STEP 3 – ORGANISATIONAL VALUES

The preceding exercises should have involved some debate about the most 

appropriate wording of your mission and/or vision statement. Sometimes, we 

use words borrowed from different contexts without recognising the values and 

belief systems they refer to. This can convey meanings that were not intended. 

For example, the word “customers” is taken from a business environment 

and its use in NAMCOL’s mission statement (see above) implies a particular 

orientation to the people served by the college. It is important to make explicit 

the values and assumptions implicit in the language we use in strategic planning 

in order to ensure that there is a broad consensus among staff and stakeholders.

Activity for Managers

Without trying to suggest what values your organisation should subscribe to, the 
following questions might be considered in discussion with other stakeholders:

• Is promoting equality between different groups a priority for your 
organisation?

• How is power (embodied in wealth, status, knowledge and expertise) 
distributed in your country? Where does your school stand in this hierarchy 
of power?

• What is the ideal relationship between tutors/teachers and learners/
students? Do the terms we use for these different roles have an impact on 
the standing of either group?

• To what extent do ethnic differences contribute to instability in your 
society? What contribution (if any) should your institution be making in this 
area?

• What is your attitude to profi t and other business practices?

• To what extent should learners be responsible for their own advancement?
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• What role does education play in the development of individuals, groups, 
communities and the nation as a whole?

• How important is quality relative to other aspects of providing an ODL 
service, such as effi ciency or cost?

An effective statement of organisational values outlines how the open school 

carries out its activities with its learners and other stakeholders. For example, 

Bottomley and Calvert (2003: 3–4) suggest that the following values need to be 

explicitly stated when planning is undertaken by dual-mode institutions:

• commitment to maintaining academic quality and standards in all 

programmes, irrespective of mode of delivery;

• equal consideration for student, professional and community esteem across 

all modes of delivery;

• guaranteed access for distance education students and faculty to a range of 

services comparable to those available for on-campus students;

• suffi cient training and numbers for staff to successfully deliver distance 

education programming;

• commitment to providing or fi nding fi nancial resources for the distance 

education programme.

A statement of organisational values is normally drafted during a workshop 

using structured discussion techniques, though Hope and Timmel suggest a 

more creative approach using Freirean methods (1995: Book III, 94–110).

STEP 4 – AIMS, GOALS, STRATEGIES, OBJECTIVES

After carrying out an analysis of the current situation, drafting a mission and/or 

vision statement and clarifying organisational values, the next step in the strategic 

planning process is to defi ne aims, goals, strategies and objectives for your open 

school. In practice, most strategic plans will not include all of these elements, as 

there can be a signifi cant degree of overlap among them. The differences between 

aims, goals, strategies and objectives can be characterised as follows:
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• AIMS are broad statements that embody a key aspiration in your school’s 

mission and/or vision. Their wording tends to be general and imprecise, 

showing only the direction in which you intend to go but not the fi nal 

destination. For example:

Aim A – In order to enhance the quality of our services, we aim to 

develop a customer-care orientation among our staff. 

• GOALS are expressions of what things will be like at a specifi ed point in the 

future if the plan is carried out. Well-drafted goals should be SMART – that 

is, Specifi c, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time-bound.

 Some of your goals are likely to relate to the organisation as a whole. 

For example:

Goal A – At the end of fi ve years, all current members of 

staff will have received at least fi ve days of training in 

customer care.

 Others may be linked to specifi c programmes or courses. 

For example:

Goal B – In three years’ time, we will be offering fi ve new 

courses at the junior secondary level.

• STRATEGIES are descriptions of how you plan to achieve 

your goals. There may be several different ways to achieve 

a particular goal. For example, in order to meet Goal A 

(above), you might decide to:

Strategy A.1 – Organise a series of workshops in customer care, facilitated 

by outside experts; or

Strategy A.2 – Ensure that all staff members complete online training 

courses available through [named] company/institution; or

Strategy A.3 – Provide bursaries and study leave to enable two staff 

members to complete the Certifi cate in Customer Care course at 

[named] Polytechnic, so that they can provide training for other staff. 

• OBJECTIVES are the intermediate stages that must be completed in 

order to meet the overall goal. Objectives should also be drafted in line 

with the SMART principles listed above, but the wording tends to be 

more specifi c and concrete than that used for aims, goals and strategies. 

Very often when 

a divided group 

complains of poor 

communication, the 

root of the problem 

is that there is an 

unspoken disagreement 

on goals.

Anne Hope & Sally Timmel
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Normally, objectives should be achievable within a year or less. For 

example, the following might be one of your objectives for carrying out 

strategy A.1 (above):

Objective A.1.1 – Within nine months’ time, the Finance Offi ce will 

have advertised, evaluated and awarded a tender for the provision of 

training services.

In practice, most planning documents will use only two of the above elements, 

either aims and objectives, or goals and strategies. It may also be diffi cult to 

decide at the outset what should be classifi ed as what. In general, aims are more 

general than goals, goals are more general than strategies, and strategies more 

general than objectives. As the process proceeds and participants are challenged 

to specify increasing levels of detail, you can go back to the more general 

statements in order to revise them. 

Before fi nishing this stage of the planning process, it is a good idea to check that 

the goals and strategies (or aims and objectives) you have drafted are aligned 

with your school’s mission and/or vision and values. If this is not the case, 

then you will need to change the wording of your mission, vision and/or value 

statements or rethink how you plan to go about realising these.

STEP 5 – ACTION PLANS

Your strategic plan will not be complete until you translate your goals and 

strategies (or aims and objectives) into detailed action plans. A separate 

worksheet should be used for each of the strategies and/or objectives you 

drafted, including: 

• target date(s) for completion 

• person(s) responsible 

• indicator(s) of success 

• resources required (personnel, transport, equipment, etc.).

A typical worksheet might look like the example shown in Figure 1.5.

As noted above, objectives should ideally be drafted so that they can be achieved 

within a year. In this case, action plans can easily be compiled into annual work 

plans for each functional unit of your open school. However, where a strategy 



25
PLanninG

OPEN SCHOOLS HANDBOOK

or objective requires a number of years to complete, it may be necessary to 

prepare a separate sheet for each year. The action plans should also include a 

statement of the arrangements made for monitoring progress towards achieving 

the objective. This issue is covered in greater detail in Chapter 7.

STEP 6 – BUSINESS PLANS

Although most open schools are not commercially viable, it is essential to adopt 

principles of best business practice in managing such institutions. Drawing up a 

business plan does not necessarily involve an attempt to make a profi t. Rather, 

it sets out in detail how your school will fi nance what you have 

planned. Because ODL normally involves a higher level of up-front 

investment in the development of study materials than conventional 

education, this expenditure needs to be carefully costed. 

Some approaches to drawing up an annual budget (such as zero-

based budgeting) require that a detailed business plan be drawn 

up for all of an institution’s activities. However, because this is a 

time-consuming exercise, most open schools do not bother with 

this for ongoing programmes. Under these circumstances, business 

plans are prepared only to motivate funding for new developments 

or for higher levels of activity in an existing programme. 

A business plan should answer questions such as:

• How much will it cost to carry out each of your action plans?

• How much income do you expect to receive during each year of the plan?

• For each year, what will be the gap between income and expenditure?

• To what extent will the action plans be self-fi nancing?

• To what extent will the action plans be dependent on grants and subsidies?

• How can you ensure that the plans develop in line with the money you 

have available? (adapted from Freeman, 2004: 63–64)

The worksheets shown in Figure 1.5 for setting out action plans can also be 

used to prepare detailed cost estimates for these activities. The totals from each 

worksheet can then be compiled into a single spreadsheet that indicates the cost 

of implementing each goal or strategy for each year of the plan. In addition, the 

Change is no longer 

a spectator sport. 

Everyone is involved. 

What is more, the 

goal posts are shifting 

and the rules of 

engagement are 

changing continuously. 

Frances J. Ferreira
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FIGURE 1.5: 
ACTION & BUSINESS PLAN, FINANCIAL YEAR: 2008/09

Strategy/Objective:  A.1.1 – Within nine months’ time, the Finance Offi ce 
will have advertised, evaluated and awarded a tender for the provision of 
training services.

ACTION PLAN

Action(s)
Target Date(s) for 
Completion

Person(s) 
Responsible Indicator(s) of Success

Prepare terms of reference 16 May 2008 Finance Manager ToR completed and approved 

Advertise invitation to 
tender

30 June 2008 Procurement Clerk Ads placed in two local 
newspapers

Evaluate tenders 30 September 2008 Tender Panel Recommendation to award 
tender

Prepare and sign 
consultancy contract

23 December 2008 Finance Manager Signed contract 

BUSINESS PLAN
Type of Resource Number of Units Unit Cost Total Cost

Full-time staff Finance Manager – 4 days 1,000/day 4,000

Procurement Clerk – 2 days 300/day 600

Tender Panel – 4 x ½ day average of 600/day 1,200

Part-time or contract staff

Training costs

Transport

Travel and subsistence allowances

Postage, courier, freight costs Courier for contract docs 150/each 150

Equipment (additional)

Materials

Hire of venue

Monitoring/assessment costs

Other costs Newspaper ads x 2 2,000/each 4,000

Institutional overheads 30% of direct costs 2,985

TOTAL COSTS 12,935
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business plan should identify where the money to carry out this work might come 

from, whether through government subsidies, donor funding or learner fees.

Activity for Managers

Choose a programme, project or other activity that you need to make plans for. 

1. Using a copy of the worksheet in Figure 1.6, prepare a detailed action plan.

2. Once the action plan portion of the table has been completed, move on to 
the section for estimating costs. This will complete your business plan.

STEP 7 – REVIEWING THE PLAN

A comprehensive review of an organisation’s strategic plan, involving all 

stakeholders, normally takes place only towards the end of the planning period.

However, the management team for an open school or college will want to 

assess progress in achieving goals and objectives on a much more regular basis, 

at least once a year. In addition, there are benefi ts in carrying out these annual 

reviews with staff on a unit-by-unit basis. By doing this, employees can feel a 

greater sense of involvement in and ownership of the planning and evaluation 

cycle. Chapter 7 discusses different approaches to monitoring and evaluation, 

which can be used to inform a review of your strategic plan.

SUMMARY

The importance of strategic planning for an open school cannot be over-

emphasised. Knowing where you want to go and how you hope to get there 

are of critical importance when making decisions about how you will manage 

the available resources along the road to your goal. Likewise, you need to have 

envisaged where you want to be in the future in order to know whether you have 

arrived there at the end of the planning period. Without careful planning and 

regular monitoring, initiatives are likely to fail and resources may well be wasted.
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chapter 2
RECRUITING AND DEVELOPING 
STAFF

The lifeblood of an open school is its staff. No matter how well you have 

planned your programmes, they have little chance of success without employees 

who are adequately trained and highly motivated. This chapter addresses the 

following questions:

• How should an open school be structured?

• What are the staffi ng needs of open schools?

• What is the best way to recruit staff for an open school?

• What training is needed and how should it be provided?

• What can be done to retain trained and experienced staff?

INTERNAL STRUCTURES

(Adapted from Du Vivier, 2008: Chapter 1)

Each open school has its own history and unique structure. However, ODL 

institutions may be established using one of the following legal forms:

• part of a government ministry or department;

• a unit attached to another educational institution;

• a semi-autonomous institution, established by ministerial regulations;

• an autonomous body, established by an act of parliament;

• a non-profi t entity (foundation, trust, voluntary association, etc.);

• a private company limited by shares (for profi t);

• a public limited company (for profi t).

Because the groups targeted by open schools are likely to have limited means, 

the fees paid by learners or their families normally do not cover the full cost of 
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providing the service. Even when governments provide subsidies for this service, 

open schools rarely operate at a profi t. For this reason, it is unusual for ODL 

institutions at this level to be constituted as private or public companies.

In terms of their internal structures, open schools are organised in many 

different ways. Rumble (1986: 15–17) proposes a simple model that looks at 

the operations of ODL institutions in terms of four interrelated sub-systems. 

The value of such a model is that it clearly identifi es the main areas of activity 

in any open school and defi nes the relationships between them. It also suggests 

an analogy between a factory producing items for consumption and the “quasi-

industrial processes” of an ODL institution. Just as in a factory, ODL involves 

the specialisation of tasks and the division of labour between different units. The 

four sub-systems in Rumble’s model are illustrated in Figure 2.1 and described 

below:

• Materials sub-system: This includes all activities involved in developing, 

reproducing and distributing self-instructional materials, whether these are 

primarily print-based or involve other media.

• Student sub-system: Once learning materials have been produced, 

responsibility for learners is passed over to the student sub-system. This 

comprises all of the activities, staff and other resources that are involved 

in facilitating learning by students and managing their progress through a 

programme.

• Logistical sub-system: The materials and student sub-systems are 

supported by other units that procure and manage resources for the 

institution. Those units which look after fi nances, human resources and 

information and communications technology constitute the logistical sub-

system of any open school, college or university.

• Regulatory sub-system: Finally, overall management and guidance are the 

responsibility of the regulatory sub-system, which is sometimes referred to 

as the “brains” of the institution. All activities related to strategic planning, 

policy formulation and monitoring of the institution’s performance in 

meeting its goals are part of this sub-system.



33
staffinG

OPEN SCHOOLS HANDBOOK

FIGURE 2.1: SYSTEMS MODEL OF AN ODL INSTITUTION

Regulatory Sub-System

 Materials Sub-System Student Sub-System 

 Materials Admission and 
 development registration 

 Materials Allocation to centres 
 production  or study groups 

 Materials Study 
 distribution 

  Assessment 

  Certifi cation 

Logistical Sub-System

Source: Rumble, 1986: 17
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Many ODL institutions have replicated the sub-systems of Rumble’s model 

in their internal organisational structures. This means that they have set up 

separate units with responsibility for:

• materials development, production and distribution;

• learner support services;

• logistics;

• management and governance.

The boundaries between these units may differ from one institution to another. 

Nevertheless, this type of internal structure is commonplace among ODL 

institutions offering courses primarily through a correspondence model.

However, this is by no means the only way to structure an open school. 

Developments in the fi eld of ODL in recent decades have led to the evolution 

of new models for confi guring such institutions. Critics of the systems model 

highlight the central role played by academic staff in both developing materials 

and providing tutorial support. Moreover, separating the materials development 

process from that of providing tuition makes it more diffi cult to identify areas 

where study materials need to be revised because they are unclear or incomplete.

OCASE STUDY 

In 1917, the provincial government of British Columbia set up a 

correspondence branch to provide access to education for students in rural 

areas who lived too far away from existing schools. Over the years, this 

open schooling programme moved away from a correspondence model 

and now offers online courses at the junior and senior secondary levels 

(Grades 8–12). Changing the technology used for delivering courses has 

also had an impact on how materials are developed. Instead of having a 

separate unit to carry out this function, it is now integrated with course 

delivery. All members of academic staff are responsible for selecting 

study materials for the courses they teach. In addition, they provide 

tuition, mark assignments and give individual feedback and other forms 

of academic support. The learning resources used for these courses can 

include textbooks and other paper-based materials, but the teachers 

increasingly rely on resources available free of charge on the World Wide 
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Web. As part of the learning process, groups of learners are expected to 

research topics and develop their own materials, at least some of which 

are posted on the Web. In 2007, the open school changed its name to the 

Vancouver Learning Network (VLN) to refl ect this new way of working.

(Adapted from a presentation by Cindy Gauthier, Director: VLN)

O
Activity for Managers

If you are a manager in an existing open school, consider the following 
questions:

• How does the structure of your institution compare to the systems model?

• What are the advantages of organising things the way you do?

• What are the drawbacks of the structures in your open school?

For managers who are in the process of planning or setting up an open school:

• What insights can you take from the systems model in terms of structuring 
your institution? 

• How can the internal structure of your school be aligned with its strategic 
plan?

STAFF NUMBERS AND COMPETENCIES

When an open school begins its life as part of a government ministry, decisions 

on the number of employees it requires are often infl uenced by rules and 

procedures that guide staff structures in the civil service. Traditionally, such 

structures are hierarchical, with a predetermined organisational structure 

involving a wide range of post categories, each with specialised duties linked to 

existing pay grades. Typically, preference is given to fi lling established full-time 

posts, while employing part-time or contract staff is discouraged.
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If you wanted to start your own small business, you would probably adopt 

a very different approach. New jobs would be created only when existing 

employees could no longer cope with a growing workload. Preference would 

be given to employing new staff on a part-time or contract basis in order 

to minimise costs. Instead of sticking to narrowly defi ned job descriptions, 

employees would be expected to carry out a range of tasks to meet the 

requirements of an expanding business. Salaries would refl ect the demand 

for such workers in the labour market, and employees are 

rewarded for the contribution they make to the success of the 

business.

While open schools and colleges are not usually expected to 

make a profi t, they must still adhere to principles of best business 

practice to ensure that they provide ODL services as effi ciently 

and cost-effectively as possible. The advantage of taking a 

businesslike approach to the issue of staffi ng is that it enables the 

staff complement of your open school to develop in response to demonstrated 

need rather than a predefi ned plan. It also requires managers to make a case for 

any new position to be fi lled by justifying need in terms of the value such an 

employee will add to the organisation as a whole.

Normally this involves drawing up a job description that spells out exactly what 

the post-holder is expected to do. The job description should also state whether 

this is a full-time position or whether the staff members will be employed on 

a part-time basis for a specifi ed number of hours per week or per month. If 

the work outlined in the job description is linked to a specifi c project, such as 

writing materials for a particular course, then the post should be fi lled on the 

basis of a fi xed-term contract. When the work is expected to continue into the 

future, the position can be made permanent, provided that suffi cient funding is 

available.

Regardless of how your open school or college is structured, similar 

competencies will be required. In order to be competent at something, an 

employee has to combine certain knowledge, attitudes and skills in a way that 

enables him or her to achieve a complex action. The box below gives some 

examples of the competencies required for subject tutors.

We have to create the 

capacity to deal with 

change positively, 

fl exibly and effectively. 

Creativity is key.

Sir Kenneth Robinson
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Competencies of Tutors

Those in direct contact with learners, in teaching, tutoring and 

learner support roles, require the following competencies and 

attributes:

• ease with learners; 

• awareness of particular needs and circumstances of learners;

• expertise in a subject area or discipline, and in teaching that 

subject area or discipline;

• knowledge of how open and distance learning works, and 

about the kinds of resources and timeframes needed for open 

and distance learning course delivery;

• ability to work as a member of a team;

• knowledge of administrative systems in the open school or 

institution;

• openness to new ideas and new perspectives in their own 

discipline;

• willingness to learn new approaches to teaching and learning;

• ability to balance demands of their academic discipline with 

the needs of the learner;

• ability to communicate the needs of learners to the open 

school or institution, as well as the institution’s perspective to 

learners; and

• interpersonal skills in advising and counselling learners.

(COL, 1999: 8.9)

Before a staff member can be recruited, a list of the required competencies 

should be prepared, normally through consultation between the institution’s 

human resources unit and the relevant manager. This list is often referred to as a 

“person specifi cation” and can be used for recruitment and selection.
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Activity for Managers

This activity is best carried out on your own, though you may wish to share it 
with colleagues after you have fi nished.

1. a) Think of what you do in your job and make a list of all these tasks. 

b) If you have a formal job description, compare it with the one you drew up.

c) Draw up a separate list of the competencies required for your post.

c) If there is a person specifi cation for your post, compare it with the list of 
competencies you drew up.

• How are job descriptions/person specifi cations/competency lists drawn up 
for staff in your open school or college?

• Does this exercise provide any insights for improving that process?

2. Now apply these insights to a practical exercise for employing a new 
member of staff in your section or unit.

a) Draw up a job description for the post, listing all the duties the new 
employee will be expected to carry out.

b) Decide whether there is suffi cient work for this position to be full-time. 
If not, specify the number of hours per week or per month that the post-
holder will be expected to work.

c) Decide whether the post should be fi lled on a permanent basis. If not, 
decide how long the contract should be.

d) Draw up a list of competencies for the position that you wish to fi ll. These 
should include knowledge, attitudes and skills.

RECRUITING STAFF

Recruiting the right people from the start is essential to the success of your 

open school or college. Where an open school is part of a government ministry 

or another institution, it is normally required to follow established procedures 

when hiring new staff. In some cases, the ODL unit may be used as a “dumping 

ground” for employees who don’t fi t in elsewhere. When staff members are 

transferred from conventional schools or reassigned from other units because of 

restructuring, this can cause diffi culties for your open school. Such employees 

can be sceptical about non-traditional forms of education and may resist the 

process of adapting their skills and work practices to a new context. Where 
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possible, preference should be given to candidates who are enthusiastic about 

ODL even though they may lack experience or formal qualifi cations.

A special case arises when an open school undergoes a process of transformation 

from a unit in the civil service to an autonomous institution. Where the 

transformation involves changes in the terms of employment for staff, this 

will inevitably raise fears that they could lose their jobs or be forced to accept 

less favourable conditions of service. Resistance to change is natural under 

such circumstances. However, this resistance can be reduced if you apply the 

following key principles of change management:

• acknowledge fears – do not try to make light of them;

• inform – never withhold information that might have an impact on 

employees;

• champion – gather and share information about how the change might 

benefi t staff;

• consult – listen to what your staff have to say, even when they appear to 

be negative;

• involve – create structures, such as task teams and consultative groups, 

that engage staff in planning and implementing the change;

• support – offer opportunities for training and staff development (adapted 

from Freeman, 2004: 20).

When it comes to fi lling vacancies, your open school needs to have clearly 

defi ned policies and transparent procedures for recruiting and selecting 

candidates. It is essential that these are in line with the legal requirements for 

the jurisdiction(s) in which your institution operates. For example, in some 

countries, employers must put in place affi rmative action plans to redress 

historical imbalances in the employment of women, certain ethnic groups 

or people with disabilities. Other procedures for hiring employees may be 

negotiated with trade unions, staff associations or employee representatives. 

For example, some open schools advertise vacancies internally in order to 

give existing staff members the fi rst chance at promotion. Only if no suitable 

candidate can be found within the institution are the posts advertised externally.

Recruiting part-time staff to provide face-to-face tuition or other forms of 

learner support can also be a problem. Before appointing tutors, managers in 

open schools need to know that a minimum number of learners have registered 
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for a particular course or subject, but these fi gures may only be available after 

enrolments have closed. Although the same people may act as tutors from year 

to year, it might still be necessary to identify, select and appoint new staff within 

a limited period. The process can be speeded up if posts are advertised and 

applicants screened prior to registering students. Letters of appointment can be 

issued once a predetermined quota of learners has been enrolled.

The legal mechanisms for appointing staff members can also differ from 

jurisdiction to jurisdiction. In larger institutions, where the rules and procedures 

applicable to all employees are set out in documents such as a staff handbook, 

letters of appointment are commonly used. At a minimum, the letter of 

appointment should contain the title of the post, the starting salary (or point on 

an established salary scale) and the starting date. Reference can then be made to 

supplementary documents that provide details of the institution’s procedures in 

relation to a range of human resource issues, including:

 salary scales and other remuneration (bonuses, salary increments, etc.)

 entitlements to other staff benefi ts (medical aid/insurance, housing or 

travel allowances, etc.)

 probation period

 leave entitlements and procedures

 performance management systems

 code of conduct and disciplinary procedures.

When these issues have not been spelt out in other documents or when staff 

are being appointed for a fi xed term only, then it may be necessary to issue 

contracts of employment. You should take advice from a legal practitioner or 

human resources specialist regarding the requirements for employing staff in 

your jurisdiction.

TRAINING AND STAFF DEVELOPMENT

(Adapted from COL, 1999: Topic 8)

In many countries, it can be diffi cult to fi nd people with the necessary 

competencies to design and deliver effective ODL programmes. For this reason, 

training and ongoing development of staff are essential. All employees are 

likely to benefi t from training, regardless of whether they are full- or part-time, 
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permanent, fi xed-term or temporary, but different types of training are required 

at different stages:

• Newly appointed staff members need an induction programme covering 

the policies and procedures of your open school, as well as an orientation 

to open and distance learning.

• Employees who are taking on new roles should have their responsibilities 

clearly explained and receive support while they develop new competencies.

• Staff recruited from conventional educational institutions need to learn 

how to adapt their existing knowledge or skills to ODL applications.

• Existing staff should be offered opportunities for continuous professional 

development in order to maintain their skills and motivation.

• When change is being introduced across the institution – for example, 

because of the introduction of new technology – specifi c training should 

be made available to all of the employees affected.

Staff development at an open school or college can take a number of different forms:

• On-the-job training. More experienced staff can be assigned to work with 

new employees as mentors, showing them what needs to be done and how 

to do it, and providing feedback on their work.

• Face-to-face workshops. This type of training can happen either on a 

one-on-one basis or in small groups, and is generally of limited duration. 

Depending on the type of training, it may be possible to use experienced 

staff from your open school to facilitate these workshops. Where the required 

expertise is not available in-house, a trainer will have to be brought in from 

outside. When training is provided by means of a workshop or course, it 

should be more than simply theoretical. Exercises should be included to 

enable participants to apply their knowledge and skills in situations that 

simulate real life. Ideally, those who take part should be able to apply what 

they have learned to tasks that they will undertake shortly after the training has 

been completed.

• Study visits and attachments. An effective way to develop new working 

practices is through short-term study visits to or longer-term attachment 

with another open school or ODL institution. Those who take part can 

learn how things are done elsewhere and bring back useful ideas for 

improving procedures in their own place of work.
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• Courses offered face-to-face or at a distance. There are a number of 

formal courses available to familiarise employees with the fundamentals of 

open and distance learning. Some of these courses require staff to travel to 

the site where the course is offered, but increasingly they are available at 

a distance through either paper-based materials or online. In most cases, 

these long-term courses lead to formal qualifi cations, often at the post-

graduate level.

• Refl ective practitioner model. At tertiary-level institutions, all academic 

staff members are expected to read widely and conduct research in their 

fi elds of interest. Because of the fast-changing nature of ODL, a similar 

approach is needed so that staff of ODL institutions at the primary and 

secondary level can keep abreast of developments in the fi eld. 

 The refl ective practitioner model can be an effective means of introducing 

and supporting continuous professional development. This approach 

involves making it a requirement for all academic staff to regularly examine 

their own work from a critical perspective. This can be done by researching 

existing practices or by devising and pilot-testing innovative approaches. 

For example, an employee providing learner support might design an action 

research project to test the effectiveness of a telephone hotline service. In 

order to make this model of staff development work, time for such research 

will need to be offi cially sanctioned by your institution’s management and 

limited funding made available. In addition to sharing results with their 

peers through formal and informal presentations, staff should be encouraged 

to submit their work for publication in international journals or on your 

school’s website.

Training should be seen as an investment rather than a cost, and it should be given 

high priority. Staff development should be included in the strategic plan for your 

open school or college, as well as a regular item in annual budgeting exercises. As 

part of your performance management system (see Motivating and Retaining Staff, 

page 44), a training or professional development plan can be drawn up for each staff 

member, involving the most appropriate approaches drawn from the suggestions 

above. Normally, the task of co-ordinating staff training initiatives is assigned to 

an employee in the human resources unit. However, each manager should be 

accountable for ensuring that employees in their department or section receive all 

the training they need in order to be effective in their jobs.
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Activity for Managers

Consider the following questions either on your own or in discussion with other 
staff:

• Is there a training/staff development policy in place for your open school? 
Is it widely known among staff?

• How are decisions made about the provision of training? Who decides? 
Who is consulted?

• What methods are used to identify staff development needs in your 
institution?

• What criteria are used to decide which staff members should receive 
training opportunities?

• How is the provision of staff development linked to the goals, strategies 
and/or objectives in your school’s strategic plan? How can these links be 
strengthened?

(COL, 1999: 8.13–8.14)

Most open schools employ teachers from conventional education institutions 

on a part-time basis to provide face-to-face tuition. However, teaching in the 

classroom has traditionally followed the banking model described by Freire 

(1977 [1972]: 45–59), which involves teachers depositing knowledge in the 

minds of passive students. Freire advocates a radically different approach, where 

teachers act as facilitators who pose problems for learners to analyse and resolve 

for themselves. Even if open schools do not subscribe fully to this philosophy, 

it is common to promote participatory and learner-centred methods for use 

during tutorial sessions.

It is important to provide training and support so that those teachers employed 

as part-time tutors will understand that the role of a tutor is different, requiring 

them to act as facilitators of learning. This involves a conceptual shift that some 

teachers may fi nd diffi cult to make because it challenges their professional self-

image. Even when teachers make attempts to introduce more participatory 

methods in their classrooms, students may complain that they are not receiving 

the didactic style of teaching they have come to expect. Moreover, where not 

all students have access to textbooks, the teacher may play an important role 
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as a provider of course content. There may also be constraints imposed by 

colleagues. In some cases, teachers have been reprimanded by their principals 

and/or teaching colleagues because participation by learners in classroom 

activities has been seen as noisy and disruptive.

Open schools train their tutors in different ways. Many provide 

face-to-face induction training, but this may achieve only limited 

success in changing the ingrained attitudes and beliefs of teachers 

about their role and practices. The Botswana College of Distance 

and Open Learning uses simulation exercises in their induction 

course in order to translate theory into practice. For example, 

prospective tutors are asked to mark sample assignments and 

then refl ect critically on how they approached this task. The 

Commonwealth of Learning recently developed a Manual for 

the Tutors of Learning Centres in Open Schools, which can be 

downloaded free of charge at www.col.org/Tutors_OpenSchools.

An alternative to a pre-service course is on-the-job training. For 

example, Open Access College in South Australia uses a “buddy” 

system. This involves pairing up new tutors with an experienced 

tutor-mentor, with whom they can talk informally about their teaching practice 

over a period of time. Regularly scheduled continuous professional development 

sessions provide opportunities for such ongoing conversations. At these sessions, 

tutors share examples of how they have managed to introduce particular 

techniques, while exploring why such experiments have not worked in all cases.

MOTIVATING AND RETAINING STAFF

(Adapted from a presentation by Harold Guiob, Human Resources Manager: 

Namibian College of Open Learning)

Once you have recruited and trained staff, the focus tends to shift to maintaining 

positive relations in order to ensure that they stay with your institution. Incentives, 

in the form of bonuses or salary increments, are typically used to motivate staff. 

These are often linked to a formal appraisal of how well staff members are carrying 

out their jobs in a performance management system. There are four key steps in 

implementing any performance management system:

For students to go 

through the thought 

process of problem-

solving before they 

go to a teacher for an 

answer is far more 

valuable, because 

that’s going to serve 

them for the rest of 

their lives.

G.B. Henderson
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1. Setting agreed targets. The starting point is to specify exactly what is 

expected of each employee in your unit in the form of agreed work targets. 

These need to be worded in a form that is SMART – Specifi c, Measurable, 

Achievable, Realistic and Time-bound. It is essential that employees are 

fully involved in the process of setting these work targets so that they 

cannot claim later that they were over-ambitious or impossible to achieve.

2. Appraising performance. Normally this takes place during a one-to-one 

meeting between you and each staff member in your unit. A record of the 

targets set for the period should be given to the employee. This is followed 

by a frank discussion about which targets have been achieved or exceeded, 

and which have not. The employee should be given an opportunity 

to explain why certain activities have not taken place as previously 

agreed. The results of the appraisal are then recorded on a performance 

management system form.

3. Allocating rewards. Employees whose performance is above average should 

be rewarded for their efforts by receiving an incentive. Some performance 

management systems make provision for higher rewards for staff members 

who did an exceptional or outstanding job during the period under review. 

Normally, the details of such rewards are treated as confi dential, but it is 

a good idea to acknowledge the contributions of especially productive 

employees at staff meetings. Praising staff members either privately or in front 

of their peers can be a powerful motivating force in itself.

4. Setting new targets. Performance appraisal is a cyclical process, so you 

will need to sit down with each staff member to agree on new targets for 

the coming period. In most cases, this can be combined with the appraisal 

interview. More challenging targets can be set for employees who performed 

beyond your previous expectations. For under-performing staff members, 

special arrangements should be put in place. These typically involve a 

sequence of procedures that starts with regular meetings between you and 

the employee, and progresses to more intensive supervision and support, 

including counselling, exploring other career options, and so on. Only after 

all these processes have been exhausted should dismissal be considered.

It is essential for staff members to feel a sense of ownership of the performance 

management system adopted for your institution; otherwise it will not be 

accepted. Involving employees in drawing up annual work plans for their units is 

also an important part of the process.
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Performance management systems have been criticised because the outcomes 

can be infl uenced by the relationship between a manager and the employees he 

or she supervises. A positive appraisal can raise suspicions of favouritism, while 

a negative assessment of an employee’s performance can be dismissed as bias. 

Another problem is that managers may differ in the standards they apply when 

setting targets or appraising performance. This can lead to an unusually high 

proportion of staff in a particular unit receiving ratings that are “above average” 

or “outstanding.” As a way of overcoming these diffi culties, someone from the 

institution’s human resources unit with experience in performance appraisal 

should sit in on meetings between managers and the employees they supervise.

Another way of keeping employees motivated and committed is through 

ongoing training and development, as discussed above. The challenge is to fi nd 

ways to stimulate staff and enable them to continue to grow. For example, the 

Regina School Division in the province of Saskatchewan, Canada, introduced a 

system for continuous professional development. Each teacher is expected to set 

his or her own goals for the year, which are highly individualised. Time is built 

into the working day for teachers to pursue their own plans for development. 

Such programmes of continuous professional development must be entirely 

separate from the institution’s performance management system. If not, there 

is a danger that continuous professional development will be seen as something 

negative, arising as a recommendation from an appraisal of the employee’s 

performance as below average.

SUMMARY

Learners’ satisfaction with an open school depends largely upon the quality 

of the service they receive from its front-line staff: telephone receptionists, 

registration offi cials, learner support offi cers and tutors. However, if those 

working behind the scenes are not doing their jobs as expected, the service will 

inevitably suffer. This is why it is important to determine what staff you need, 

recruit the best candidates, train them to provide quality service, monitor their 

performance and provide incentives to ensure that the best employees stay with 

your institution.
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Staff Training and Development Resources

In co-operation with the Asian Development Bank and the International Extension 

College in the UK, the Commonwealth of Learning has produced six comprehensive 

manuals for use in training distance educators. The training “toolkits” include a set of 

case studies that are used for all six topics. Published in 1999, the toolkits can be ordered 

at www.col.org/TrainingResources:

• An Overview of Open and Distance Learning (Trainer’s Toolkit 01)

• Designing Materials for Open and Distance Learning (Trainer’s Toolkit 02)

• Planning and Management of Open and Distance Learning (Trainer’s Toolkit 03)

• Use and Integration of Media in Open and Distance Learning (Trainer’s Toolkit 04)

• Quality Assurance in Open and Distance Learning (Trainer’s Toolkit 05)

• Learner Support in Open and Distance Learning (Trainer’s Toolkit 06).
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The Commonwealth of Learning has also published a series of handbooks for ODL 

practitioners. Each handbook can be read in a number of ways: as an informative text, 

as part of the materials for a workshop or short training programme, or as part of an 

extended training and study programme requiring learners to undertake a practical 

project. All of these handbooks are available for download as electronic documents at 

www.col.org/TrainingHandbooks
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chapter 3
RESEARCH FOR DEVELOPMENT

Before making a commitment to develop a new course or programme, open 

schools must conduct thorough research. Making a convincing case involves 

collecting and analysing data on the needs of potential target groups. Once a 

decision has been made and materials have been acquired or developed, these 

need to be pilot tested to ensure that they are effective in helping learners meet 

the objectives of the course. This chapter addresses the following questions:

• Who should be involved in research and development?

• What do we need to know about the target group?

• How can we fi nd this out?

• How should draft materials be piloted and who should be responsible for 

doing this?

MANAGING RESEARCH FOR DEVELOPMENT

(Adapted from a presentation by Cindy Gauthier, Director: Vancouver Learning 

Network) 

There are several pathways through which research can infl uence educational 

practice in an open school or college, including:

• the development of new or improved educational materials

• enhancing pre-service and in-service training of teachers and administrators

• devising more effective ways to provide services for learners and the 

institution’s other customers

• informing the “public” (learners, their parents, teachers, the media and 

other stakeholders).



50
research
OPEN SCHOOLS HANDBOOK

These pathways can be strengthened by including a mechanism for collecting 

and disseminating the collective knowledge base about teaching and learning. 

In this way, it becomes a collaborative approach for creating knowledge and 

developing practice.

Traditionally, research has been treated as a specialised function that is carried 

out by experts. Some open schools have separate research units, while others 

employ consultants, academics in universities or other “experts” for this 

purpose. Information obtained from this research is passed on to another group, 

generally senior managers or professional staff in the open school, who make 

recommendations for new practices or programmes. The actual development 

of materials and procedures for delivering the programme is generally carried 

out by another group of professional and administrative staff. Finally, the 

programme or course is passed over to fi eld staff and tutors, who must translate 

it into practice. The traditional model of research and development is illustrated 

in Figure 3.1.

FIGURE 3.1: TRADITIONAL MODEL OF RESEARCH AND 
DEVELOPMENT

DEVELOPMENTRESEARCH PRACTICE
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Although the research may produce rich data and useful insights into the needs 

of learners, a lot of this detail is lost in the process. The limitations of the 

traditional model are:

• Information and decision-making fl ows in one direction only, with little or 

no feedback from the fi eld.

• Each of the components in the research-development-practice cycle is 

isolated. This can result in a programme or course that is weakly aligned 

with the genuine needs of learners.

• With this model of research and development, programmes frequently 

miss the mark and have only minimal impact on the problems they were 

intended to address.

Over the last decade, some ODL institutions have devised a new and improved 

approach to research and development. This model views the process as an 

integrated one and recognises the importance of everyone involved. As can be 

seen in Figure 3.2, there should be involvement at all levels, with an overlap 

between the groups and continuous interaction between them. 

DEVELOPMENT

RESEARCH PRACTICE

FIGURE 3.2: INTEGRATED MODEL FOR RESEARCH, DEVELOPMENT 
AND PRACTICE



52
research
OPEN SCHOOLS HANDBOOK

This integrated model enables the research and development process to 

facilitate:

• multi-directional fl ows of information;

• involvement at multiple levels in collecting data, analysing it and 

formulating recommendations;

• improved alignment with the specifi c context of a particular institution and 

its learners.

The key principle underlying this new approach is that research and 

development must be tied to practice. Instead of using the abbreviation 

“R&D,” we should be talking about “RD&P.” However, there will always be 

some tension between practice and development. As soon as you begin to go 

down a particular road, practices become systematised and rigid, thus cutting 

off other possibilities for development. Practice is very much a moving target.

A major challenge faced by those who adopt the integrated model is devising 

ways for materials developers and fi eld staff to become involved in research. 

Designing an effective study, analysing data and drawing reliable conclusions 

are specialised tasks that not all staff may be competent in. On the other hand, 

reviewing existing literature, conducting interviews, facilitating focus group 

discussions or compiling responses to questionnaires are tasks that can be 

done by almost anyone with a minimum of training. Employees involved in 

developing materials, devising procedures or putting a new programme into 

practice can all be part of a research team. This means that your open school or 

college needs to employ only a small number of experts to advise on research 

design, provide training in research methods, oversee the analysis of data and 

edit research reports.

NEEDS ASSESSMENT

(Adapted from Freeman, 2004: 28–29)

Before you can plan a new ODL course or set up a new system for delivering an 

existing course, you need to identify the target population and its characteristics. 

There are four main types of information that you should have about potential 

learners: demographics, motivation, study skills and prior learning.
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Demographics

This refers to information that is normally obtained through the census or 

household surveys, and includes factors such as:

• Age range. This can provide you with insights into learners’ motivation 

and prior experience of learning.

• Gender. Norms and taboos for males and females in certain cultural 

groups may infl uence how you plan to deliver the course.

• Residence. Knowing where potential learners live is important when 

determining the location of study centres and other arrangements for 

contact sessions.

• Employment. If potential learners are employed, this may be linked to 

their motives for furthering their education. It may also limit the time they 

can devote to their studies. If they are not employed, they may not have 

the means to pay substantial fees.

• Home circumstances. Information on whether learners have access 

to electricity, telephone, radio and so on will infl uence the choice of 

technologies used to deliver your programme.

Motivation

Knowing why learners have decided to further their education is essential in 

planning a course to meet their needs and expectations. The main categories of 

motivation include:

• Vocational. When learners register for a course to improve their prospects 

of fi nding a job or getting promoted, they tend to see education primarily 

in vocational terms. These learners may not be interested in the theoretical 

aspects of a subject, preferring instead to acquire practical skills that can be 

applied immediately in the workplace.

• Academic. Some people fi nd the learning process rewarding in itself 

or have a particular interest in a subject that they wish to pursue. Such 

motivation may be characterised as academic rather than practical. These 

learners are likely to demand an in-depth and systematic approach in 

the courses they take, and they may wish to go beyond the basic course 

content by reading more widely.

• Personal. Since education is linked to social status, some people feel 

inferior or embarrassed if they have not attended or completed their 
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schooling. These learners tend to register for further studies in order to 

boost their self-confi dence and enhance their self-image.

• Social. Learning can also be a social activity, providing opportunities to 

interact with others who share similar interests. However, those studying 

at a distance may feel isolated without opportunities to come together for 

group contact sessions. This will have an impact on the way you plan to 

deliver a new ODL course or programme.

Study Skills

In a conventional school, students with poor study skills can seek help from 

their teachers or classmates. For those taking ODL courses, success depends 

more heavily on how effectively they study on their own. While there are many 

techniques that are useful to learners generally, the following study skills are of 

critical importance for ODL learners:

• Planning. Learners must be able plan their study sessions so that they 

will have enough time over the academic year to cover all that has to be 

learned. In conventional schools teachers do this for their students, but 

students in ODL courses rely on advice from tutors and self-discipline to 

pace themselves.

• Active involvement. Many education systems reward learners for 

memorising content, but this is essentially a passive process. Good ODL 

study materials are full of activities, and learners must actively engage with 

these in order to benefi t fully.

• Self-assessment. When learners study in isolation from their peers, it can 

be diffi cult for them to realistically assess how they are progressing. If they 

over-estimate their progress, they will work less diligently than they need 

to. If they under-estimate their progress, they may lose heart and give up.

Prior Learning

For certain courses, learners must have completed a minimum level of prior study 

in order to make further progress. This is particularly true for subjects such as 

mathematics, sciences and languages, where knowledge and skills are developed 

in a step-by-step manner. If any assumptions are made about prior learning 

during the process of writing a new course, a note should be made about what 

knowledge or abilities are needed. Potential learners can then be given advice or 

take diagnostic tests to ensure that they meet the minimum requirements.
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NATIONAL OR LOCAL PRIORITIES

In addition to fi nding out about the needs and characteristics of your target 

group, it may be necessary to ensure that any new course or programme is 

consistent with national or local priorities for development. This is particularly 

important where government or donor funds are being sought to defer the 

costs of course development and/or delivery. For example, there is no point in 

planning a vocational training course to produce carpenters if the labour market 

is already over-supplied with workers who are qualifi ed in this craft. However, 

even where considerable numbers of school-leavers are unemployed, providing 

out-of-school secondary education courses or high-school equivalency 

programmes may be justifi ed, since these qualifi cations are normally required to 

gain access to further education or training.

Activity for Managers

You may not require all of the information listed above in order to develop a 
course, but it is essential to decide what you are looking for before carrying out 
any research. This exercise will help you to focus on the type of information you 
will need to plan for the development of a new course or programme.

Choose a new course that is being considered for development.

• What is the target group for this course?

• Why was this particular group chosen?

• What demographic information is available for this group? Which of these 
facts will affect the content or delivery methods for this course?

• Why do you think that learners will register for this course? How will their 
motivation(s) infl uence how it is designed and delivered?

• Do potential learners have the study skills required to make progress? If 
not, how do you plan to assist learners in developing these skills?

• Will learners need prior knowledge or skills to make progress? How can you 
ensure that those who take the course meet these minimum requirements?

• Can you think of information in addition to that discussed above that would 
be useful in planning and designing your course?
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MARKET RESEARCH

Market research can be defi ned simply as fi nding out what your customers (or 

learners) want. It can be conducted using data that is obtained either from 

existing documentary sources or through activities designed to answer specifi c 

research questions.

Before making a commitment to developing a new ODL course, you should 

know how many people are likely to register for it. In many cases, this can be 

estimated with a reasonable degree of accuracy using data from existing sources, 

such as:

• Census of population. Information on all persons resident in a country 

is normally collected by a central statistics unit every 10 years. Census 

reports include details of age, gender, employment status and highest level 

of education attained, and this information can be used to quantify the 

total potential market for an ODL course. In some cases, these statistics 

are cross-referenced against one another so that it is possible to know, 

for example, how many females in a certain age range and geographical 

area have completed primary school but have not fi nished their secondary 

education.

• Household surveys. Many governments also conduct periodic sample 

surveys of household income and expenditure, normally in between 

censuses. These can provide information about the percentages of 

households with access to facilities (such as electricity, telephone, radio 

and television), which will help you to choose appropriate technologies for 

delivering the course. In addition, levels of disposable income can normally 

be derived from household cash consumption. This data can be used to 

estimate an affordable level of fees for a particular target group.

• Labour force surveys. From time to time, information on the labour 

force is also collected in most countries. In addition to providing statistics 

on the numbers of persons who are employed in either the formal or the 

informal sector, such reports can also indicate which skills are in short 

supply. This data can be used to identify gaps in the existing provision of 

vocational education and training, which your open school may wish to 

address.
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• Education statistics. All education ministries have planning units that 

are charged with collecting annual statistics on the number of students 

enrolled at different levels of the education system. Where these reports 

provide information on the numbers that drop out of school or fail 

examinations, such statistics can be useful in planning programmes for 

these groups.

The above sources should be thoroughly reviewed to determine 

what information can be obtained about the target group for 

the course you are proposing. As carrying out specialised market 

research is an expensive and time-consuming process, it is in your 

interest to use existing data wherever possible. Moreover, because 

specialised market research utilises sampling methods, it may not 

be able to defi ne the total potential market (the total number of persons who 

might benefi t from a particular course or service).

Existing documents can only provide a broad picture of the potential market 

for a new course or programme. Obtaining more detailed insight into the needs 

and preferences of potential learners may require specialised market research. As 

noted above, designing a research study, selecting a sample and analysing data 

require specifi c expertise, which can be provided either in-house or through 

outside experts. Ideally, those responsible for developing and delivering the 

course should be directly involved in the process of data collection. Data can be 

collected in a number of ways, and the advantages and disadvantages of some 

common methods are summarised in Figure 3.3.

Research is what I’m 

doing when I don’t know 

what I’m doing.
Werner von Braun
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FIGURE 3.3: ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF MARKET 
RESEARCH METHODS

Method Advantages Disadvantages

Questionnaire
(through the post)

 Cheapest
 Easy to administer
 Easy to analyse
 Can sample larger 

numbers

 Can only obtain narrowly defi ned answers
 Does not explore respondents’ views in 

depth
 Low return rates lead to doubts as to how 

representative responses are

Structured interview
(by telephone or face 
to face)

 Moderate cost
 Moderately diffi cult to 

administer
 Easy to analyse
 Can sample larger 

numbers

 Can only obtain narrowly defi ned answers
 Does not explore respondents’ views in 

depth
 May also encounter problems with response 

rates

Depth interview
(face to face)

 Can provide a more 
detailed picture of 
respondents’ views

 Can provide unexpected 
results

 Most expensive to administer
 Diffi cult to analyse complex and lengthy 

responses
 Respondents may seek to confi rm 

researcher’s expectations
 Small sample size means that results cannot 

be generalised

Focus group  Cheaper than individual 
depth interviews

 Can provide a detailed 
picture of group’s views

 Can provide unexpected 
results

 Expensive to administer
 Diffi cult to analyse complex and lengthy 

responses
 Respondents may seek to confi rm 

researcher’s expectations
 Small sample size means that results cannot 

be generalised

Participatory Rural 
Appraisal
or
Participatory Learning 
for Action techniques

 Highest level of 
involvement by 
participants in devising 
new programme

 Prioritises needs
 Responses refl ect 

lived experience of 
participants

 Most time-consuming and expensive
 While results may have a high degree of 

validity, they may not be replicable with 
another group

 Non-representative methods – results 
cannot be generalised

Sources: Adapted from Freeman, 2004: Table 3, page 34; Chambers, 1997. 

If you wish to generalise from what respondents tell you, you should choose 

postal questionnaires or structured interviews, which may be carried out 

by telephone or face to face. You will also need to select a sample that is 

representative of your target group. Likewise, statistical tests will need to be 

used to test the signifi cance of your results. These are specialised tasks that 

require the advice of an expert in research or statistics.
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Activity for Managers

Choose a new course or programme that you wish to develop. Ideally, this 
should be a continuation of the previous activity, where you drew up a list of 
the information you need to collect about the target group. Before starting, 
gather together any existing documents (census reports, household surveys, 
labour force surveys, education statistics, etc.) that may shed light on learners’ 
needs or motivations.

• What (if anything) were you able to fi nd out about your target group from 
the existing documents? 

• What other information is absolutely necessary before you can decide to 
develop the course/programme?

• Which method(s) would be most appropriate for researching this market?

• Who will advise on the research design, provide training in research 
techniques and edit the research report?

• Who will be involved in collecting and analysing the data?

PILOT TESTING

After a decision has been taken to develop a new course or programme, study 

materials will need to be acquired, adapted or developed (see Chapter 4). New 

procedures may also need to be devised to provide learners with effective support 

(see Chapter 6). However, before launching the course, the materials and delivery 

systems should be comprehensively pilot tested, in order to ensure that:

• the language used is at an appropriate level for the target group;

• the content is clear, straightforward and easy to understand;

• the materials are comprehensive – in other words, they cover all parts of 

the curriculum;

• the technologies chosen for delivery are accessible to learners;

• the supports provided for learners actually enhance the learning 

experience.

Pilot testing involves choosing a sample that is representative of the target 

group of learners and putting them through part or all of the course. Once 

learners have had an opportunity to use the study materials and experience all of 
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the delivery methods, their views on the above issues can be obtained through 

one of the research methods listed in Table 3.1. Any assessment exercises (such 

as assignments or examination papers) that learners complete as part of the pilot 

phase should be reviewed to identify topics where a number of learners have 

made errors. The study materials can then be revised to clarify or give additional 

attention to these points of misunderstanding.

Ideally, those responsible for developing and delivering the course should be 

involved in collecting feedback from learners. As these staff members are most 

familiar with the study materials and other elements of the course, they are in 

the best position to question learners about strengths and weaknesses. They are 

also likely to be involved in any revision arising from the pilot testing and can 

focus changes specifi cally on problem areas identifi ed by learners. If tutors and 

learner support staff are not part of the research team, their views about the 

course should also be obtained using questionnaires, interviews or focus groups.

An alternative approach to pilot testing is to treat the fi rst year of any course 

or programme as action research. Once materials have been drafted, the course 

can be offered in the normal way. Any learners who enrol will then form part of 

the research group, by giving feedback on anything that needs to be changed. 

Those responsible for face-to-face tuition can provide supplementary inputs 

on these topics, while the course writers work on revising the study materials. 

Learners who register for the course in its second and subsequent years will 

receive the revised materials and will benefi t from supplementary inputs from 

tutors. The main advantage of this approach is that the course development 

cycle is shortened by at least a year. In addition, this approach eliminates the 

need to bring together a special group of learners for the pilot phase, where this 

is diffi cult to do.

CREATING A LEARNING INSTITUTION

A key theme that runs throughout this handbook is fostering a culture of 

continuous improvement and development in your open school or college. 

This involves moving away from the typical patterns of behaviour in hierarchical 

organisations. Traditionally, information is generated by a small group of 

specialists and channelled through the management cadre, who control 

its dissemination and use. Instead, we are advocating a more participatory 
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approach, where everyone with a stake in how information is used can 

participate in generating data, analysing it and putting it into practice.

Research is of critical importance in the development of any educational 

institution. By adopting a model that integrates research with improved 

practice, the process will have a positive impact on the quality of services 

provided by your open school (see Chapter 7). Staff members need to be 

involved in such research, not only in the ways described above, but also by 

providing opportunities for refl ective practice (as outlined in Chapter 2). This 

means moving away from a culture of blame towards one that encourages staff 

members to engage in a critical examination of their own practice. In addition, 

much can be learned from the attempts of peers who do not meet their targets. 

In this way, your open school or college can be transformed into a true learning 

institution.

SUMMARY

None of us has a crystal ball to reveal what the future of open schooling will 

look like. It is therefore essential to put in place an effective and interactive 

model of research, development and practice that enables us to respond to 

future circumstances. Such an approach ensures that the procedures you adopt 

in your open school, the programmes you develop and the methods you use 

to deliver them are responsive to the needs of your learners. Carrying out a 

thorough investigation of students’ needs and preferences prior to drafting 

study materials, and pilot testing these before distribution, can also save 

considerable time and expense.
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chapter 4
ACQUIRING, DEVELOPING AND 
DISTRIBUTING STUDY MATERIALS

Open and distance learning relies upon self-instructional resources to carry 

out many of the tasks performed by teachers in a conventional classroom. 

These self-study materials are the main vehicle for outlining what the course is 

about, helping learners to refl ect on what they know already, transmitting new 

information, challenging them to apply new learning, assessing their progress 

and providing encouragement. Without these materials, studying at a distance 

would not be possible.

This chapter does not include a technical discussion on how to design 

instructional resources. There are many sources of information on how to 

develop study materials for different target groups using different media. The 

list of resources for further reading at the end of this chapter includes references 

to pamphlets, style handbooks, training toolkits and academic monographs on 

this topic. Instead, this chapter addresses the following issues for managers:

• Which technologies should your open school use to develop and deliver 

self-study resources?

• How can your open school obtain suitable materials?

• What do you need to know about copyright?

• Which is the most cost-effective way to reproduce paper-based materials?

• What organisational structure should be adopted for materials 

development?

• How should you plan the process of acquiring, developing and distributing 

materials?
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CHOOSING THE MOST APPROPRIATE TECHNOLOGY

The fi rst generation of distance education methods – correspondence courses – 

involved three simple types of technology: printing or copying on paper, writing 

on paper, and exchanging paper through the national postal service. Most 

open schools still rely on paper-based materials for some or all of the following 

functions: 

• providing information about courses for potential learners (posters, leafl ets)

• communicating with students about administrative and academic 

requirements (course prospectus, information sheets or circular letters)

• diagnosing learning needs (questionnaires or pre-tests)

• enrolling students (application and registration forms)

• providing learning content (printed study materials)

• assessing a learner’s progress and achievement (assignments, quizzes, 

examinations).

As discussed in the introduction to this handbook, open schools now have a wider 

range of teaching and learning technologies to choose from. Some technology 

choices will only affect the internal operations of your open school. For example, 

whether you keep paper-based student records or store this 

information in a computer database will have little or no direct 

impact on learners. Other choices affect your learners. For example, 

if you decide to deliver part of a course via the Internet, then only 

students with access to Internet-linked computers will be able to 

benefi t from that part of the course (Freeman, 2004: 52–58).

Deciding on the most appropriate technology or technologies to use for 

delivering a course to a particular group of learners requires a detailed 

assessment of several factors. Because the choices you make regarding course 

delivery can affect how you develop or acquire study materials and how they are 

reproduced, it is essential to plan the technologies you will utilise from the start. 

The following factors need to be considered.

Cost of Reproducing Materials

Calculating the total and unit costs of developing and delivering a new ODL 

course is a complex process, involving estimates of:

First we make the 

media, and then the 

media make us.
Marshal McLuhan
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• costs associated with acquisition or development of study materials

• costs of offering a course (e.g., expenditure for publicity, which is incurred 

regardless of how many learners actually enrol)

• costs of reproducing and distributing study materials

• costs of any additional technology required to use the study materials

• course delivery costs (e.g., wages for tutors)

• institutional overheads. 

Because these costs behave in different ways, they must all be treated separately 

(Du Vivier, 2008a: Unit 6). Once total expenditure has been estimated, the cost 

per learner is derived by dividing this fi gure by the number of learners who are 

expected to register for the course over its lifetime. Recently, some tools have 

been developed to make these calculations easier (Du Vivier, 2008b).

One of the reasons why paper-based materials are still used so widely 

for ODL courses is that they are generally seen as cheaper to reproduce. 

However, the unit costs of reproduction are dependent upon the number of 

copies required and the technology that is used. In general, the cost per page 

for offset printing is lower than for bulk photocopying or digital copying. 

However, this is true only when more than a certain number of copies 

are made. For lower volumes, photocopying is cheaper per page. Using a 

computer printer is normally the most expensive way to reproduce materials 

on a page-by-page basis.

However, as the price of personal computers, laptops and other portable 

electronic devices continues to decline, delivering learning content through 

these technologies has become less and less costly. For example, a recent 

analysis of expenditures on printing booklets for the senior secondary 

programme at the Lesotho Distance Teaching Centre indicated that it is now 

cheaper to supply each learner with a low-cost laptop pre-loaded with learning 

materials for the full course of six subjects (Du Vivier, 2008b: 21). With this 

technology, there is virtually no cost to reproduce materials, apart from staff 

time spent in pre-loading fi les onto the device. The cost of the laptop itself 

is recouped through savings on printing costs. As the cost of these electronic 

devices is reduced and their reliability improves, this option will become 

increasingly cost-effective.
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Distribution

Distributing paper-based materials through the post is sometimes problematic, 

particularly in countries where mail is not delivered to people’s homes. Posting 

a packet of materials can be quite costly and delays in delivery can be frequent. 

Learners may not have an address or post offi ce box of their own, relying 

instead on family members or acquaintances to receive their deliveries. For 

those living in rural areas, collecting materials from a post offi ce can involve a 

considerable journey to a larger town or district centre. For these reasons, many 

open schools now distribute materials either at the time and place of registration 

or during the fi rst face-to-face contact session.

Second generation ODL technologies have enabled learning content to be 

delivered in the form of audio and video. Radio and television broadcasts 

can overcome some of the problems encountered in distributing paper-based 

materials, though learners can miss out if they are not near a working radio 

or television at the right time. Many open schools distribute audio cassette 

tapes/CDs and video cassettes/DVDs in order to allow their learners to 

use such content asynchronously. However, the distribution of content in 

this form is constrained by the same factors affecting paper-based study 

materials.

Where multimedia laptops are supplied with pre-loaded content, there is no 

need for learners to have access to other devices (such as radio-cassette/CD 

players or televisions and VCRs/DVD players) to receive broadcasts or play 

back learning materials delivered through these media. In order to hand over 

laptops, both learners and open school staff must be in the same place at the 

same time, but this can be done at the time of registration. Moreover, the 

cost of transporting these devices to distribution points may be less than for 

paper-based study materials. Updating fi les in a digital format or supplying 

supplementary content is relatively cheap and straightforward when learners 

are using laptops and have access to an Internet connection. Failing that, fi les 

can be downloaded from memory sticks or fl ash drives. Delivering content 

in digital format can also reduce the time it takes for reproduction and 

distribution, which can take up to six months for paper workbooks or study 

guides.
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Flexibility

Of all the current technologies for delivering ODL courses, paper-based 

materials offer the highest degree of fl exibility for learners. They are convenient 

to transport and can be used almost anywhere that is dry and well-lit, even when 

travelling or out of doors. Unlike other delivery systems, no other technology 

is required to study a paper booklet, nor is a reliable source of electricity 

needed to power or recharge the device. That said, various alternatives to mains 

electricity are now available to power laptops or other hardware for delivering 

electronic content, including clockwork mechanisms, hand-cranked or bicycle-

pedal generators, and solar cells.

Reliability

Paper-based materials also come out on top in terms of their reliability. A 

workbook or study guide can still be used after being dropped in a mud puddle. 

The same may not be true for a laptop or other electronic device. If a booklet 

is missing some pages, it is relatively cheap and easy to replace it with another 

one. Debugging or repairing a computer, laptop or other portable hardware is 

expensive and time-consuming.

Security

When learning content is provided through paper booklets, issues of security 

generally do not arise. A study guide or workbook is unlikely to be stolen, 

whereas an audio player, television or laptop will need to be secured. Likewise, 

paper study guides and workbooks cannot be corrupted by computer viruses.

Access

Audio and (to a lesser extent) video materials have an advantage over printed 

booklets for learners who are visually impaired and who can listen to a spoken 

commentary. In addition, audio materials can be invaluable as supplementary 

resources for those who are just learning to read for the fi rst time or starting 

to pick up another language. Delivery systems using multimedia devices share 

the advantages of audio and video. In addition, the display settings on some 

computers can be easily modifi ed to enhance the readability of print for visually 

impaired users.
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Learning Experience

Resources provided on laptops are typically media-rich, which means they 

incorporate colourful diagrams, illustrations, photographs, audio and/or video 

clips and, possibly, interactive activities. If these are linked to other resources 

on the World Wide Web, then learners can access a virtual library of additional 

information on the topic they are studying. When compared to existing paper-

based materials used for many ODL programmes, these digital resources are 

more effective in engaging a learner’s attention and can provide a richer variety 

of learning experiences.

Other Benefi ts

When laptops are supplied as part of the study package for a course or 

programme, both the open school and its learners can benefi t in other ways. 

Many aspects of course administration can be carried out remotely through an 

Internet connection. Learners can collaborate with one another in study groups 

or for group projects via e-mail. They can also submit assignments and receive 

feedback from their tutors. In the process, learners will acquire basic computer 

skills that may enhance their employability in the labour market.

Ultimately, a decision on the most appropriate technology to adopt for 

delivering a course or programme will depend upon the characteristics of the 

target group, the prevailing circumstances in the areas where they live and the 

relative weight given to each of the factors described above.

Activity for Managers

Figure 4.1 shows an example of a management tool that can provide a 
structure for making a decision on an issue that is infl uenced by a complex 
range of factors. The tool is called a “decision matrix” and should be used as 
follows:

1. Along the top, list the different options that are being evaluated. In this 
example, we are considering four different technologies for delivering a 
senior primary education programme for out-of-school youths living on the 
fringes of large urban centres.
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2. In the fi rst column on the left, list the different factors that need to be 
considered.

3. In the next column, assign a weighting to each factor on a scale from 1 
to 10. The more important you believe the factor to be, the higher the 
weighting you should give it. In this example, reproduction costs and the 
quality of the learning experience were both assigned the highest possible 
weighting.

4. There are two columns for each of the options under consideration. In 
the fi rst of these, you should assign the option a rank. In this example, 
since there are only four technologies under consideration, the ranking 
scale goes from 1 to 4. The highest value should always correspond with 
the best outcome for a particular factor. So, in this example, the lowest 
reproduction costs can be achieved using MP3 players, which also provide 
the easiest way to distribute materials. Notice that the highest value (4) has 
been entered in these two cells of the matrix (column E, rows 4 and 5).

5. The second column under each option contains the weighted score. This is 
calculated by multiplying the ranking of each option by the weighting for 
the factor in that row.

6. When all the weighted scores have been calculated, the total weighted score 
for each option can be obtained by adding all the fi gures in the same column. 
In this example, the technology with the highest weighted score is the laptop 
computer. This is the best option for delivering this particular course.

ACCESS TO INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATIONS 
TECHNOLOGIES

Undoubtedly, there is sharp contrast between developed and developing 

countries in levels of access to information and communications technologies. 

In many (though by no means all) parts of the industrialised world, having a 

computer with broadband Internet access is taken for granted. However, people 

in many countries of Latin America, Africa, Asia and the Pacifi c have diffi culty 

fi nding a working computer and are frustrated by costly and low-speed Internet 

connections. For this reason, computer-mediated delivery methods are often 

rejected as unfeasible.
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We need to take into account current realities while planning for the possibilities 

that will be available in the not-too-distant future. There are ways to improve 

access for learners in open schools, including establishing computer labs and/

or open learning centres in regional or district towns through public-private 

partnerships or with corporate social responsibility funds. Schoolnet projects 

are also pushing new technologies into rural areas of many countries, and open 

schools should arrange for their learners to have access to these facilities.

Nevertheless, there is a tendency among managers in some open schools to 

abandon the idea of providing study materials through computers or similar 

devices because their learners cannot afford the hardware. Such an argument 

diverts attention away from the economic realities of the situation. As noted 

above, in at least some cases, giving each learner a low-cost laptop pre-loaded 

with electronic study materials would be cheaper than providing them with 

the same materials on paper. This means that the open school will save money, 

even if learners are not charged any additional fees to cover the cost of the 

laptop computer. Although pilot testing of these new technologies is required 

to determine their robustness and reliability in the fi eld, cost is not necessarily a 

factor precluding their adoption.

OBTAINING STUDY MATERIALS

First generation distance education technologies use two main approaches to 

provide content for learners:

 Study guides or workbooks can be developed to wrap around a particular 

textbook that is used to provide the bulk of the information students 

require for that subject. In such cases, the study guide or workbook serves 

the function of “teacher talk” – the inputs typically provided by a teacher 

in a classroom environment to introduce the material, clarify possible 

points of misunderstanding and assess students’ comprehension of the 

material after reading the textbook.

The alternative is to develop self-contained study materials, which provide 

not only the “teacher talk” but also all of the information (facts, fi gures, 

explanations, discussion) that is normally contained in the textbook for the 

subject. Obviously, this approach involves a considerably higher investment 

of time and resources in the development phase, since self-contained study 

materials will need to be much longer than wrap-around study guides or 

workbooks.
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Second generation distance education courses often use print-based materials to 

wrap around an audio-visual resource, such as a radio broadcast or videotape. 

However, there is a tendency for third generation, computer-assisted learning 

materials to be self-contained.

There are three main approaches to obtaining self-study materials for 

distributing to ODL learners:

• developing materials from scratch

• acquiring existing materials

• adapting existing materials.

Each of these is discussed in greater detail below.

Developing Materials from Scratch

The traditional way to develop a new correspondence course was to prepare 

either wrap-around or self-contained materials from scratch. This approach 

involves employing one or more subject experts, on either a permanent or 

contract basis, to write the text. This is then edited and laid out for printing 

using computerised desktop publishing software. Where two or more ODL 

institutions require self-study materials that follow a common curriculum, it 

is possible to share these tasks. For example, during the 1980s open schools 

in Botswana, Swaziland and Lesotho collaborated in the development of 

correspondence courses in Basic English and Basic Mathematics for learners 

who need to revise these subjects before progressing to further studies at the 

secondary level. These materials are still in use.

The biggest drawback to this approach is the time it takes to complete all stages 

of the materials development process. It is simply impossible to develop new 

materials from scratch in less than 12 to 18 months and, depending upon the 

availability of specialised staff and their adherence to deadlines, it may take up to 

three years. In addition, employing subject specialists to act as course writers and 

content editors can be quite costly. Finding the fi nancial resources to cover these 

development costs can also be problematic, as they all arise before any learners 

have registered for the course. Unless the funding arrangements for your open 

school make provision for the development of new courses, this expenditure must 

be fi nanced out of savings or recurrent expenditure, since income from fees and 

per capita subsidies will only be forthcoming once the course has been launched.
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Acquiring Existing Study Materials

A second approach to obtaining study materials is to purchase them from 

another ODL institution or academic publisher. The Commonwealth of 

Learning provides access to course materials that may be freely used and adapted 

(www.col.org/CourseMaterials). Many modern textbooks have adopted features 

of good ODL materials and can be used successfully for the purpose of self-

study. For example, Cambridge University Press, in collaboration 

with the Namibian College of Open Learning, has developed a 

series of workbooks for the International General Certifi cate of 

Secondary Education. These are available at commercial rates from 

Cambridge University Press in South Africa.

Increasingly, open schools offering secondary and basic education are adopting 

the technological tools pioneered by ODL institutions at the tertiary level, and 

this is having an impact on how content is developed and presented to their 

students. In many cases, those responsible for designing ODL courses are no 

longer drafting content, but are instead making use of the remarkable amount 

of content that is freely available in electronic form. There are several ways in 

which this content can be acquired:

• World Wide Web. The World Wide Web offers a bewildering array of 

information on any conceivable topic. A simple search can yield thousands 

if not millions of web pages where reference is made to key words typed 

in the search box. While many of these references provide germane 

and accurate information, some may be unreliable or vexatious and the 

majority are likely to be irrelevant. The task for those designing ODL 

courses is to identify websites that present the required information in 

the most straightforward and stimulating way. They then give learners the 

website addresses and provide guidance on how to use these resources 

as productively as possible. This web-based approach is analogous to the 

wrap-around study guides of previous generations of delivery methods.

• Open educational resources. A second way of exploiting new 

technologies is to make use of open educational resources (OERs). OERs 

are learning materials that can be downloaded from the World Wide 

Web and used for educational purposes. Increasingly, both educational 

institutions and individual educators are posting content they have 

developed on the Web for others to make use of. Worksheets, exercises, 

The best way to predict 

the future is to invent it.

Alan Kay
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units, modules and whole courses may be accessed at little or no charge, 

as long as the author or source is acknowledged and other conditions are 

observed. Where students of a particular ODL institution do not have 

regular access to the Internet, OERs can be downloaded as computer 

fi les and reproduced on paper. Alternatively, content can be copied and 

pasted into pre-formatted templates to conform to the institution’s house 

style before being sent for printing. A list of websites containing OERs is 

included at the end of this chapter.

• Digital textbooks. Finally, a number of bodies have initiated projects 

to produce free digital textbooks in a range of subjects commonly 

taught in schools. Again, these textbooks are available online and can 

be downloaded onto a computer’s hard drive or onto a memory stick or 

fl ash drive. If students do not have regular access to a computer, these 

textbooks can be printed out and reproduced by either photocopying or 

other methods.

The use of web-based resources has several advantages over the approach 

currently used by many open schools for developing paper-based study 

materials. Adopting this new approach could:

• Shorten the materials development cycle. It can take up to three 

years for new study materials to be drafted, edited, laid out and printed 

for distribution to learners. By utilising one or more of the approaches 

outlined above, this time can be reduced to six months.

• Reduce development costs. If an open school can acquire suitable study 

materials at little or no charge, it will not have to pay for course writing, 

content and language editing, or layout. This can result in considerable 

savings when compared to traditional approaches to developing 

courseware.

• Facilitate the updating of materials. Updating ODL study materials 

should be done on a regular basis to accommodate any changes in the 

course curriculum or syllabus, as well as incorporating new developments 

in the subject as an academic discipline. Any time a web page is updated, 

the new version becomes available immediately, so there is no need to 

scrap existing materials and print new ones.

• Ensure higher quality in terms of design and layout. Typically, OERs 

include many tried and tested features to enhance their pedagogical 

effectiveness. They also use templates that have been developed by 
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professional web designers to incorporate features (such as different fonts 

and font sizes, navigation boxes, icons, etc.) that guide users through the 

materials. Even when OERs are printed off and reproduced as paper-based 

materials, their layout is superior to that in many paper-based workbooks 

or study guides supplied by open schools.

The introduction of web-based materials has changed the dynamics and 

economics of educational publishing. When materials were paper-based, content 

was the most important product, but it is no longer what ODL institutions 

are about. Instead, open schools can add value to the services they provide by 

supporting the learning process, as well as assessing and certifying its outcomes.

The Commonwealth of Learning is currently hosting a project to develop high-

quality open education resources for open schools in developing countries. 

The project is training 100 teachers to use the Commonwealth of Learning 

Instructional Design Template, and participants are collaborating online, using 

a project management system to develop OERs in 20 subjects.

Activity for Managers

1. Choose a new course that your institution is planning to develop in the 
coming year and carry out a web search for relevant open educational 
resources. Be sure to visit some of the OER websites listed at the end of 
this chapter.

2. Select one or more of the resources available on these websites. 
Download it or print it out and circulate it to staff in the materials 
development unit at your open school for evaluation.

3. With your colleagues, discuss the following:

• How closely do these materials follow the prescribed curriculum for 
your course?

• What would need to be changed, adapted or rewritten for your course?

• What features of these OERs are particularly useful or innovative?

• If you agree to use these materials in their existing form or to adapt 
them for your course, who will be responsible for ensuring that all 
copyright issues are resolved?
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Acquiring web-based study materials does not require a high degree of 

technology. Even if there is only one work station with Internet access in your 

institution, these resources can be downloaded for adaptation, layout and 

reproduction on paper. By getting involved in projects for producing open 

educational resources, open schools can also benefi t from the contributions of 

the Commonwealth of Learning and other partners, rather than duplicating the 

effort (and cost) of developing materials in each country.

Adapting Existing Materials

The fi nal approach for obtaining study materials is to acquire rights to existing 

materials and adapt these as required. Although this may seem like an attractive 

option, adapting existing materials may not always be the cheapest approach. 

Where the original materials are protected under an all-rights-reserved copyright 

(see below), permission will need to be obtained from the copyright holder to 

use certain parts of the publication while changing others. Normally, this will 

also involve royalty payments to the copyright holder, either on a one-off or 

per-use basis. Moreover, when materials must be heavily edited to adapt them 

for use by a particular target group, this can be more time consuming (and 

therefore more costly) than drafting new materials from scratch. If the materials 

are paper-based, it may also be necessary to repeat the desktop publishing 

process after the content has been edited.

With OERs, on the other hand, permission is usually given to adapt materials to 

suit your institution’s requirements. You may wish to rewrite parts of the text, 

add extra emphasis for certain points, include additional examples that refl ect a 

local context or devise more relevant self-instructional activities. As many OERs 

can be edited on the Web, these changes may not have any signifi cant impact on 

their layout or other features.

COPYRIGHT

All ODL institutions have a role in the creation, publication and consumption 

of information and copyrightable materials. As creators and publishers of 

educational resources, open schools have a fi nancial interest, in that an 

investment has been made to produce them. ODL institutions also have an 

interest in the public relations value of being identifi ed as the publisher of these 

materials. On the other hand, as consumers, open schools are concerned with 
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the cost of acquiring rights to use such resources. The challenge is to fi nd a 

balance between these competing interests.

In most common-law jurisdictions, copyright vests automatically in the author, 

regardless of whether or not the author asserts his or her rights. The copyright 

holder must give express permission to use copyrighted work. Copyright 

applies not only to text or written materials, but also to computer software, 

photographs, tables, illustrations and other graphics.

The procedures for asserting copyright vary from country to country. In 

New Zealand, for example, copyright comes into effect as soon as a work is 

created. In other jurisdictions, procedures may need to be followed in order to 

produce evidence of original authorship. Copyright can be assigned to an ODL 

institution by agreement with the writer, who should, nonetheless, be credited 

as the author. However, you must ensure that local laws regarding copyright 

are adhered to when contracting course writers to draft original materials. The 

contract should also include a declaration by the writer that the content he or 

she supplies is original work. A clause indemnifying your institution against 

possible losses is also advisable, in case a writer’s work infringes someone else’s 

copyright.

There is a range of options for asserting rights over educational content or non-

software materials:

Full Copyright © 

Under this option, all rights are reserved by the copyright holder. This means 

that:

• No portion of the work may be reproduced without express permission.

• Fair use can be made of the work for educational purposes. Normally this 

means that a student can make a single photocopy for study purposes, but 

multiple photocopies are not allowed. In most countries, learners can copy 

up to 20 per cent of a book or a single article in a journal or anthology.

• It is usually necessary to make royalty payments in order to obtain 

permission to reproduce the work, either in whole or in part.

• The work may not be uploaded on the World Wide Web without express 

permission.
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Public Domain 

After a certain period of time, copyright lapses and the work can be used freely 

and without any restrictions. The period before materials come into the public 

domain may vary from one jurisdiction to another. Some materials, particularly 

those produced with state funds, are issued in the public domain from the time 

of publication.

Creative Commons Licences 

Creative Commons (CC) licences enable authors to retain their full rights, 

while allowing others to use the material under certain terms and conditions. 

CC licences are concerned with the regulation of four categories of rights of 

copyright holders:

• Attribution – the right to be identifi ed as the author of a work, which is 

shown by the letters BY on the license.

• Share alike use – the right of the author to ensure that the copyrighted 

work is used by others in the same manner and under the same terms as 

the author originally intended. It does not restrict the medium the work is 

shared in. This is indicated by the letters SA.

• Derivative works – the right of the author to determine whether others 

can adapt or otherwise change the work for their own purposes. When 

such derivative works are not allowed, the letters ND are used. If these 

do not appear, then there are no restrictions on changing or adapting 

the work. In many cases, authors of educational materials will not have 

any objections to their work being adapted to refl ect a different context, 

perhaps by changing examples to ensure that they refl ect local conditions. 

However, there are instances where such changes raise the possibility that 

the original meaning of the work will be distorted – for example, when 

reporting statistical data. Under these circumstances, it is advisable to 

restrict the capacity of other users to produce derivative works.

• Commercial use – the right of the author to determine whether the work 

can be used for commercial purposes. When commercial use is prohibited, 

then the letters NC are used on the licence. If these letters do not appear, 

then the work does not carry any restrictions in relation to its use for 

profi t. In the context of copyrighted resources, it is important to note 

that the non-commercial designation does not mean that an open school 
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cannot charge for the material. Institutions can recoup all costs incurred in 

reproducing (either printing or copying) and distributing these materials, 

as well as for associated staff salaries and overheads. This is true irrespective 

of the nature of the institution, whether it is in the public sector, a non-

profi t body or a for-profi t venture. The key issue is whether or not the 

programme or course in which the material will be used is intended to 

make a profi t. You cannot use materials with a CC-NC copyright for a 

programme where income is expected to exceed expenditure.

By combining these rights in different ways, 11 different licensing options are 

available.

REGISTERING A CREATIVE COMMONS LICENCE

Registering a CC licence is a simple process that 

can be completed online:

1. Open your web browser and type in 

http://creativecommons.org/license/ 

2. Click on the “License Your Work” button 

at the top right.

3. Answer the questions by clicking on the 

relevant buttons. 

4. In the box labelled “Jurisdiction of your 

licence” select the country where your 

institution operates. If it is not listed, 

select “None of the above.” This will give 

you an “uported” licence that will be 

valid around the world.

5. Click on the “Select a Licence” button.

6. Click on the Creative Commons icon to 

access the “human readable” version of 

your licence.

7. Highlight the text of the licence with 

your mouse, and copy and paste it onto 

the copyright page of your paper-based 

publication.

 Note: The “lawyer readable” version of 

your licence may be found by clicking 

on the coloured text labelled “Legal 

code (full licence)” at the bottom of the 

human readable licence page.

8. If you are publishing your document on 

a website, go to the “machine readable” 

version of your licence on the “License 

your work” page.

9. Copy the text of the licence and paste it 

at the appropriate place in your web page 

while in editing mode.

Note: The Creative Commons website can also 

be used to search for text, music, images, and so 

on to use in educational materials:

1. Open your web browser and enter the 

URL for the Creative Commons website: 

http://creativecommons.org/ 

2. At the top of the page, click on the icon 

labelled “Search CC licensed work.”

3. Choose one of the search engines or 

databases listed along the top: Flickr 

contains photographs, blip.tv is for video 

clips, and Owl is a music search engine.

4. Enter your search terms in the space at 

the top of the page and hit the “Enter” 

or “Return” key.

5. Browse through the different images or 

video/music clips and double-click on 

the one you want to view.

6. When a web page appears, it should 

indicate at the bottom what sort of CC 

licence has been issued with regard to its 

use.

7. The fi le can be downloaded and inserted 

in whatever type of materials you are 

using with the attribution (where 

required) and other licence conditions.
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Before using any materials, whether they have been developed from scratch 

or acquired from elsewhere, it is essential to confi rm the licensing conditions 

that apply. As the issue of copyright is a complex one, you may need to seek 

legal advice to ensure that the rights of others and those of your institution are 

fully understood. Infringing someone else’s copyright can involve lengthy and 

time-consuming legal proceedings, so it is important to get this right before 

publication. Ideally, a manager or senior member of the professional staff in 

your open school should be given responsibility for all copyright issues.

STRUCTURING THE PROCESS OF MATERIALS 
DEVELOPMENT AND PRODUCTION

In the systems model of an ODL institution, the development, production and 

distribution of study materials all form part of the materials sub-system (see 

Figure 2.1 in Chapter 2). This sub-system is refl ected in 

the internal organisational structures of many open schools 

that offer their courses primarily through paper-based 

study materials. Normally, these materials development 

and production units include a number of full-time and/

or part-time staff who act as subject experts, content and 

language editors, artist/illustrators, graphic designers, and 

desktop publishing technicians.

While drafting course content is a relatively easy task, 

ensuring that the resulting materials are effective tools for 

open and distance learning is the work of an instructional 

designer. In addition, making the best use of media other 

than print and exploiting the potential of information 

and communications technologies demand high levels of 

expertise. These skills are currently in short supply, not 

only in developing countries but around the world. For 

this reason, many open schools provide training for their 

subject experts to ensure that the materials developed 

under their guidance include a minimum of ODL features. 

However, this approach is problematic, as such staff 

can fi nd it diffi cult to keep abreast of changes in their 

academic fi eld as well as the latest developments in ODL 

technologies.

So the coin of the realm is 

not memorizing the facts 

that they’re going to need 

to know for the rest of their 

lives. The coin of the realm 

will be: Do you know how to 

fi nd information? Do you know 

how to validate it? Do you 

know how to synthesize it? 

Do you know how to leverage 

it? Do you know how to 

communicate it? Do you know 

how to collaborate with it? 

Do you know how to problem 

solve with it? That’s the new 

21st century set of literacies, 

and it looks a lot different 

than the model that most of 

us were raised under.
Ken Kay
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OCASE STUDY

The Bible College of New Zealand (BCNZ) is a dual-mode institution that 

provides its courses through both conventional face-to-face classes for 

students on campus and ODL methods for those studying at a distance. 

As a result of the problems outlined above, the BCNZ has adopted a team 

approach to materials development. A subject expert or “lead academic” is 

given overall responsibility for designing and delivering a course in his or 

her particular area of expertise. Course content is selected or drafted by 

the lead academic, with the assistance of contract course writers, where 

necessary. They are advised and supported by a team of specialists in 

instructional design, multimedia and e-learning. Each of these specialists 

is involved in a number of course development teams.

The lead academic also lectures to on-campus students and supervises a 

team of tutors. Some tutors are based at the main campus of BCNZ and 

work with on-campus students. Other tutors work from satellite centres, 

providing face-to-face instruction for ODL students and marking their 

assignments. The lead academic performs a quality assurance function 

by moderating the marking of assignments for both groups. In this way, 

common standards are maintained for on-campus and off-campus studies, 

while defi ciencies in the course materials can be remedied as the course is 

updated. The lead academic model at BCNZ is illustrated in Figure 4.2.

FIGURE 4.2: LEAD ACADEMIC MODEL

OSource: Adapted from a presentation by Mark Nichols, e-Learning Specialist: BCNZ.
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One of the main advantages of the lead academic model is that a limited 

number of specialists in instructional design, multimedia and e-learning can 

support several different initiatives at the same time. Because their expertise 

lies in the area of ODL technologies, it is easier for them to keep abreast of 

the latest approaches, techniques and software in their fi elds. As many open 

schools do not need to develop new courses every year, it can be diffi cult to 

justify the cost of employing such specialists on a full-time basis. Under such 

circumstances, the services of these specialists can be contracted out to support 

materials development activities in other ODL institutions.

REPRODUCING STUDY MATERIALS

Once paper-based materials have been developed to a stage known as “camera-ready 

copy,” they are passed on for reproduction. A key decision for those who manage 

the materials production process is whether to print materials in-house or to 

outsource this function. For most ODL institutions, the cycle of reproducing paper-

based study materials is seasonal. Peak demand occurs in the months preceding 

student enrolments and then tapers off as existing stocks are distributed. Where an 

open school has its own printing facilities or print shop, it may not be able to supply 

all of the institution’s requirements during peak periods. Conversely, during off-

peak months it may not be working at full capacity.

One solution to this problem is to stagger the enrolment dates for different 

programmes so that demand for printed materials is spread more evenly 

throughout the year. Spare capacity during slack periods can also be used to 

print materials for other bodies in order to earn additional income for the 

open school. However, the market for contract printing services can be very 

competitive. Because of this, many open schools now outsource the bulk of 

their printing requirements while retaining limited printing facilities in-house to 

cope with incidentals, such as assignments and tutorial letters.

Where an open school already has its own print shop, it is important to 

investigate whether this unit is adding value to the organisation or undermining 

its sustainability. In order to evaluate the most cost-effective way to provide 

these services, an activity-based cost analysis should be carried out. This involves 

calculating all the costs incurred by the print shop, including:
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• expenditure on staff (salaries or wages and all other allowances for full-

time, part-time and casual workers)

• supplies (paper, ink or toner, etc.)

• operating expenses (including electrical power)

• depreciation or leasing of machinery

• a proportion of institutional overheads.

When the total expenditure over the fi nancial year is divided by the total 

output of the print shop during the same period, this yields the unit cost 

per page of product. This fi gure can be compared with quotations obtained 

from commercial printers. If in-house printing proves to be signifi cantly more 

expensive, the print shop supervisor and staff should be given an opportunity 

to increase their productivity. After a trial period of one or two years, the 

cost-effectiveness of in-house printing services can be re-evaluated against the 

outsourcing option. A decision can then be taken on the future disposition of 

the print shop and the staff employed in this unit.

Reproducing other types of study materials depends upon the technology you 

will use to deliver them. Multiple copies of audio cassette tapes or CDs and 

video cassettes or DVDs can be made with specialised equipment, though 

it may be more cost-effective to outsource this work. Digital resources for 

other electronic devices, such as MP3 players or laptop computers, can be 

pre-installed by a technician in advance of distributing the devices to learners. 

Alternatively, they can download materials remotely from a web-based virtual 

learning environment or learning management system maintained by your open 

school. If learners do not have access to the Internet, these materials can be 

installed onto their devices from a computer at a local study centre.

PLANNING THE MATERIALS PROCESS 

As the process of acquiring or developing and reproducing study materials 

can be lengthy, complex and bound by time limits (such as the start of a new 

academic year), it must be carefully planned. A useful tool for doing this is 

called the Programme Evaluation and Review Technique – PERT (Hope and 

Timmel, 1995: Book II, 109–113). 
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Activity for Managers

1. With other senior staff responsible for this process, brainstorm all the steps 
or activities that need to be carried out in order to place the materials in 
the hands of learners. Write down each of these steps on a small piece of 
paper (Post-Its are ideal).

2. Arrange the small pieces of paper on a larger sheet, table top or blank 
wall.

• Some of the activities will proceed in a step-by-step fashion, each 
depending upon the completion of the previous one. These should be 
placed in a straight line from left to right.

• Some activities can be carried out without waiting for others to be 
completed. These should be arranged in lines above or below the main 
line.

3. Once all the pieces of paper have been arranged in an agreed order, check 
that you haven’t left anything out. If necessary, write down other steps on 
additional pieces of paper and place them in their correct position.

4. Go to the last action and decide when it must be completed. Write this 
deadline at the top or bottom of your large sheet of paper (or write it on 
another small piece of paper and fi x it on the table top or wall). 

5. Going backwards in time, decide how long the preceding activity will take 
to complete and write the date when it must be completed. Repeat this 
until deadlines have been set for all of the activities.

6. Before fi nalising your plan, think about those activities which have caused 
problems with deadlines in the past. For example, some course writers 
may not provide their copy on the dates stipulated. Allow extra time for 
this kind of slippage.

7. On the small pieces of paper, write the initials of the staff member who is 
responsible for each activity.

8. Finally, copy the plan onto a single sheet of paper or type it in a spreadsheet 
so that it can be easily revised and circulated to relevant staff.

An example of a PERT plan outlining the steps that should be followed when 
developing audio materials for an existing course is shown in Figure 4.3.
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SUMMARY

Good study materials are the starting point for any open and distance learning 

course or programme. The technologies you choose for delivering study 

materials to learners will have a major impact on how the process is structured, 

as well as the way materials are produced and reproduced. Obtaining study 

resources does not necessarily involve developing these from scratch. Instead, 

you should explore a range of options before deciding to take this route. 

Careful consideration should also be given to the issues surrounding copyright 

when acquiring or adapting existing materials or developing new ones. As the 

materials process can be a lengthy one and timing is often critical, it must be 

carefully planned and monitored. If these issues are managed properly and 

materials are delivered on time, then you will be giving your learners the best 

possible start to their studies.
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chapter 5
MARKETING, RECRUITING AND 
ENROLLING LEARNERS

Chapter 3 discussed the type of market research that must be 

done before developing a new course or programme. This 

chapter explores the topic of marketing in a wider context, as an 

ongoing relationship with customers and other stakeholders. This 

relationship begins even before information about the courses 

and programmes offered by your open school is disseminated to 

potential learners, and it continues throughout their involvement 

with your institution. Marketing also refers to the relationship that 

your school establishes and maintains with its sponsors, as well as 

the public at large.

This chapter addresses the following questions:

• What is marketing? Why is it important for your open school 

or college?

• How should you draw up a marketing plan?

• What sort of promotion and publicity is needed?

• How can your institution improve its system for enrolling learners?

MARKETING OPEN AND DISTANCE LEARNING 
PROGRAMMES

(Adapted from a presentation by Jeane Schocroft, Principal: Senior Secondary, 

Open Access College, South Australia)

If you were asked what marketing is done by your open school, you might 

answer by talking about information campaigns, posters, brochures and, 

perhaps, advertisements in the media. All of these activities relate to the 

promotional side of marketing – telling people about what the institution offers. 

Marketing is so 

basic that it cannot 

be considered as a 

separate business 

function; it is the 

whole business…

seen from the 

customer’s point of 

view.
Peter Drucker
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However, this is only a small part of the marketing function. Marketing can be 

defi ned as:

everything done by an organisation to anticipate the needs and 

wants of its customers and to provide services to meet those needs.

Identifying target groups and their needs is discussed in Chapter 3 in the 

context of researching and developing new courses or programmes. However, 

you must also consider what your learners want, and then fi gure out how to 

supply what they want. In open schools, there is a tendency to lose sight of your 

learners, because you don’t see them on a daily basis. Nevertheless, it is essential 

to take into account the context in which these learners live their daily lives. 

From this perspective, the customer, client or learner truly comes fi rst.

Marketing, then, is not just about promoting what you have available. It is 

linked to:

• your open school’s vision and mission

• how your school’s activities tie in with national development priorities

• how your school acquires or produces study materials

• the ways in which your school’s courses are delivered

• the results achieved by your learners.

Marketing must be integrated into everything you do.

It is important that staff in an open school understand their roles in marketing 

the institution. Their attitudes and behaviours refl ect on the institution every 

time they:

• answer the telephone;

• speak to a learner, a potential learner and their parents or family members;

• present a lesson or tutorial;

• mark an assignment or provide learners with feedback.

For example, if learners registering for a course must fi nd their way around the 

corridors and queue in different places to fi ll in registration forms, pay fees and 

collect materials, this conveys a particular message about your open school. 

In an organisation where the needs of customers come fi rst, these processes 

would be organised in such a way that new learners feel welcomed and the time 

required to register for a course is kept to a minimum.
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Sponsor 
or 

funders

Money 
Resources

Information 
on outputs

Non-profi t 
body or 
open 

school

Services 
Courses

Objectives
 achieved

Customers, 
clients, 
learners

The defi nition of marketing above shows the importance of establishing 

ongoing relationships with your customers. This will enable you to obtain 

feedback on whether they have achieved their objectives as a result of the 

services provided. This is a central focus for private-sector companies. However, 

for state-funded open schools in the non-profi t sector, it is important to 

establish comparable feedback loops with two distinct groups. You need to 

create and maintain positive relationships not only with your learners, but 

also with your sponsors, whether they are central government ministries, local 

education authorities, international donors, non-governmental organisations or 

private-sector bodies. This is referred to as the “marketing exchange,” which is 

illustrated in Figure 5.1.

FIGURE 5.1: THE MARKETING EXCHANGE IN THE NON-PROFIT 
SECTOR

The practice of marketing in the non-profi t sector differs from that in the 

private sector. State-funded open schools must:

• achieve social objectives set by funders – simply giving customers/learners 

what they want may not be good enough;

• ensure that learners meet benchmark criteria (normally linked to results in 

examinations or standardised tests) to ensure continued funding;

• operate within fi xed budgets, rather than simply increasing sales.

Tensions can arise because open schools are answerable to two different groups 

of stakeholders (funders and learners), whose expectations may differ.
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There is also the wider problem of public image. Distance education as a whole, 

and open schools as agents of ODL, are often seen by the public and Ministry 

of Education offi cials as second-best or marginal. Fees for ODL courses that are 

low in comparison to those for conventional courses may only confi rm these 

negative perceptions. It is a common belief that “you get what you pay for,” 

and people may equate low fees with poor quality. Multiple strategies should be 

used to bring the message to the public that the education provided by open 

schools can be as good as, or even better than, what is provided by conventional 

schools. It is important that these marketing messages are not simply ad hoc or 

issued in reaction to a crisis situation. However, you should not under-estimate 

how diffi cult it is to change public opinion once it is fi xed. It is a long-term 

process that requires a well-planned strategy and ongoing expenditure.

DEVELOPING A MARKETING PLAN

The steps in developing a marketing plan are very similar to those used for 

strategic planning (discussed in Chapter 1) and for developing new programmes 

or courses (Chapter 3). The processes complement and feed into one another, 

though each has a different focus. In order to decide on the most appropriate 

marketing strategy, you need to consider what opportunities are available in the 

market and identify which segment of the market you wish to target. It is also 

essential to clarify the position you aim to achieve in the market in terms of six 

P ’s:

• Products: What courses or programmes will your open school offer?

• Price: How much will it cost learners to study at your school?

• Promotion: What information will be provided for potential learners?

• Place: How do learners experience your school when they come in?

• People: Are staff members dedicated, enthusiastic, proactive?

• Process: What will the experience of enrolling, receiving materials, 

attending tutorials, and so on be like for learners?

A useful tool for analysing the potential for growth in the market for 
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educational services is Ansoff’s matrix. As shown in Figure 5.2, the four cells 

of the matrix represent market penetration, market development, product 

development and diversifi cation. When applied to educational services, the 

products or services are courses, and the customers or clients are learners.

FIGURE 5.2: ANSOFF’S PRODUCT-MARKET GROWTH MATRIX
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New Courses or Services for

New Clients
High Risk,
High Cost

Market Penetration

When using Ansoff’s matrix in the context of an open school, the market 

penetration cell describes how a school markets its existing courses to the group 

from which it draws its current learners. In most cases, there are many more 

people in the target group for a particular course or programme than actually 

enrol. Some of these will never decide to further their studies for any number of 

reasons. However, others in the target group may not know about the course or 

programme, while some may be aware of it but need additional information or 

encouragement before they register. 

In order to achieve growth in market penetration, you need to do more to 

promote existing courses or programmes. This may involve an intensifi ed 
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information and publicity campaign, but it may also be desirable to re-brand the 

institution, with a new logo and signage. However, at this stage, no changes are 

expected in the courses themselves, nor are you seeking new customers. This 

is a marketing strategy that involves almost no risk and that can be achieved at 

relatively low cost.

Market Development

Market development involves marketing an institution’s existing product range 

to a new group of customers or potential learners. This means that the courses or 

programmes remain the same, but you are targeting new audiences. For example, 

in many countries the incidence of HIV/AIDS is high within the teaching 

profession. As a result, students lose out because of prolonged absences of subject 

teachers. The self-study materials produced by an open school can be marketed 

for use by students in conventional schools so that they won’t fall behind in 

their studies. Another option is to sell your study materials to an open school or 

college in another country. Again, these strategies involve very little risk, though a 

marketing campaign for potential new customers usually involves some costs.

Product Development

Product development means new courses or services that can be provided for 

your existing target group(s). For example, you might think about increasing 

the range of subjects in one of your programmes in order to give your existing 

learners more choice. Innovations that add value to existing services, such 

as career guidance for learners in an out-of-school secondary education 

programme, can also be included here. As considerable expenditure may be 

required to develop new study materials, this option will incur moderate to high 

costs. There is also some risk that the new courses or services will not be taken 

up by as many learners as expected.

Diversifi cation

Diversifi cation involves completely new products for new groups of customers. 

The easiest way for an organisation to diversify is to expand into a related 

market. For example, your open school might secure the local franchise to 

offer business courses developed by an ODL institution in another country. 
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Attempting to provide unrelated services in markets where your institution has 

no previous experience is much more risky. In addition, acquiring or developing 

materials for new courses can be very costly.

Activity for Managers

1. Take four pieces of fl ipchart paper and label them Market Penetration, 
Market Development, Product Development and Diversifi cation. Stick them 
on a wall in the same arrangement as shown in Figure 5.2.

2. With other managers and senior staff in your open school, brainstorm 
all the ways you could increase the number of people from your existing 
target groups who register for your existing courses. Write these ideas on 
the Market Penetration sheet.

3. Discuss ideas for marketing your existing courses or services to new 
groups. Write these on the Market Development sheet.

4. Think of other courses or services that are needed by your existing 
learners. Write these ideas on the Product Development sheet.

5. Finally, brainstorm ideas for new courses or services that could be 
delivered to learners who are not currently serviced by your open school. 
Write these points on the Diversifi cation sheet.

Any proposals arising from the exercise above must be thoroughly planned 

before they are implemented. This involves using the procedures for 

developing action and business plans outlined in Chapter 1, including:

• specifying actions for each strategy or objective

• setting a target date for completing each action

• delegating responsibility to a named person or persons

• determining what indicators will be used to assess whether the initiative 

has been successful

• listing the human, material and fi nancial resources required.

Just as with your institution’s strategic plan, it is also necessary to monitor 
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progress on your marketing plans in order to determine the extent to which 

the goals and objectives have been achieved. Where your objectives have not 

been achieved, it may be possible to fi nd out why. Evaluating your marketing 

plan also enables you to decide whether the results justify the expenditure 

made in terms of staff time, money and/or other resources.

PUBLICITY AND PROMOTION

Most open schools and colleges organise an annual information and publicity 

campaign to promote their courses. This can involve some or all of the 

following means:

• brochures, pamphlets or fl yers, which are distributed in various ways;

• information booklets or prospectuses;

• posters;

• presentations at a variety of venues, including community meetings, 

career fairs, churches or religious festivals;

• meetings with large employers in both the public and private sectors;

• word of mouth from current learners and past pupils;

• newspaper ads;

• advertisements or announcements on radio and/or television;

• press releases or conferences (especially to announce new programmes).

Freeman (2005: 153) argues that a person goes through a number of stages in 

making the decision to register for an ODL course. This suggests that different 

promotion methods are required at different stages in the decision-making 

process.

FIGURE 2.3: STAGES IN THE DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 
LEADING TO ENROLMENT

     

Lack of 
awareness

Awareness Comprehension
Firm 

conviction
Enrolment
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The starting point for any information and publicity campaign is making 

potential learners aware of your institution and the programmes it offers. 

Media that are particularly suited to raising basic awareness 

include posters, newspaper advertisements, and radio or 

television announcements. Moving from simple awareness 

to comprehending what is involved in studying at a distance 

involves more information than can be given through the 

methods mentioned above. Potential learners will need to be 

provided with a detailed brochure or prospectus that explains 

how the programme works, how long it takes and how much 

it will cost. Convincing potential learners that the programme 

your institution offers is right for them is the next stage. 

Reaching this level of conviction can be facilitated by talking 

directly to students, or through open days or taster courses. The fi nal step is 

enrolment, which should follow automatically from conviction. However, it 

is important to “strike while the iron is hot,” so application or registration 

forms should be made available at the open days or taster courses.

However, in order to be effective, publicity campaigns must exploit channels 

of communication that are used by members of your target group. For 

example, if an institution puts a lot of effort into creating a website to 

disseminate information on its courses, this can be a complete waste of 

time if potential learners don’t have access to Internet-linked computers. 

Likewise, if your target group does not have access to television broadcasts, 

any money spent promoting your courses through this medium will be 

wasted. For this reason, fi nding out what technologies potential learners 

have access to is an important part of market research and course planning 

(see Chapters 3 and 4). In many cases, the most effective means of 

promoting your courses is through word of mouth. Existing learners can be 

encouraged to circulate information about your open school through their 

social networks in order to reach others in the same target group.

It is often said that 50 

per cent of expenditure 

on marketing is 

completely wasted. 

The problem is that no 

one knows which half.
Folk wisdom
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OCASE STUDY

Open Access College (OAC) is based in South Australia and offers a range 

of educational programmes for out-of-school learners from Kindergarten 

through Grade 12 using a variety of ODL methods. In order to increase 

enrolment, the college placed advertisements in a number of newspapers 

at a cost of over AUD3,000. When students came to register for their 

courses, they were asked how they heard about the OAC. Only two 

students had learned about the programme by reading the newspaper 

ads.

O
Some commercial concerns also question the effectiveness of advertising 

for bringing in new customers. However, experience has shown that when 

a business stops advertising, its sales decline. Advertising may thus be seen 

as part of keeping the company’s brand and products in the public eye, 

thereby maintaining a relationship with existing customers. This is particularly 

important for open schools and other non-profi t bodies that need to project 

a certain public profi le in order to ensure recognition and continued support 

from funders. For this reason, education ministers or other national and local 

politicians are often invited to launch information and publicity campaigns, as 

a way of keeping an open school’s activities in the public eye.

Activity for Managers

Refl ect critically on the means your open school uses at present to publicise 
and promote courses.

• How much was spent on these activities in the last fi nancial year?

• Are there any methods you use that are particularly effective at reaching 
the target group? 

• Do you have any way of obtaining feedback from learners about the most 
effective means of promoting your school’s courses and programmes?

• Are there ways in which your school could improve its marketing?
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ENROLLING LEARNERS

Enrolling learners may seem like a simple and straightforward process; in fact, 

a number of different steps must be carried out. Where an ODL institution 

has a two-stage process, with separate application and registration stages, the 

actions outlined below can be spread over the two stages. The steps that must 

be carried out to enrol new learners include:

1. Informing learners about what is needed to register

Prospective learners need to be informed of exactly what is required to register 

for a course or programme. In order to confi rm their identity, learners must 

present an ID card, passport or birth certifi cate at the time of registration. They 

may also need to provide evidence that they live at a particular address or in a 

given area. Normally, this information is spelt out in a prospectus or brochure, 

but it is advisable to check that learners have all the necessary documents before 

proceeding with the remainder of the registration process.

2. Providing advice or guidance

In order to ensure that prospective learners choose the right courses to meet 

their goals and aspirations, they need guidance on what is most suitable for 

them. This may involve diagnostic testing to determine a learner’s aptitude or 

ability level. In addition, when learners aspire to further education or training 

beyond what is offered at your open school, they may need to pass certain 

subjects in order to be eligible for such programmes. This information can be 

provided in written form, but an individual consultation with someone qualifi ed 

to provide advice and guidance is the ideal.

3. Checking minimum entry requirements

Minimum requirements are usually set for entry to accredited courses, and these 

are normally spelt out in the prospectus or brochure. However, it is necessary 

for an employee of your open school to confi rm that each applicant has the 

necessary documentation – certifi cates, statements of examination results, and 

so on – and that it is in order. When places in a course are limited and priority is 

being given to candidates with particular characteristics (e.g., gender, income, 

area of residence, ethnicity), applicants also need to be screened to ensure that 

they meet the necessary criteria.
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4. Filling in registration form

While online registration systems are becoming increasingly common in 

industrialised countries, most open schools in the rest of the world still rely on 

paper forms. A paper-based system is straightforward and reliable, and learners 

can be given a carbon copy as a record of their registration. Paper forms can 

also be designed to be read by an optical mark recognition (OMR) machine 

so that information can be more easily put into a computer database. Most 

open schools prefer to have their own offi cial, rather than the learner, fi ll in the 

registration form to ensure that it is done correctly.

5. Signing the registration form

In some cases, the registration form also serves as a contractual document that 

spells out the terms of the agreement between the learner and the open school 

or college. The contract should include details of:

• how much the student needs to pay at the time of registration

• any further payments due and their dates

• what services and materials the open school will provide

• the period over which services will be provided

• what other costs the students will incur (e.g., exam fees) that are not part 

of the agreement

• arrangements for cancellations and refunds (e.g., if a student is no longer 

able to continue with a course)

• arrangements for repeating the course or resitting examinations. (Adapted 

from Freeman, 2004: 157)

This information can be printed on the reverse of the registration form, or 

reference can be made to a prospectus or handbook where the details can 

be found. Once the learner signs the registration form it becomes a binding 

contract that can govern any possible legal disputes between the parties.
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6. Assessing eligibility for fi nancial aid

Some open schools make provision for needy students to receive fi nancial 

assistance to pursue their studies, through a fee waiver scheme, scholarships, 

subsidies, corporate sponsorship or a hardship fund. In order to qualify for 

such assistance, learners normally have to provide additional information on 

their circumstances and household income. Again, the documentation must 

be reviewed and assessed by an offi cial from the open school or college to 

determine whether an applicant is eligible for fi nancial assistance.

7. Collecting payment

The registration offi cial will also need to calculate how much the learner has to 

pay, as well as collecting that payment and issuing a receipt. Most learners prefer 

to pay fees and other charges in instalments, as this enables them to manage 

with limited cash fl ow. However, such systems are expensive to administer and 

it may be diffi cult to collect second and subsequent instalments. From the point 

of view of the ODL institution, payment in full at the time of enrolment is the 

ideal.

8. Distributing study materials

Because of problems distributing materials to learners by post, a number of 

open schools and colleges have switched to a system of handing over study 

materials at the time and place of enrolment. However, ensuring that all 

enrolment venues have suffi cient stocks of materials can be a problem.

While a number of the steps above can be carried out by post, some (e.g., 

confi rming a learner’s identity) require face-to-face contact between an 

enrolment offi cial and the prospective learner. To minimise the number of 

times that learners must travel, many ODL institutions have adopted a “one-

stop shop” approach, where all of these actions can be completed on a single 

occasion.
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OCASE STUDY

Because Namibia has a small population scattered over a large territory, 

it is not feasible to require ODL students to come to the country’s capital 

to register for their courses. Even travelling to a regional town can 

involve a round trip of 500 kilometres or more. In order to reach out to 

potential learners, the Namibian College of Open Learning (NAMCOL) 

carries out registration at over 100 enrolment points. These are staffed 

by part-time offi cials, who distribute copies of the programme prospectus, 

offer guidance, confi rm that prospective learners meet course entry 

requirements, fi ll in registration forms and collect fees. These offi cials are 

paid a fi xed rate for every registration form that is correctly completed.

NAMCOL’s sister institution, the Botswana College of Distance and Open 

Learning, is fi tting out a number of motor vehicles to serve as mobile 

enrolment points and tutorial centres in that country.

O
Before leaving the topic of registering students, you need to consider how the 

enrolment period will be structured. Where ODL institutions follow the same 

calendar as conventional schools, enrolments usually take place during a fi xed 

period at the start of the academic year. However, some open schools have done 

away with such restrictions. For example, the Vancouver Learning Network 

(VLN) in British Columbia, Canada allows new learners to register and start 

their studies at practically any time of the year. VLN learners can also complete 

their end-of-module assessments whenever their tutor feels they are ready. There 

may be signifi cant cost implications for open schools who wish to adopt an open 

enrolment system, because tutorials and other face-to-face contact sessions will 

take place in smaller groups or even individually. In addition, this may not be an 

option if examinations are controlled by a separate body and can only be taken 

at certain times, usually once or twice a year.

An interesting development in this regard is the On-Demand Examination 

System introduced by the National Institute for Open Schooling (NIOS) in 

India. The system enables those studying at junior and senior secondary level 

to sit the fi nal examination in any subject on any day of their choice. A unique 
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computerised question booklet is generated from a question bank on the basis 

of a blueprint and paper design template, and the exam is invigilated via closed-

circuit television. Password-protected results are available to learners on the 

NIOS website during the fi rst week of the following month. This examination is 

recognised as equivalent to those regulated by other boards of school education 

throughout India. (Adapted from a presentation by M.C. Pant, Chairman: 

NIOS)

Activity for Managers

Consider the way in which your open school currently registers new learners.

• What are the advantages and disadvantages of the existing system?

• If registration can only be carried out at a limited number of centres, what 
problems might arise if your institution decentralised enrolment?

• What problems might arise if your school were to adopt an open enrolment 
system?

• Are there ways to restructure the registration process at your institution to 
make it more learner-friendly?

SUMMARY

Marketing is much more than selling your courses to potential learners. It 

involves shifting perspective to see your open school or college from the 

learner’s point of view. It requires a reassessment of the ways in which your 

institution promotes and publicises its programmes. It necessitates re-evaluation 

of the process by which information is provided and learners are enrolled for 

studies. Detailed marketing plans must also be put in place to develop and 

maintain ongoing relationships between your open school and its customers, 

including not only your learners, but also sponsors and other stakeholders.
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chapter 6
LEARNER SUPPORT SERVICES

Simpson (2002: 3) defi nes learner support as “all activities beyond the production 

and delivery of course materials that assist in the progress of learners in their 

studies.” In the past, learner support was seen as a range of services available to 

learners that they were free to use or not use as they saw fi t. However, research 

indicates that the learners who are least likely to use these services are the ones 

who need them most. For this reason, there has been a shift towards a more 

interventionist approach. Increasingly, open schools are promoting their support 

services as a way of helping learners to engage more actively in the learning process 

and achieve greater success in their studies (Freeman, 2004: 116).

This chapter addresses the following questions:

• What kinds of services need to be provided for learners?

• What is the most effective way to provide support services?

• What staff and other resources are required to support learners?

WHAT KINDS OF SUPPORT DO LEARNERS NEED?

People who study with an open school or college face many challenges over and above 

those encountered by students in conventional schools. When deciding what type of 

support services your open school will provide for learners, the starting point should be 

an analysis of the diffi culties they face. Figure 6.1 shows some of the typical problems 

encountered by those studying through ODL methods.

The table also shows the types of supports that open schools and colleges can 

put in place for learners. These learner support activities can be grouped into 

the following categories:

• administrative support

• academic advice and counselling

• tutorial support

• peer-to-peer interaction

• access to resources and technologies.
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FIGURE 6.1: ADDRESSING TYPICAL CHALLENGES FOR LEARNERS 
STUDYING THROUGH ODL
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Activity for Managers

Make copies of Figure 6.1 and distribute to other managers and senior staff in 
your institution. Then consider the following questions in relation to one of the 
ODL programmes you offer:

• Do your learners face challenges that have not been included in the table? 
Make a note of these.

• Which of these challenges has the biggest impact on learners? Choose the 
fi ve most important.

• Look at the table for suggested ways to address your top fi ve challenges. 
Are there other ways to provide support services for your learners?

STRUCTURING LEARNER SUPPORT

A key decision for managers in devising a learner support system is whether 

services will be provided from a single centre, usually the institution’s head 

offi ce, or from a number of centres in strategic locations throughout the 

country or the geographic area it serves. These two models represent ideal 

endpoints on a continuum from a completely centralised to a fully decentralised 

service. In practice, the learner support systems adopted by most open schools 

are a mixture of the two. For example, the Lesotho Distance Teaching Centre 

organises tutorials for those enrolled for its ODL programme in six districts 

around the country. However, academic guidance and counselling is provided 

only by staff at the centre’s head offi ce, who can be contacted by post or by 

telephone.

Centralised Systems for Learner Support

The classical correspondence model of distance education relies upon 

a centralised system to provide tutorial and other supports for learners. 

Assignments or other written work are submitted by post to the institution’s 

head offi ce and marked assignments are returned by post. Face-to-face contact 

is kept to a minimum and learners pursue their studies largely in isolation from 

their peers. Other services, such as advice on developing effective study habits, 

may be provided using tried and tested technologies, especially print on paper.
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Chapter 4 highlighted how the introduction of new information and 

communications technologies has transformed the way in which materials are 

developed for ODL courses. The same is true in relation to the provision of 

learner support services. For example, in the last decade, mobile or cell phones 

have become common throughout the world as an alternative to fi xed-line 

telephony. The relatively low cost of this new technology means that, in most 

countries, sending a Short Message Service (SMS) text message is now cheaper 

than posting a photocopied letter as a way of contacting learners. Where a large 

percentage of learners have access to such technologies, they may present a 

more cost-effective option for routine communication – for example, to remind 

learners of an upcoming event.

OCASE STUDY

The Technology-Supported Learning (TSL) Unit of the provincial 

government of Saskatchewan, Canada, has developed a centralised help 

desk facility for learners studying at a distance. Queries can be submitted 

by either e-mail or voice-mail to a central unit, which forwards them 

electronically to the appropriate staff member, who responds within 24 

hours. If a learner is late in submitting an assignment (by e-mail) or 

misses a scheduled tutorial (by web-conferencing), the course tutor will 

follow up with an e-mail or SMS text message to fi nd out if the learner 

encountered a problem. The TSL Unit has also introduced a computerised 

learning management system that can send out text messages in batches 

to all learners on its database or to specifi c categories of learners (e.g., 

only those taking a particular subject). At the same time, the system 

makes a record of all interactions with each learner (including texts, 

e-mails and telephone calls) so that these can be monitored and followed 

up as necessary.

(Adapted from a presentation by G. B. Henderson, Director: TSL, Ministry 

of Education, Saskatchewan)

O
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It’s about relationship; 

it’s about community; 

it’s about connectivity; 

it’s about access.
Greg Whitby

Centralising learner support functions in a single unit is an effective way to 

keep down the costs of providing such services. However, while expenditure 

may be reduced for your open school, learners will have to bear higher costs 

for telecommunications charges, as well as for travel, accommodation and 

subsistence when attending contact sessions at a central venue. A centralised 

model also enables an ODL institution to employ specialised staff or to provide 

advanced training for specialised tasks, such as counselling for 

out-of-school learners. Where learners have access to Internet-

linked computers in their own homes or workplaces, such systems 

can provide more regular contact with tutors. Information and 

communications technologies can also facilitate peer-to-peer 

interaction through group projects, threaded e-mail discussions or 

voice-over-Internet “telephone” calls.

Decentralised Learner Support Systems

The alternative to a centralised model of learner support is to establish satellite 

offi ces or study centres at various places around the country or geographical 

area served by your open school. This means that many of the problems faced 

by those studying at distance can be addressed locally. Such a decentralised 

system can provide services on the spot, thus eliminating the delays that 

frequently arise when services are the responsibility of staff based at the 

institution’s head offi ce. Technology-mediated communication, which may 

be strange and intimidating for learners, is replaced with face-to-face contact, 

which many learners fi nd less threatening and more supportive.

OCASE STUDY 

The National Institute for Open Schooling (NIOS) was established in 

1989 by the government of India’s Ministry of Human Resource and 

Development. It is the largest open school in the world, with almost 

350,000 learners registered in its courses during the 2007/08 academic 

year. In order to provide support services for learners, NIOS has 

established local study centres for different programmes:

• 1,945 academic study centres for its junior and senior secondary 

learners
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• 1,002 study centres for its Open Vocational Education Programme

• 341 study centres for the Open Basic Education Programme

• 23 study centres delivering NIOS programmes in the Middle East and 

Nepal.

These local centres are monitored and supervised by 11 regional offi ces 

of NIOS. Study centres for the academic and vocational programmes 

are under the direct control of NIOS, while the Open Basic Education 

Programme is provided in collaboration with registered and accredited 

non-governmental organisations.

(Adapted from a presentation by M.C. Pant, Director: NIOS)

O
LEARNER SUPPORT ACTIVITIES

Although each open school must decide for itself exactly what services should be 

provided for learners, some of the more common approaches, identifi ed in Figure 

6.1, are outlined below:

Administrative Support

During any course of study, learners need to interact with the administrative 

staff of an educational institution at different stages. Such interactions involve 

the exchange of information in relation to a number of key processes, including:

• recruitment

• registration or enrolment

• distribution of study materials

• timetabling

• assessment or examinations

• paying fees and other charges.

The fi rst three of these processes were discussed in preceding chapters, along 

with issues surrounding payment at the time of registration. In the context of 

open schooling, timetabling refers to the allocation of learners to study and/or 
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tutorial groups, the scheduling of tutorials, providing learners with information 

about important deadlines and other important dates, and following up with 

these as necessary.

Administrative staff also play an important role in the assessment process, 

particularly where assignments or other written work is submitted on paper. 

Assignment scripts must be registered and date stamped as they come in, then 

bundled for distribution to academic staff who are responsible for marking. Once 

the scripts have been graded, the marks must be recorded and the scripts, with the 

marker’s comments, returned to learners. Normally, a random sample of assignment 

scripts is sent for moderation by a chief marker or external examiner. If your open 

school is responsible for examinations, administrative staff play similar roles. In 

addition, they may be involved in registering learners for the exam, issuing exam 

timetables and entry passes, as well as invigilating while learners sit the exams.

The vast majority of these functions can be carried out by post, telephone, 

e-mail or online using a computerised learning management system. These 

methods of communicating at a distance offer a convenient means of dealing 

with routine administrative matters and can save learners a lot of time. However, 

when a problem arises, trying to deal with it at a distance can be extremely 

frustrating for both parties. Sometimes, there is no substitute for a face-to-

face meeting to resolve such matters. In these circumstances, having a local 

offi ce where ODL learners can go for administrative support can be a distinct 

advantage. This face-to-face contact is particularly important when the learners 

in question have minimal levels of education or do not have ready access to 

information and communications technologies.

Academic Advice and Counselling

There is little agreement on what counselling means in the ODL context.

However, four key tasks are normally envisaged when this term is used:

• advising learners on their course choices;

• assisting learners in developing study skills and habits;

• suggesting strategies for learners to cope with the multiple demands of 

study, work and personal/family life;

• counselling learners with personal problems (Freeman, 2004: 144).
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Some open schools argue that they have neither the expertise nor the capacity 

to provide individual counselling for issues that are not related to a learner’s 

studies. In such circumstances, when learners raise personal problems of a non-

academic nature, they are referred to other counselling services.

Many open schools employ student counsellors or learner advisors to carry out 

the tasks outlined above. This is most often the case where the institution has 

adopted a centralised model of learner support and the numbers requesting 

these services justify the creation of specialised positions. Other institutions 

combine these functions with the roles of administrative staff or tutors. In 

particular, where an open school has established local study centres, it may 

not be cost-effective to employ specialised staff to provide these types of 

support at all these venues. Study centre administrators are therefore expected 

to advise learners on the most appropriate course to take. They may also be 

trained in basic skills of active listening so that they can respond 

appropriately when learners indicate that they are having diffi culty 

coping with their studies.

A particular problem arises in relation to learners’ study skills. 

Conventional schools in many places tend to reward learners 

for memorisation and recall rather than for more active forms 

of engagement with the course content. In addition, teachers in 

the classroom environment have traditionally played a key role in 

planning a study programme, setting the pace at which students 

progress through the curriculum and assisting them in developing 

good study habits. For those studying at a distance, who may not have regular 

contact with a tutor, study skills (such as planning, active involvement and 

self-assessment) are even more important (see Chapter 3). Learning to learn is 

increasingly seen as essential to ODL students achieving success in their studies.

Open schools attempt to address this need in different ways. Some include 

tips for effective learning in the course materials given to learners. Others 

devote time to this issue during orientation workshops for new students. 

Tutors are also expected to advise learners on effective study habits during 

contact sessions. Still other open schools have developed learner handbooks 

or good study guides. These are self-instructional resources that incorporate 

all the features of good ODL materials and that aim to teach learners how 

to learn. They are distributed at the time of registration, so that learners can 

develop effective study skills and habits while carrying out their coursework.

It is critical for all of us 

in the fi eld of Open and 

Distance Learning to 

remain at the cutting-

edge of this fast-

moving environment. 
Frances J. Ferreira
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Tutorial Support

Although tutors are just one means of supporting learners, they are widely seen 

by both learners and other stakeholders as the single most important component 

of a support system (Freeman, 2004: 117). Learners place a high value on contact 

with tutors, particularly when it comes to explaining aspects of a course that are 

still unclear after reading the study materials provided. In addition, as experts in 

a particular subject, tutors can provide a broader view and additional examples to 

illustrate particular topics. They can also provide individual feedback on written 

work so that learners can improve their performance. However, from the point 

of view of an open school or college, providing tutorials is very costly, accounting 

for as much as 30 per cent of expenditure on ODL programmes (Rumble, 1997: 

119). For these reasons, decisions about how to provide tutorial support and 

how frequently such contact will take place should only be made after careful 

consideration of both costs and benefi ts.

The roles tutors are expected to play differ from institution to institution, 

depending upon many factors. However, the functions carried out by ODL 

tutors are distinctly different from those traditionally performed by classroom 

teachers in conventional schools. In the past, classroom teachers took full 

responsibility for planning a programme in line with the curriculum, and 

selecting and preparing content, which was delivered through didactic methods 

such as “chalk-and-talk.” This approach creates a situation where students are 

largely dependent upon their teachers to tell them what to learn, how to learn it 

and when it has been learnt satisfactorily. 

When learners study through ODL methods, the same level of dependence 

is not sustainable. Most of the people who study with open schools do so 

voluntarily. They thus have greater freedom to decide what they want to learn, 

how best to go about this and (to some extent) when they have had enough 

learning. Because learners have only intermittent contact with a tutor, the entire 

curriculum cannot be covered in the time available for tutorials. This means that 

most of the learning that students do takes place between contact sessions. As a 

result, the most effective role that a tutor can adopt is that of a resource person, 

advisor, mentor or learning facilitator.

However, there can be tremendous resistance to this new model of tutoring and 

learning. Where teachers from conventional schools or colleges are employed 
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to act as tutors, they frequently have diffi culty understanding and adjusting 

to the new role. Normally, this topic forms a central part of any training 

programme for tutors (see Chapter 2). ODL learners may also expect the same 

style of teaching that they experienced at school and adopt a passive stance in 

interactions with tutors. When tutors experiment with a facilitative approach, 

learners may even complain that such teaching is inferior (Rogers, 1986: 123–

130). For this reason, open schools must plan ways to prepare their learners (as 

well as their families and other stakeholders) for what to expect, by highlighting 

the differences between studying through ODL methods and attending a 

conventional educational institution.

Regardless of the approach adopted by tutors, they can interact with learners in 

many different ways. Typically, the methods of carrying out these interactions 

are classifi ed as either face-to-face or distance tutoring. The latter category can 

be further subdivided on the basis of the technology used to bridge the divide. 

However, what really determines how tutors support learners is whether their 

interactions take place at the same time (synchronous) or at different times 

(asynchronous).

ASYNCHRONOUS TUTORING 

When a tutor makes an intervention and there is a delay before the learner or 

learners respond, this is referred to as asynchronous tutoring. This can happen 

when tutors and learners correspond with each other by post or by e-mail. In 

many cases these are one-to-one interactions that enable an individual learner 

to ask questions, have things explained, obtain feedback on work completed 

and assess progress made. However, it is also possible to involve other learners 

through techniques such as threaded e-mail discussion. This involves the 

tutor posting a question or series of questions on the institution’s learning 

management system or virtual learning environment. All of the learners in a 

particular course are notifi ed of this posting and given instructions on how to 

reply within a given time period. Learners can then add their own replies or 

comment on the replies of other learners whenever they can fi nd time before 

the deadline.

While asynchronous tutoring allows a certain level of interaction, the delays 

in communication pose signifi cant constraints. Synchronous communication 

enables both tutor and learner to fi ne-tune the interaction by asking 
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supplementary questions, clarifying points of confusion as they arise, 

checking for understanding and providing additional information as required. 

Asynchronous communication makes the tutor-learner interaction more 

laborious and less effective.

Marking Assignments

A specialised form of asynchronous tutoring is the marking of assignments or 

other written work. This is a critically important part of a tutor’s work because 

it may be the only individual feedback that ODL learners receive during the 

course of their studies. In a survey that asked learners to identify the most 

important types of help they received from their tutors, the three items that 

received the highest ratings were:

• identifying errors in written work

• advising on what constitutes a good answer

• identifying good points in written work.

All of these are related to the marking of assignments (Kelly and Swift, 1983, cited 

in Freeman, 2004: 130). Because such formalised feedback plays an essential role in 

helping learners improve their performance, most open schools make provision for 

assignments to be marked even when other forms of tutorial support are available.

Because reading and marking an assignment usually takes some time, this 

activity is normally carried out asynchronously. However, if a learner has 

questions about what a tutor has written, obtaining clarifi cation can be very 

time-consuming and frustrating unless the learner can discuss it synchronously 

with the tutor, either face to face, over the telephone or through technology-

mediated interactions.

SYNCHRONOUS TUTORING

Synchronous tutoring occurs when there are no (or only minimal) delays in the 

interaction between tutors and learners. As noted above, this generally allows 

more spontaneous and effective communication to take place.

Technology-Mediated Tutorials

Even when tutors are separated from their learners by long distances, it is still 

possible to provide synchronous communication using a variety of technologies. 
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Some open schools have been using telephones for many years to provide 

tutorial support, either on a one-to-one basis or with small groups through 

conference calls. Although most learners prefer face-to-face tuition, telephone-

mediated tutorials can provide a much more cost-effective option where 

distances are large.

However, learners may fi nd it diffi cult to maintain concentration for extended 

periods when they can’t see their tutor or other participants. It can also be 

extremely demanding for the tutor. In addition, there are inherent 

constraints in using a technology that allows only for audio 

communication when dealing with subjects that require visual 

inputs. Although learners can be supplied with prepared diagrams 

or illustrations with their study materials, telephone-mediated 

communication poses additional diffi culties when tutoring in 

mathematics, sciences, and practical and vocational subjects 

(Freeman, 2004: 135–137).

It is also possible for a tutor to interact synchronously with 

learners using an Internet chat room. Essentially, this is a 

discussion via e-mail where each contributor logs on to a reserved 

area of the institution’s virtual learning environment or learning 

management system and takes part though instant messaging. 

However, this technology shares many of the limitations of 

telephone tutorials. In addition, it can be very frustrating for 

those who are unfamiliar with computers or have yet to master 

the keyboard. For these reasons, this form of tuition is probably 

feasible only for one-to-one or small group interactions.

Some ODL institutions have invested heavily in facilities for video-conferencing, 

in order to provide both audio and video communication between tutors and 

learners. Earlier forms of this technology only allowed information to fl ow in 

one direction, from tutor to learner, and were little better than conventional 

videotapes or DVDs. However, in the last decade, video-conferencing has 

become more interactive and it now allows for two-way communication that 

is second only to face-to-face tuition. At the same time, such systems require 

considerable expenditure to set up and maintain. For this reason they may be 

prohibitively expensive for many open schools.

…whilst learning skills 

may be a factor in 

student success, a much 

more important one 

is learner motivation. 

Without appropriate 

focus on motivation, 

learner support 

for developing or 

remediating learning 

skills may be largely 

wasted.

Ormand Simpson
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Web-conferencing using computer workstations with microphones and 

web cameras linked to a high-speed Internet connection offers a lower cost 

alternative. However, the images available through this technology are not as 

good as those provided by video-conferencing equipment, though the quality of 

video-streaming on the Internet is improving all the time.

Mobile/Itinerant Tutors

Another option that should be considered is for tutors to travel to where 

learners actually live or work. This approach is particularly useful when learners 

live in relatively isolated circumstances at some distance from one another. 

For example, the Open Access College employs itinerant teachers to provide 

tutorials for children living on remote ranches in South Australia. It can also be 

effective when promoting a programme for the fi rst time or extending ODL 

services into areas without suffi cient infrastructure. For example, the Botswana 

College of Distance and Open Learning has equipped a lorry to act as a mobile 

learner support centre to bring tutorial support and other services to learners in 

remote parts of the country that do not currently have access to these.

Tutorial Centres

When an open school or college arranges for face-to-face tutorials in venues 

other than its head offi ce, these are often referred to as tutorial centres. 

Contact sessions usually take place in existing buildings – typically schools or 

community centres. Tutorials are scheduled in the afternoons, in the evenings 

or at weekends when the facilities are not being used and when learners who 

are employed are free to attend. Alternatively, tuition can be provided during 

holiday periods when school-based learners are on vacation.

OCASE STUDY

The tutorial centre approach has been adopted by the Namibian College of 

Open Learning (NAMCOL), which registers about 28,000 learners per year 

in its Secondary Education Programme. At the beginning of the academic 

year, part-time offi cials are appointed on a contract basis to register 

learners at roughly 100 enrolment points. These venues are confi rmed as 

tuition centres only if a minimum number of learners register for the same 
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combination of subjects. The enrolment offi cer then becomes the Head of 

Centre, with responsibility for:

• distributing study materials;

• timetabling tuition, recruiting subject tutors (as required) and 

supervising their work;

• administering the assignment process (including receiving 

assignments from learners, passing them to tutors for marking, 

recording these marks, taking a sample of the assignments for 

moderation and returning marked assignments to learners).

NAMCOL learners receive about three hours of face-to-face tuition per 

week in each subject. Formerly, learners also sat for mock examinations in 

each subject to improve their exam-writing technique and identify topics 

for revision, but this service was discontinued because it proved too costly. 

Centre heads and tutors are paid only for the hours they work, at a fi xed 

hourly rate. Where these tutorial centres are based in government schools, 

no rent is paid for use of the facilities. However, NAMCOL does make a 

modest contribution for each learner to cover the additional running costs 

incurred by the school.

O
OTHER FUNCTIONS PERFORMED BY TUTORS

Since tutors are often the only representatives of an open school who have 

regular contact with learners, they are sometimes expected to perform 

additional functions. They act as administrators or managers of the learning 

process by taking attendance at face-to-face sessions, reminding learners of 

deadlines and keeping individual records of how each learner is progressing. 

They may also play the role of assessor or examiner when marking assignments 

or giving credit for coursework where a continuous assessment scheme is in 

place. From time to time, tutors may also be called upon to act as counsellors, 

providing learners with advice and guidance not only on issues relating to the 

course, but also on non-academic matters.



122
suPPort
OPEN SCHOOLS HANDBOOK

Peer-to-Peer Interaction

Another problem experienced by those studying at a distance is a sense 

of isolation. If learners do not have opportunities to interact with others 

pursuing the same course, they tend to feel like they are struggling on their 

own. Learners may also get the impression that they are the only ones who 

have diffi culty understanding the study materials. This sense of isolation can 

undermine a learner’s belief in his or her ability to complete the course, leading 

to a decision to drop out.

LOCAL SUPPORT NETWORKS

When learners meet only infrequently (if ever) for contact sessions, it can be 

diffi cult to maintain the motivation and self-discipline required to complete their 

studies. For this reason, many open schools with centralised systems for delivering 

learner services promote the idea of local support structures. Particularly where an 

open school provides services for children of school-going age, the involvement 

of parents or other members of an extended family is essential in making sure 

that learners study regularly. Friends are another potential source of support and 

encouragement. It may also be possible to contact others in the community – 

such as school teachers, religious leaders or elders – for support. These people 

may be able to explain points that are unclear or provide advice on ways of coping 

with the demands of study, work and family life.

LEARNER-FACILITATED STUDY GROUPS

Self-help study groups are another way to break down the sense of isolation 

that ODL learners frequently experience. Working in a group of peers helps 

participants to: 

• acquire learning skills, such as planning tasks, analysing and solving 

problems, communicating clearly and working collaboratively towards a 

common goal;

• improve their retention of information, which is encoded into long-term 

memory when it is summarised, explained and discussed;

• develop new ways of thinking about a topic;

• give and receive feedback;

• review issues that arose in the last contact session and prepare for the next 

one.
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The social interaction that takes place in such groups also provides additional 

motivation for learners to continue their studies (O’Rourke, 2003: 108–109).

Where those enrolled in a particular course or programme live within a 

reasonable distance of one another, they can be asked to form self-facilitated 

study groups. These work best when numbers are kept low (roughly 8–12 

learners) so that each member has an opportunity to participate. Guidelines 

should be provided so that participants understand how the group will be 

managed and what is expected of them. Group learning activities must also 

be carefully planned so that there is a clear focus for each session or series of 

sessions. Ideally, tutors should give clear, written instructions on what study 

groups must do between contact sessions.

FORMAL STUDY GROUP MEETINGS 

Where too few learners in a particular area register for a course or there is 

no one qualifi ed to act as a subject tutor, it will not be possible to establish a 

tutorial centre. However, your open school may wish to appoint someone from 

the community to act as the coordinator for a formal study group. Normally 

these coordinators are given some training in how to facilitate such a group, and 

they may also be supplied with a teacher’s guide that gives detailed instructions 

on how to work through the study materials with learners. Group coordinators 

are also expected to identify and recruit new learners from the area. Formal 

study groups can be a very low-cost option for providing support services 

for learners, though considerable staff time is required to train study group 

coordinators and monitor their work.

Normally, these study groups meet in existing buildings – schools, community 

centres, churches or temples, clinics, government offi ces or the coordinator’s 

own home. In some areas, learners come together to study under a shady tree 

when weather permits. For example, this approach is used by the Lesotho 

Distance Teaching Centre to deliver its Basic Education Programme. These 

study groups are known locally as “Learning Posts,” and over 200 of them have 

been established in remote locations around the country. Under the guidance 

of a Learning Post coordinator, these groups decide when and how often they 

will meet, as well as how long each session will last. A study carried out in 2001 

(Chabane: 36) found that almost 80 per cent of Learning Posts met three times 

per week or more.
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Access to Resources and Technologies

Learners registered for ODL studies may experience diffi culties fi nding a place 

to study without being disturbed. From time to time, they will also need to use 

reference books and other resources not provided with their study materials. 

In particular, problems can arise when audio-visual materials or technology-

mediated communication are central components of a course and some learners 

do not have access to these technologies. For these reasons, many ODL 

institutions seek to establish study centres that can offer a full set of services and 

facilities, including some or all of the following:

• information on courses

• academic advice and guidance

• registration of learners

• distribution of study materials

• face-to-face tutorials

• administration of the assignment process

• space for individual or group study

• library facilities (including photocopying)

• other audio-visual equipment and learning resources

• Internet-linked computers.

Full-service study centres are normally located in specially designed structures 

or buildings that have been adapted for this purpose. One or more full-time 

employees are required to administer the centre and provide services.

Establishing and maintaining a full-service study centre involves a considerable 

capital investment for buildings and equipment, as well as relatively high levels 

of recurrent expenditure for staffi ng and operations. This can only be justifi ed 

where large numbers of learners make use of these facilities, thus bringing down 

the average cost per learner.
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OCASE STUDY

The Namibian Open Learning Network (NOLNet) is a useful example of 

how access to full-service study centres can be provided at a minimum 

cost. This body was established to promote collaboration between 

government-funded ODL institutions in Namibia. One of its fi rst projects 

was to mobilise donor funding to develop full-service study centres in 

each of the country’s 13 regions. None of these centres is the property of 

NOLNet; instead, they are owned and staffed by different bodies, including 

the University of Namibia, the Community Library Service, Teacher 

Resource Centres and local government bodies. However, NOLNet was 

instrumental in forging an agreement that allows students registered for 

ODL studies at any of the publicly funded institutions to have free access 

to these facilities. The full-service study centres are supplemented by a 

network of satellite centres with more limited resources.

O
Activity for Managers

This activity can be carried out as part of a strategic planning exercise, during 
periodic reviews of your strategic plan or as the focus of a review or planning 
process with employees from the learner support unit(s) and provincial, 
regional or district centres in your open school.  

1.  Use a white board or a blank piece of fl ipchart paper laid on its side 
(landscape format). Start by writing “Administrative Support” at the 
top, then draw lines to create one broad column on the left, two narrow 
columns in the middle, and another broad column along the right. Label 
the columns as follows, from left to right: “Services,” “Centralised,” 
“Decentralised” and “Model of Delivery.” 

2. Now answer the following questions, fi lling in the columns as appropriate:

• What support services do you currently provide for learners? 

• What services do you plan to provide?

• Which of these services will be provided centrally and which through 
local centres?
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• Which model for providing learner support services is most cost-effective 
for the particular environment in which your institution operates?

3.  Once you have exhausted all of the group’s ideas for Administrative 
Support, repeat the exercise for each of the following categories:

• Academic Advice and Counselling

• Tutorial Support

• Peer-to-Peer Interaction

• Access to Resources and Technologies.

SUMMARY

Deciding whether or not to adopt a decentralised system for delivering support 

services to learners involves consideration of factors such as the number of 

learners registered for a particular course, their geographical distribution and 

the availability of funds. Before your institution commits itself to establishing a 

particular form of learner support, it should carry out a detailed analysis of the 

costs and benefi ts. There are a number of lessons that can be learnt from the 

experience of other open schools:

• You need to stay focused on meeting the needs of learners, keeping in 

mind the varied contexts in which they live. For example, you might 

schedule tutorials in the evenings on the assumption that this is the most 

convenient time for learners who are employed during normal working 

hours. However, this is not always the ideal. For example, Botswana 

College of Distance and Open Learning learners who live along the 

northern border of Botswana cannot travel on foot after dark because 

elephants and other wild animals roam freely.

• Providing effective learner support is a complex and evolving process. 

You can never say that the system is fi nalised, as each new crop of learners 

brings a new set of needs and expectations.

• Any learner support system you devise must be fl exible and must optimise 

the use of scarce resources. Promoting collaboration and partnership with 

other ODL institutions can help you to achieve this.

• It is also essential to coordinate plans and activities within your own 
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institutions. For example, combining the piloting of new study materials 

with monitoring visits to local centres can cut down on the costs of travel.

• Learner support processes should be documented in procedural manuals, 

which can then be used to train full- and part-time staff at study centres.
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chapter 7
MONITORING AND EVALUATION

The term evaluation is used in a number of different ways. Perhaps the most 

appropriate is when we review and evaluate programmes or other broad areas 

of activity. However, we sometimes speak about student evaluation when 

it might be more correct to refer to this process as learner assesment. Often 

we are asked to carry out evaluations of teachers or tutors, but performance 

appraisal might be a better term. In most cases, we evaluate workshops that 

we offer, but usually this involves collecting standarised feedback 

from participants. Using the term evaluation in so many different 

contexts creates the potential for confusion.

For the purpose of this handbook, evaluation is defi ned as “the 

systematic determination of merit, worth and signifi cance of 

something or someone” (Wikipedia). This defi nition highlights 

the fact that evaluation is about values and involves making value 

judgements. Monitoring, on the other hand, refers to observing processes and 

products on an ongoing basis and checking to ensure that they meet quality 

standards. While the information collected during a monitoring exercise can be 

useful for evaluation, monitoring itself does not involve value judgements. Both 

monitoring and evaluation are key processes for assuring your learners and other 

stakeholders of the quality of the education provided by your open school or 

college.

This chapter addresses the following questions:

• What is total quality management? Why is it important for managers in 

open schools?

• What needs to be monitored and how should you go about it?

• What aspects of your open school need to be evaluated? 

• What sort of evaluation should be carried out?

Quality refers to a 

product’s fi tness for 

purpose according 

to a set of required 

standards.
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QUALITY MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS 

Quality management comprises all the activities carried out in your open school 

to prove that the programmes and other services provided are of a defi ned 

standard. These processes are also central to improving the quality of your 

school’s methods and outcomes. An effective system of quality management 

helps to build public confi dence and maintain the credibility of any educational 

institution (Kirkpatrick, 2005: 2).

Activity for Managers

(Adapted from COL, 1999: 2-2)

Ideally this exercise should be carried out in collaboration with other managers 
and senior staff in your open school. 

1. Break the larger group into pairs (or threes) and pose the following 
question:  What does quality mean in the context of open schooling?

2. Have each pair write as many answers as they can think of on blank pieces 
of paper. There should be only one word or phrase per sheet, written large 
enough so that everyone can see.

3. Ask one person from each pair to pin up one of their sheets on a whiteboard 
or bare wall, explaining briefl y what they had in mind. Go around the room 
asking each pair to do the same until all of the ideas are up.

4. Have the whole group discuss the similarities and differences between 
these aspects of quality and consider whether the papers can be 
rearranged to form categories of similar ideas.

Issues that may arise from this exercise include:

• Quality involves identifying criteria or standards.

• Quality is measured relative to these standards.

• Quality is important not only when checking the products produced by your 
institution, but also in relation to the processes it uses to achieve those 
outputs.

• Quality is not simply something that is measured, but also involves public 
perceptions.

• Even if the quality of your products and processes is high, this means little 
if they are not what your learners or other stakeholders are looking for.
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While everyone will agree on the need to ensure quality, defi ning exactly what 

quality means can be more diffi cult. This is because “quality” is a judgement 

that cannot be seen in isolation from the value system of the person(s) who 

make that judgement. Each group of stakeholders – learners, their parents or 

family, staff of your open school, funding bodies – is likely to have different 

priorities when defi ning quality. For example, a learner might judge the quality 

of an ODL course on the basis of whether or not she achieves good marks in 

the examination. However, the Ministry of Education in your country, state or 

province may allocate funds on the basis of the number of learners registered 

in the course, regardless of their examination results. (See discussion of the 

marketing exchange in Chapter 5.)

Traditionally, the quality of a product was assessed by the buyer at the time 

of purchase. This can still be seen in informal markets where customers check 

fruit and vegetables before they hand over their money. However, as industrial 

processes became more complex and goods produced for the marketplace 

became increasingly standardised, quality assurance processes were formalised. 

Initially, these took the form of quality control, whereby a special worker 

inspected and removed faulty products at the end of the production process. 

Quality was often measured in terms of the percentage of sub-standard products 

that came off different production lines.

Since the middle decades of the 20th century, industry has moved away from 

the quality control model towards a more proactive approach called quality 

assurance. Rather than dealing with faults only after they arise, quality assurance 

involves devising and implementing measures to prevent faults from happening 

in the fi rst place. One of the most widely used approaches to quality assurance 

is the PDCA (Plan-Do-Check-Act) model (also known as the Deming Wheel or 

Shewhart Cycle). The PDCA model is illustrated in Figure 7.1.

FIGURE 7.1: PDCA MODEL

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:PDCA.gif

Author: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User:Xsmith

Licence: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/GNU_Free_Documentation_License
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However, even when effective quality assurance systems are in place, problems can 

arise. For example, academics are sometimes accused of living in “ivory towers” 

because the courses provided by their institutions, while of very high quality, do 

not relate to the requirements for making a living in the real world. As a result of 

this mismatch between what an educational institution offers and what students 

want, enrolments can fall. Situations like this led to the development of a new 

approach called total quality management, which involves all of the processes 

discussed above. The relationship between these processes may be represented in 

the form of an “equation,” as shown in Figure 7.2.

The central focus of total quality management is meeting the requirements 

of customers, or in the case of an open school, your learners. Every aspect of 

the organisation and its operations must be examined. Every functional unit 

and every member of the staff is responsible for getting things 

right the fi rst time. Total quality management aims to produce 

products and services with zero defects, primarily through 

prevention rather than detection after the fact. It also seeks to 

create an organisational culture of continuous improvement.

PLANNING QUALITY MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS

Putting in place an effective system to manage quality requires 

careful and detailed planning. Developing a total quality 

management plan should follow a strategic planning exercise, 

and the process used is similar in many respects. It starts with a 

broad statement of policy and proceeds through a series of steps 

that narrow the focus and specify who is responsible for doing 

what.

STEP 1 – Policy

After reviewing the mission and/or vision statements for the 

institution, managers should draw up a general declaration of 

principles specifi cally relating to quality. This should include 

a shared understanding of what quality means for different 

stakeholders and what model of quality management you 

subscribe to.

Market

research

+
Quality

assurance

+
Quality 

control

+
Continuous

monitoring

=
Total quality

management

FIGURE 7.2: TOTAL 
QUALITY MANAGEMENT

Source: Adapted from COL, 1999: 2.5
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STEP 2 – Standards

Once a quality management policy has been agreed upon for the institution as a 

whole, quality standards need to be developed for each major function. Most of these 

will relate to how your institution serves its external customers, mainly learners, and 

should be written from their point of view. For example, the unit responsible for 

delivering materials might set the following quality standard for its activities:

Ninety per cent of learners for the Upper Primary Programme will have 

received a complete set of learning materials within three weeks after 

registrations close.

However, where a functional unit, such as the human resources department, 

primarily serves other parts of the institution, it can still draft quality standards 

for these internal customers. For example, the fi nancial services unit of your 

open school might set the following standard:

Every member of staff who makes a query about non-payment or under-

payment of salary will receive a written response within fi ve working days.

As with the strategic planning process, you need to draft quality standards that 

are SMART – Specifi c, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time-bound. 

Ideally, staff members responsible for achieving these standards should be 

involved in the process of setting them. This is a good way to ensure that they 

feel a sense of ownership of the fi nished product.

STEP 3 – Critical Functions

If you think about all the steps that must be completed to achieve a particular 

quality standard, it becomes clear that some cause more problems than others. 

For example, when distributing materials to learners, some parts of this process 

may be outside of your control, such as the time it takes the post offi ce to 

deliver materials. In some cases, it may be possible to eliminate delays by 

aligning the processes in your institution with those used by outside suppliers. 

In this example, the post offi ce might deal with study materials more quickly if 

they are packaged and labelled in a uniform way. Your quality management plan 

should identify these critical functions, identify existing shortcomings and devise 

procedures to deal with any problems that arise in the future.
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STEP 4 – Documentation

In order to ensure that all staff members are clear about what is required of 

them in performing their critical functions to an acceptable standard, it is useful 

to document the procedures that must be followed. This involves writing down 

every step that should be taken, who is responsible for it, and any relevant 

standards against which performance will be measured. The example below 

is taken from the Procedures Manual for Learning Centres produced by the 

Botswana College of Distance and Open Learning.

Learning Centre Supervisor:

a)  Enter learner number on back of each postal order,

b)  Issue receipt and enter number in enrolment form,

c)  Sign enrolment form at (2),

d)  Inform learner to return after three weeks to collect study
  materials,

(When learner comes back for study materials):

e)  Complete the following sections of the enrolment form:
  “Materials dispatched”
  “Materials not available”

f)  Issue available materials,

g)  Get learner to sign the enrolment form,

h)  Tear off top copy and give to learner,

i)  Tear off second copy, staple postal orders to it and place
  in the Learning Centre Administrator’s folder for collection;

j)  Tear off third copy and fi le it in the Learning Centre 
 enrolments fi le.

STEP 5 – Monitoring 

Quality doesn’t happen all by itself, no matter how well it has been planned 

and documented. Standards won’t be maintained or improved without regular 

observation and checking. Accordingly, your quality management plan should 

include details of how progress will be monitored, including:
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• what should be observed

• how it should be recorded

• who is responsible for monitoring

• when monitoring should take place

• who should receive the results of the monitoring exercise

• who is responsible for taking action to correct situations where standards 

are not being met.

STEP 6 – Staff Training and Development

It is not enough simply to communicate your quality management plan to 

staff. They must be thoroughly familiarised with what it involves, how it will 

benefi t learners and other customers, what is required of them and how their 

performance will be assessed. In addition, maintaining and improving quality 

may also demand new attitudes, knowledge and skills that can be inculcated 

through a concerted programme of staff development. Details of who requires 

training, what form it should take and how it will be delivered should also be 

included in the quality management plan.

Activity for Managers

This is an activity that can be carried out with staff in the division or section 
that you manage.

1. Select an area where there are currently problems with the quality of your 
unit’s output.

2. If your open school does not have a formal policy for quality management, 
draw up a broad statement of the agreed approach in your unit.

3. Agree on a standard with the staff in your unit that will improve the quality 
of outcomes for clients in the problem area.

4. Identify the critical functions that have an impact on the quality of 
outcomes.

5. Document the procedures that should be followed by each employee in the 
unit to perform these critical functions to the agreed standard.

6. Devise ways to monitor these processes on an ongoing basis.
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METHODS FOR ASSESSING QUALITY

Maintaining and improving quality in any organisation involves systematic 

assessment at various stages. You will need to know how things stand at present 

so that you can plan for the future. You will also need to check your progress in 

implementing those plans. And you will need to sit back and refl ect on what has 

been achieved after the plan has run its course. Common methods for assessing 

quality in open schools include:

• internal monitoring

• external peer review

• formal audit

• collecting relevant statistical information

• evaluation research.

Chapter 8 discusses ways to collect and use statistical information and report on 

your institution’s performance. Other methods of assessing quality are outlined 

below.

Monitoring

The term monitoring is normally used to refer to a continuous process that is 

carried out by an institution’s own staff. In a factory setting, monitoring of 

production is normally the responsibility of a specialised unit of inspectors. 

Even with the quality management model, champions are needed to take the 

lead and ensure that this becomes an integral part of the institution’s culture 

(Kirkpatrick, 2005: 5). Nevertheless, total quality management should be the 

concern of every staff member. This implies that each employee, from the top 

to the bottom of your open school, should be monitoring the quality of his 

or her own work on a continuous basis. For example, during slack periods the 

workers who pack study materials can carry out spot checks to determine what 

percentage of packets include everything they are supposed to. At the other end 

of the hierarchy, senior managers can devote an hour per week to reviewing the 

quality of the work they have produced.

While self-monitoring is essential, it may not be objective and impartial. For 

this reason, supervisors are normally required to monitor the work of their 

subordinates. However, it is impractical to check every action or process that 
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is carried out. For example, moderation of assignment marking cannot involve 

checking of all papers. A random sample of 5 to 10 per cent of assignment 

scripts from each tutor will usually give a statistically valid picture of the quality 

and reliability of their marking. Where monitoring requires periodic inspections, 

ideally these should not be announced in advance. In addition, the times and 

dates of inspections should be changed frequently so that those being inspected 

cannot anticipate and prepare for them.

FIGURE 7.3: SUPERVISOR PERFORMANCE APPRAISAL FORM

BOTSWANA COLLEGE OF DISTANCE AND OPEN LEARNING 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
GABORONE REGIONAL OFFICE 
 
Community Study Centre Supervisor Appraisal Form 

 
CSC Name:  ……………………………………………………………….. 
 
Date:   ……………………………………………………………….. 

 
 
 In Place Not in Place 

Weekly Enrolment Updates 
   

Study/tutorial schedule 
   

Tutor Attendance register (Monthly) 
   

Learner Attendance register (Monthly) 
   

SCS Supervisors attendance register 
   

Course progress Records 
   

Tutor Records (Monthly) 
   

Stock balance from (Teaching Aids) 
   

Learner Enquiries Log Book 
   

 
Remarks by Supervising Officer:…………………………………………………… 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Typically, information obtained during a monitoring session is recorded on a 

standardised form. One of the easiest forms to use is a checklist, which simply 

requires the person carrying out the monitoring to note whether or not certain 

actions have been carried out. An example of a simple checklist is provided in 

Figure 7.3. This is the form used by the Botswana College of Distance and 

Open Learning to monitor the performance of supervisors at community study 

centres.

While such an approach simplifi es the process of inspection, monitoring quality 

must not be equated with mere paperwork. Filling in forms is of no use to 

anyone unless the information they contain is regularly analysed and action is 

taken when necessary.

Peer Review

Peer review involves arranging for a panel of experienced practitioners from 

outside your open school to appraise the quality management practices you 

are using. Those who carry out the peer review should be drawn from another 

ODL institution or institutions, either in your own country or outside its 

borders. Rather than relying on “experts” to comment on the effectiveness of 

quality management policies, plans and procedures, this approach engages peers 

in comparable positions elsewhere. Unlike experts, who may not appreciate 

the problems faced by managers when promoting quality in a local context, 

peers can provide more practical suggestions for improvement. There are also 

advantages for those who carry out such peer reviews, since they are exposed 

to different practices that can be adapted to enhance quality in their own 

institutions.

Formal Audit

In many countries, national qualifi cations frameworks have been put in place to 

ensure the quality of awards made by educational institutions. In order to have 

awards validated, it is necessary to seek accreditation from such bodies. If your 

open school prepares learners for examinations validated by an international 

body, certain minimum standards may also be imposed. Even where such 

structures do not exist, ministries or departments of education normally have 

criteria and procedures for registering educational institutions in order to weed 

out those that provide sub-standard services. Ensuring that an open school 



139
monitorinG

OPEN SCHOOLS HANDBOOK

meets the minimum requirements for accreditation or registration requires a 

formal audit or inspection. This is normally carried out by representatives of the 

accrediting body and involves a review of the institution’s policies, practices, 

staffi ng and facilities against a checklist of prescribed features.

Evaluation

Monitoring sessions, peer reviews and formal audits are all effective ways to 

assess internal processes that can contribute to maintaining and improving 

quality. However, in order to determine what impact these are having on the 

services provided for key stakeholders, you need to carry out evaluative research. 

In this context, stakeholders include not only the learners themselves, but 

also “graduates”1 and dropouts, as well as families, employers and others who 

benefi t from the services provided by your open school. Three common types of 

evaluative research are discussed below.

OBJECTIVES-BASED EVALUATION

Objectives-based evaluation involves the collection of information to assess the 

extent to which predetermined objectives have been achieved. The underlying 

assumption is that adequate planning has identifi ed all of the critical issues 

and framed these as objectives. Normally, objectives-based evaluation is 

summative, meaning that it takes place only toward the end of the project or 

programme or after it has been completed. Such an approach sums up what has 

or has not been achieved, but can do nothing towards improving the project 

while it is still running. Evaluation processes can be improved by introducing 
formative evaluation at the planning stage to collect baseline data, assess 

where you are starting from and improve the framing of objectives. Carrying 

out process evaluation on an ongoing basis helps to appraise the adequacy of 

implementation plans, operational procedures, fi nancial and human resources.

Objectives-based evaluation is widely used and broadly accepted, because it:

• has a common-sense appeal

• is grounded in a straightforward question: Have we achieved what we set 

out to do?

• frequently relies on objectively observable evidence.

1. This term is used loosely to refer to anyone who has successfully completed a course or 

programme, regardless of the level of studies.
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However, objectives-based evaluation also has a number of limitations:

• It provides information to characterise outcomes, but not to judge their 

value.

• It depends on the adequacy of initial objectives. If these have been framed 

poorly, then it can be diffi cult to draw any conclusions.

• It does not identify, measure or place value upon unintended outcomes. In 

effect, you can only measure what you are looking for.

For example, some of the most important outcomes of adult basic education are 

higher levels of self-confi dence and improved self-image for participants. Unless 

these were specifi ed as objectives and baseline information was recorded at the 

outset of tuition, objectives-based evaluation will not bring them to the fore.

LEARNER-CENTRED EVALUATION

A learner-centred approach to evaluation focuses on how the benefi ciaries of a 

course or programme assess its outcomes, as well as the value they place on the 

experience. The assumption underpinning this approach is that participants are 

in the best position to make these value judgements. Regardless of the objectives 

that were set at the start of the programme, learner-centred evaluation collects 

information on everything that has changed for better or worse as a result of their 

participation. Those who further their education outside of conventional schools 

often fi nd that learning has had an impact on other aspects of their lives – in terms 

of enhancing their employment prospects, improving levels of self-confi dence and 

increasing involvement in community and civic affairs. Learner-centred evaluation 

can highlight all of these positive outcomes.

The key strengths of learner-centred evaluation are that it can:

• focus on specifi c issues of concern to learners

• provide a variety of perspectives

• validate (or refute) practitioners’ beliefs about programme outcomes

• involve participants in the evaluation process.

The weaknesses of the learner-centred approach to evaluation are that:

• it tends to be biased in favour of learners

• the information obtained can be dismissed as subjective and self-interested, and

• as a result, it may have low external credibility.
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Finally, given the complex nature of the data obtained from learners, this form 

of evaluation can be diffi cult to summarise in a form that is easy for decision-

makers to take in. All too often, the latter are inclined to read only the bullet 

points or a single-page summary.

An example of client-centred evaluation in the context of open schooling is 

a booklet published by the Namibian College of Open Learning (Kavetuna 

et al., 2004). It includes a collection of personal accounts by students in the 

Certifi cate in Education for Development course. Graduates of the course were 

asked to write about their experience with the college and the impact this has 

had on how they do their work and live their lives.

TRACER STUDY

A tracer study involves tracing (or fi nding and making contact with) students 

who were in a particular course some years previously. The intention is to 

document how they feel about the course after the fact and to determine what 

impact (if any) it had on their lives. Tracer studies often focus on those who 

successfully completed a course, but they can also be used to assess the views 

of those who dropped out or failed. Feedback from the latter can be of critical 

importance in improving placement and retention of learners.

BRIDGING THE GAP 
BETWEEN RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

Despite the importance of evaluation in maintaining and improving quality in 

open schools, sometimes it has only minimal impact on future action. Many 

well-researched reports gather dust on shelves, while the cogently argued 

recommendations they contain have never been put into practice. Stuart and 

Latchem (2004: 104–105) suggest a number of reasons for this:

• All too often decision-makers do not read the information made available 

to them. This may be because they lack the time or interest to wade 

through detailed research reports.

• Findings that confi rm the unconscious beliefs, prejudices and feelings of 

policy-makers and practitioners are the most likely to be acted upon.

• Policy-makers may also view research primarily as a way to fi nd an answer 

to a particular problem. They tend to latch onto what they consider a 
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workable solution and lose interest after that.

• Moreover, research does not necessarily come up with easy answers. 

Sometimes it simply serves to show how complex the problem is and that 

further investigation is needed.

• It is also important to remember that knowledge is socially constructed 

and confers power on some while disempowering others. “The specialised 

knowledge of the expert may be in confl ict with the conventional wisdom 

of the layperson.”

In light of the above, you may well ask, “Why should we bother to evaluate at 

all?” There are four key reasons for carrying out such research:

• Evaluation exercises are valuable in terms of staff morale and commitment 

to the institution. Relevant staff members should be given copies of all 

available documentation as part of a review of the unit’s performance. 

This will enable them to hear what they have achieved, and to see where 

improvements still need to be made. It will also send out a very strong 

message that their work is valued.

• By giving a voice to participants and other stakeholders, learner-centred 

studies can have a tremendous impact. When evaluators document what 

learners say, this is a practical expression of the fact that their contribution 

is valued and that the whole initiative is responsive to their input.

• Even if only 20 people ever read an evaluation report, the impact will 

depend on who those 20 people are. If they are the right people, the 

evaluation can have an impact on decision-making and the allocation of 

funds.

• Evaluation research is also essential for recording information that is short-

lived and easily lost. For example, details of examination results may only 

be available as computer printouts that are diffi cult or impossible to fi nd 

and interpret even a few years later. Extracts from evaluative documents 

can prove very useful for future research and planning.
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SUMMARY

Educational institutions around the world must prove that they are providing 

high-quality courses and other services in order to ensure public credibility. 

Maintaining and improving quality involves researching what potential learners 

want, putting in place procedures to avoid faults wherever possible, as well as 

correcting those that do arise. Continuous monitoring is also needed to ensure 

that these procedures are being carried out and that quality standards are being 

met. The checklist on page 145 summarises the key requirements for putting in 

place a system of total quality management for your open school or college.
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TOTAL QUALITY MANAGEMENT CHECKLIST

(Adapted from Robinson, 1994: 187–88, as cited in COL, 1999: 2-10–2-12)

QUALITY POLICY AND PLAN
 □ Has your organisation developed a policy 

on quality with which all staff are familiar?

 □ Has this policy been translated into a 

practical plan?

SPECIFICATION OF STANDARDS
 □ Are specifi ed and clearly defi ned standards 

in place?

 □ Have they been communicated to all 

concerned?

 □ Are they specifi ed for key activities?

 □ Are they achievable?

 □ Are they reasonable?

 □ Are they measurable?

IDENTIFYING CRITICAL 
FUNCTIONS

 □ Have the critical functions for achieving the 

standards been identifi ed?

 □ Have they taken the learner as the starting 

point?

 □ Have the procedures to achieve them been 

analysed?

DOCUMENTATION
 □ Are the procedures to be followed clearly 

documented?

 □ Are they explicit?

 □ Do they represent fact or fi ction?

 □ Are they consistent in different documents?

 □ Are they concentrated on essential 

procedures?

 □ Are they in a readable and user-friendly 

form?

 □ Do all those who need them have access to 

copies?

STAFF INVOLVEMENT
 □ Have all staff been involved in the 

development of quality assurance systems?

 □ Have their suggestions been built in?

 □ Has enough time been given to this 

process?

MONITORING
 □ Are there systematic monitoring 

mechanisms for critical functions?

 □ Do they check whether standards are being 

met and procedures followed?

 □ Are the fi ndings disseminated?

 □ Are they linked to appropriate action?

 □ Do they result in improved performance, 

a review of practice or a reappraisal of 

standards?

 □ Do they provide effective feedback loops 

between providers of services and learners?

STAFF TRAINING AND 
DEVELOPMENT

 □ Is there adequate provision for training and 

staff development?

 □ Is this linked to the achievement of 

standards?

 □ Are there effective mechanisms for assessing 

training needs?

 □ Are these reviewed regularly?

 □ Are resources allocated to meet these 

training needs?

COSTS
 □ Is there a strategy for monitoring the costs 

of implementing and maintaining quality 

assurance activities?

 □ Are the costs greater than the benefi ts?





147
accountability

OPEN SCHOOLS HANDBOOK

chapter 8
ENSURING ACCOUNTABILITY TO 
STAKEHOLDERS

Accountability means giving an account or report of your activities to those 

you are answerable to. It is not simply about the fi nancial accounts for your 

open school, though these are an important part of the process. Accountability 

involves identifying what information is required by stakeholders, collecting, 

processing and analysing it, and reporting on the results. This chapter aims to 

answer the following questions:

• Who has a stake in the success of your open school or college?

• What do they need to know?

• What information about your learners is needed to account to 

stakeholders?

• How should that information be managed, collected, processed, analysed 

and acted upon?

• What is the best way to communicate relevant information to your 

stakeholders?

WHO MUST WE ACCOUNT TO?

Throughout this handbook we have used the term stakeholders to refer to those 

who have an interest in how an open school or college does its job. As noted 

in Chapter 5, institutions in the not-for-profi t sector have two major categories 

of stakeholders. On the one hand there are those who benefi t directly or 

indirectly from the services provided. In the case of an open school these are 

learners, their parents and other family members, and their employers. On the 

other hand, bodies that sponsor or fund the service – government ministries or 

departments, international donors, non-governmental organisations and others 

– also have a stake in how the institution performs. In addition, managers and 

staff of the open school have a legitimate interest in how well it is fulfi lling its 

mission.
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Stakeholder Purpose Concerns/Questions Possible Data Sources

Learners Choosing an 
institution

What courses/programmes are 
available?

Open school’s prospectus

How do they compare with a 
conventional school?

Documents from national 
curriculum body

Getting 
educational 
qualifi cations

What percentage of learners 
pass their courses and obtain 
qualifi cations?

Exam board statistics

Open school’s learner 
records system

Finding a job What percentage of graduates 
fi nd employment?

Tracer study

Government 
ministry/ 
department

Policy 
formulation and
planning 

What percentage of the target 
population is being reached?

National census

Open school’s learner 
records system

What percentage of learners 
pass their courses and obtain 
qualifi cations?

Exam board statistics

Open school’s learner 
records system

What percentage of graduates 
fi nd employment?

Tracer study

Do the courses/programmes 
meet the needs of employers?

Questionnaires or interviews 
with employers

Allocation of 
resources/ 
funding

How much does it cost per 
learner?

How much does it cost per 
graduate?

Open school’s fi nancial 
records 

Open school’s learner 
records system

Accounting for 
state funds

Are resources being used 
effi ciently?

How do unit costs compare with 
those for conventional schools?

Ministry of Education’s 
fi nancial records

Statistics for formal 
education system

FIGURE 8.1: ACCOUNTING TO DIFFERENT STAKEHOLDERS
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Information Needed Reporting Method

List of courses/programmes Information campaign

Open days/evenings

Career fairs

Learners who successfully complete courses/programmes, 
divided by total number in learner cohort

As above, plus
open school’s annual report

Graduates in employment divided by total number of 
graduates in learner cohort

As above

Total number of learners divided by total number in target 
group

Open school’s annual report 
and budget submission

Learners who successfully complete courses/programmes, 
divided by total number in learner cohort

Open school’s statistical 
digest

Graduates in employment divided by total number of 
graduates in learner cohort

Research report

Satisfaction ratings by employers, additional needs identifi ed Research report

Total expenditure on course/programme divided by total 
number of learners

Total expenditure on course/programme divided by total 
number of graduates

Open school’s annual report 
and audited accounts

Total expenditure on conventional schools (plus ministry’s 
overheads) divided by total number of school-based students

Total expenditure on conventional schools (plus ministry’s 
overheads), divided by number of school-based graduates

Open school’s annual report 
and budget submission
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WHAT DO THEY NEED TO KNOW?

Meeting the expectations of these different stakeholders can be extremely 

demanding. Since each group has different interests and concerns, addressing 

these requires different types of information. The fi rst step in accounting to 

stakeholders is identifying what they need to know. Figure 8.1 gives examples of 

the issues that might be of concern to different stakeholders.

Activity for Managers

1. Make a copy of Figure 8.1, but leave extra space for additional ideas.

2. Try to think of other concerns that learners and government ministries 
might have about your open school.

3. Brainstorm a list of other stakeholders.

4. Now try to put yourself into their shoes and imagine what concerns them. 
The questions you formulate should provide suffi cient information for them 
to make judgements about how effectively your institution is meeting their 
expectations.

(At this stage, don’t worry about the columns labelled “Possible Data Sources,” 
“Information Needed” and “Reporting Methods.”)

The exercise above suggests that different stakeholders share similar concerns. 

Many of the questions raised are likely to touch on the effi ciency and 

effectiveness of your open school and its programmes.

Effi ciency and Effectiveness

(Adapted from Du Vivier, 2008: Unit 9)

In the latter decades of the 20th century, education was thought to be the 

key to unlocking the human potential of developing countries and enabling 

them to “take off” on a modernising trajectory. In many countries around the 

globe, signifi cant sums have been devoted to expanding access to education 
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and improving the quality of inputs. In recent years, however, this investment 

in education has increasingly been scrutinised by economists who question the 

effi ciency and effectiveness of many programmes. Open and distance learning 

institutions have not escaped this critique and must justify their existence by 

quantifying their cost-effectiveness relative to conventional education.

The term effectiveness is defi ned as the extent to which an 

organisation or programme produces particular outputs (which 

are concrete and measurable) or outcomes (which may not be 

measurable). When an educational institution or programme 

meets its own goals, this is generally referred to as internal effectiveness. 

However, there are numerous examples of programmes that have high internal 

effectiveness yet fail to meet the broader needs of society as a whole. For 

example, the formal education system may be internally effective in producing 

a very high pass rate in terminal examinations, but employers often complain 

that young people are not adequately prepared for the “world of work.” When 

an education system produces graduates who are well prepared for the multiple 

demands placed upon them outside of school, then it is said to have high 

external effectiveness.1

In popular usage, effi ciency is linked with money and is used to express how 

expensive or inexpensive something is to produce per unit. For the purpose 

of this discussion, effi ciency is defi ned as the extent to which an organisation 

or programme maintains a particular level of production with fewer resources 

(Rumble, 1986: 211). Effi ciency is concerned not only with resources expended 

(in terms of materials, labour, equipment and the costs associated with them), 

but also with what is produced (courses, study materials or student enrolments).

We all know from experience that the cheapest product is not always the best. 

For example, one pair of shoes may cost £20 but wears out in only two months, 

while another pair that costs £60 will last for a year. The more expensive shoes 

are actually better value for money, as the cost per month of wear is only half 

of that for the cheaper shoes. In contrast, a programme can be very effective 

without being effi cient. For example, intensive one-to-one tutorials are generally 

very effective in producing good examination results, but are a very expensive 

and ineffi cient way of doing so.

1. Economists tend to use the terms internal/external effi ciency when referring to what is 

defi ned here as internal/external effectiveness. 

The only way forward is 

to take one step back.
Folk wisdom
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We need another term to express the balance between effectiveness and 

effi ciency. Cost-effectiveness is that term. Hülsmann defi nes cost-effectiveness 

as “the most effi cient way to achieve a set goal” (2004: 22). Essentially, 

it expresses a balance between attempts to keep costs to a minimum 

while maximising the outcomes/outputs of an educational institution or 

programme. The most common measure of cost-effectiveness is the average 

cost per graduate. In this context, the term graduate refers to a student 

who successfully completes a subject, course or programme rather than 

someone who holds a qualifi cation from an institution of higher education. 

The calculations required to determine the cost-effectiveness of your open 

school relative to those in conventional schools are not diffi cult, but you will 

need certain data. The process is described in detail in Unit 9 of Costs and 

Financing in Open Schools (Du Vivier, 2008).

However, those studying at a distance may not be taking the same course load 

(number of subjects or courses per year) as students in conventional schools. 

Because of this, you will need to make a calculation to convert registrations with 

your open school into full-time equivalent student numbers. Various ways of 

carrying out this calculation are discussed in Unit 8 of Costs and Financing in 

Open Schools (Du Vivier, 2008). There are some drawbacks to using full-time 

equivalent student measures, as illustrated in the case study below.

OCASE STUDY

The Vancouver Learning Network (VLN) is an open school that provides 

online courses for learners in the province of British Columbia in Canada. 

In order to calculate the funding it receives from the provincial Ministry of 

Education, VLN uses a formula to convert its enrolment data to full-time 

equivalent student numbers. In the 2007/08 academic year, over 7,000 

individual learners registered with VLN to study one or more subjects. 

When the calculations were performed, the formula yielded a fi gure of only 

1,100 full-time equivalent students.

However, the fi gure for full-time equivalent students does not refl ect the 

actual costs incurred by an open school to look after its learners. VLN 

must do the same amount of administrative work for each individual 
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learner as administrators in a conventional school do for their students. A 

separate fi le must be prepared for each of VLN’s 7,000 learners, including 

an individualised learning plan and records of all work produced. Moreover, 

while conventional schools can copy much of the information in a learner’s 

fi le from year to year, the high turnover of students at VLN means that a 

new record or fi le must be created for every learner each year.

(Adapted from information supplied by Cindy Gauthier, Director: VLN)

O
Performance Indicators

Another measure that is commonly used to assess and report on the outcomes 

of educational programmes is the performance indicator. Although the term is 

used rather loosely in different contexts, performance indicators may be defi ned 

as quantitative measures that specify the extent to which goals have been 

achieved. The process of devising performance indicators is closely associated 

with quality assurance (see Chapter 7). However, whereas quality assurance 

tends to be an internal activity, performance indicators are usually driven by the 

external demands of funding bodies (COL, 1999: 9-13).

Performance indicators are normally set during strategic or programme 

planning, and they should be clearly linked to the institution’s mission, goals, 

strategies and objectives. A well-drafted performance indicator should be:

• relevant

• easy to update (when targets are met and new ones need to be set)

• based on objective data

• clearly understandable to stakeholders, and

• valid – that is, it actually measures what it is supposed to measure (COL, 

1999: 9-16–9-17).

For example, the ratio of pupils to teachers is commonly used as a quantitative 

indicator of quality in classroom-based education. If a programme aims to 

improve the quality of education in conventional schools, a reduction in the 

pupil-teacher ratio can be used to show how well the programme has performed 

in achieving that goal.
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Many concerns have been expressed about the use of performance indicators. 

These concerns include:

• If the information required to calculate the performance indicator is not 

part of the data your institution already collects, the additional costs of 

obtaining this information can be considerable.

• Performance indicators are, by defi nition, quantitative measures. They are 

not suitable for reporting qualitative information. There is also a tendency 

to use performance indicators in isolation, without other measures that 

refl ect professional judgement. In the example above, the pupil-teacher 

ratio is only an indirect indicator of the quality of teaching in a classroom. 

Other measures – such as peer reviews, inspectors’ reports or classroom 

audits – are needed to provide qualitative data on performance.

• Sometimes the same performance indicators are used to compare or rank 

institutions in relation to one another. However, such comparisons may 

not be appropriate when open schools or colleges are compared with 

conventional, classroom-based education.

• On occasion, quality indicators can be imposed by funders against the 

advice of the professional educators who devised the programme. This 

raises suspicions that funders will evaluate the programme on the basis of 

its economic effi ciency at the expense of quality. (COL, 1999: 9-17)

Activity for Managers

One of the most common indicators used to assess the performance of formal 
education systems is the examination pass rate. This is calculated by dividing 
the number of candidates who received the minimum mark or above by the 
total number of candidates who sat the examination. 

Answer the following questions for one of the programmes in your open school 
or college.

• What was the pass rate for learners registered with your institution? What 
has been the trend over the last fi ve years?

• If students in conventional schools take the same examination or a 
comparable one, how does the pass rate for your learners compare with 
theirs?

• Do you believe that this is a valid comparison? What reasons can you think 
of to argue for alternative measures?
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When there is a widespread perception that open schooling is inferior to 

conventional education, use of the examination pass rate fi nds favour as a 

performance indicator because it is based on what students in the two systems 

actually achieve. Typically the results of learners from open schools in external 

examinations lag behind those of full-time students in conventional education. 

However, such a comparison is misleading, as it does not compare like with 

like. In most countries, the system for promoting learners from junior to 

senior secondary school (or from senior secondary school to university) is 

based on academic achievement, and this has the effect of “creaming off” the 

most successful students. Those who have had the least success in education 

(either through their own limited aptitude or because of social, economic and 

educational disadvantage) are relegated to the alternative programme offered by 

an open school or college.

For example, consider the following scenario. Two students are in the fi nal 

year of junior/lower secondary. One attains the minimum mark in the English 

examination for admission to senior/upper secondary school; the other receives 

a mark just below the minimum and is obliged to continue her education 

through open school. While both receive a “C” in the senior secondary 

English examination, the learner from the open school has actually achieved 

more because she started from a lower level (Du Vivier, 2008: 93). In these 

circumstances, a more valid performance indicator would be the average 

learning gain (expressed in terms of improved marks in examinations) rather 

than the examination pass rate (Rumble, 2001/02: 5). However, it may not be 

possible to obtain all of the data required to perform this calculation.

WHERE DOES THIS INFORMATION COME FROM?

All open schools keep records of their learners, but few make optimum use of 

the information they have available. Such information needs to be managed 

through a series of steps or stages. Once you have identifi ed what information 

is needed, data has to be collected and processed. However, unless this data is 

analysed and reported to the relevant manager or offi cial, a timely response is 

not possible. After appropriate action has been taken, it is important to review 

these processes to ensure that they have had the desired outcomes. These steps 

form the cycle for managing information, which is illustrated in Figure 8.2.
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Consider a simple example of how the information collected by your institution 

can be used to respond to a changing situation. Imagine that, because of 

unanticipated delays, the delivery of study materials to learners in a particular 

area will take place three weeks later than originally scheduled. This means 

that the date of the fi rst contact session must be put back by a few weeks and 

the deadline for submitting the fi rst written assignment will also be extended. 

The contact details for learners should have been collected at the time of 

registration. This data can be analysed to identify which learners live in the area 

affected, and the addresses can be copied onto envelopes. You can then draft a 

circular letter to all of these learners to inform them of the changes. After these 

letters have been sent off through the post, the process can be reviewed to see 

whether any improvements can be made. For example, if most of your learners 

have mobile/cell phones, it might have been quicker and cheaper to inform 

them through an SMS text message sent to multiple contacts. The same process 

can be used to notify learners of a change of venue for a contact session or to 

remind them of deadlines for assignments or examination registration.

FIGURE 8.2: THE INFORMATION MANAGEMENT CYCLE
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Designing a Management Information System

Your system for managing information must be carefully designed. As the type 

of information you collect will be limited by the technology you use, the fi rst 

decision that must be taken is what type of system you will adopt.

PAPER-BASED INFORMATION MANAGEMENT

Prior to the introduction of computer technology, information was recorded by 

hand on paper. This technology is tried and tested, and has proved extremely 

reliable. However, analysing data using a manual system is extremely tedious 

and time-consuming. Nevertheless, where the number of learners registered for 

a particular course or programme is low, paper-based records can prove more 

cost-effective.

OFF-THE-SHELF COMPUTER PROGRAM

A growing number of open schools have begun to use computer databases 

that have been specifi cally designed for student records. Some of the more 

complex management information systems link all data related to a given 

learner – contact details, academic programme, assessment results and fi nancial 

information – so that it can be used in an integrated way. This enables very 

sophisticated forms of analysis and allows the information to be used for the full 

range of administrative processes.

Off-the-shelf computer packages for managing student records can be bought 

from companies that specialise in such software. Normally, this involves 

substantial expenditure up-front to have the system installed on computers in 

your open school. In addition, many software packages include annual payments 

for royalties or licensing fees. The advantage of this option is that such fees 

normally entitle your school to receive software updates and may also include 

some form of support for when problems arise.

Because such off-the-shelf computer packages are developed to meet the needs 

of different types of educational institutions (universities, schools, conventional 

educational institutions and ODL bodies), they are unlikely to meet the specifi c 

requirements of your open school. They may contain more information fi elds 

than you need or they may not have any place to store information that is 

essential for your operations. Likewise, they may not allow you to carry out 
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common operations, such as changing the study centre a learner attends for 

tutorials when he or she moves to a different town or city.

CUSTOMISED COMPUTER PROGRAM

The fi nal option is to pay a computer consultant(s) to develop a customised 

system for managing information on your learners. These are normally based on 

commercial database packages, but less complex systems can be created by using 

standard spreadsheet applications software. Open-source software can also be 

downloaded from the World Wide Web, either free of charge or at minimal cost. 

Open-source means that the codes that make the programme operate, which you 

normally cannot see, can be customised without a licence to meet your institution’s 

requirements. While it may be possible to link into a support network of other 

individuals and institutions using the same software around the world, you will still 

need to fi nd an expert to set up and customise the application for you.

If the system is well designed, customised software will give you the best 

functionality. This simply means that the system will do what you want it to 

do. However, because many hours of an expert’s time are required to set up 

the system, the start-up costs are usually very substantial. In addition, it will 

be necessary to pay the expert to maintain and update the system from time 

to time. Two or three staff members in your institution should be trained to 

administer the system on a day-to-day basis so that you are not completely 

dependent on outside expertise.

OCASE STUDY

The Namibian College of Open Learning (NAMCOL) was established 

in 1997 to provide learning opportunities for adults and out-of-school 

youth. Prior to that, distance education studies and evening classes were 

offered by different units of the Ministry of Basic   Education and Culture. 

However, the statistics on students registered for studies with these units 

in the ministry were unreliable. In part, this was the result of the fact that 

record-keeping for face-to-face classes was the responsibility of staff in 

the ministry’s regional offi ces. The only information available on learners 

was recorded in attendance registers, and this data was compiled once a 

year to produce a national fi gure. In addition, a paper-based system was 



159
accountability

OPEN SCHOOLS HANDBOOK

used to keep track of students registered for distance education, but this 

proved extremely cumbersome.

The fi rst task in creating a management information system for NAMCOL 

was setting up a reliable way to keep learner records. This was achieved 

in 1997, when a customised database using proprietary software was 

brought on stream. The second task was to abstract the data available 

through this system, analyse it and present the results in a usable form 

for management. In order to look at the output of NAMCOL courses, 

it was also necessary to access the data available from other sources. 

The examination results for NAMCOL learners were obtained from the 

ministry unit responsible for administering state examinations and these 

were summarised in usable form. Finally this data was published in the 

NAMCOL Statistical Digest as part of the institution’s annual accounting to 

government and other stakeholders.

O
Regardless of the option you choose, introducing a computerised record system 

is very demanding for the staff involved. During the transition period, which 

may last a number of years, they will need to learn how to use the new system 

while still carrying out their other work. While the transition is taking place and 

for a number of years thereafter, it is advisable to hold on to your existing paper-

based record system as a back-up in case problems arise with the computer 

database.

What information do you need to collect?

Take another look at Figure 8.1, especially the columns labelled “Possible 

Data Sources” and “Information Needed.” While much of the data required 

to answer questions raised by stakeholders may come from other sources, your 

learner records system will provide essential information. In order to plan the 

best structure for that system, you need to be clear at the start what information 

should be included and how you plan to use it.
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Activity for Managers

Go back to the list of stakeholders’ concerns that you prepared earlier in this 
chapter, using a copy of Figure 8.1. 

1. Fill in each cell in the “Information Needed” column by answering the 
following questions:

• What information will you need to answer the questions likely to be 
raised by each stakeholder?

• What calculation(s) should be carried out to convert raw data into a 
usable form (e.g., percentages, mean scores, modal distribution)?

2. Fill in each cell in the column labelled “Possible Data Sources” by 
answering the following question:

• Where might you fi nd the information you need?

The exercise above should provide you with a checklist of the information you 

will need to collect and maintain in your learner records system. You should also 

think about what other information you will need to administer the course or 

programme effi ciently. Your learner records system is likely to include some or 

all of the information outlined below:

• Contact details: Full name (fi rst, middle and last names, each in a separate 

fi eld); name of parent/guardian or next of kin; national identifi cation or 

passport number; postal address; physical residence (if different); city/

town/village; state/province/region/district; telephone number(s); cell/

mobile phone number(s); e-mail address.

• Demographic data: Date of birth2; gender; fi rst language (mother 

tongue); other languages; ethnic group (if relevant); employment status; 

occupation; income level.

• Administrative data: Highest level of previous education (including 

subject passes if these are prerequisites for admission to higher-level 

courses in the same subject); choice of courses; payment method; total

amount due; amount paid; amount outstanding; date when materials were 

dispatched or handed over.

2. It is important to fi nd out a learner’s date of birth rather than his or her age on the date of 

enrolment. This is because an individual’s age can always be calculated from his or her date of birth, 

but the fi gure for age changes from year to year.
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• Individual performance indicators: Attendance at tutorials; participation 

in e-mail or online discussion forums; use of facilities at study centres; 

course completion; progression within programme; number of assignments 

submitted; mark by assignment; mark in examination or fi nal assessment by 

subject.

• Communication with learners: Dates of circular letters, e-mails or 

SMS text messages; dates and copies of individualised letters, e-mails or 

SMS texts; dates and summary of individual telephone calls; copies of 

assignments with marker’s feedback; date assessment marks sent to leaner; 

original examination scripts (in case a learner requests that the marking be 

checked); date examination marks sent to learner; complaints 

from learners.

While some computerised learner records systems can store all of 

the above data in electronic form, such sophisticated systems can be 

quite costly. Moreover, it may not be necessary to collect all of the 

information in a single place. For example, attendance at contact 

sessions is normally recorded on a paper register, which is kept by 

the tutor or at a local study centre. It is relatively easy to calculate 

average attendance rates from this document, as well as identifying 

learners who have missed several contact sessions to see whether any 

follow-up is required. This means that a local, paper-based record 

system is suffi cient for these purposes.

The question you should ask is what information needs to be 

included on each learner’s record in a central fi le or database. 

While it may sound like a good idea to put all of the information 

you collect into a single database, this may not be the best 

solution. In the above example, costs will be incurred to transfer 

the data from the attendance register to the electronic record for 

each individual learner. There will also be a delay unless the data 

entry and analysis is carried out within a few days after attendance 

is recorded on the paper register. Once analysed, the staff member 

responsible for responding to a problem (in this case, the tutor or administrator 

at the local study centre) must be informed. The basic principle underlying the 

design of a centralised learner records system should be fi tness for purpose – 

collecting only as much information as is required for your intended purpose.

Education is now, 

by any measure, 

one of the world’s 

largest businesses. It 

is a massive, global 

enterprise, and every 

country in the world 

is trying to reform its 

education system, 

without exception. 

Anyone who thinks 

education is not about 

the economy is going 

around with their eyes 

shut.
Sir Kenneth Robinson
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Although the data collected for a management information system can answer 

many questions of a quantitative nature (e.g., how many students have achieved 

a pass mark in particular subjects), it may not reveal much about qualitative 

issues (e.g., how satisfi ed learners were with the service they received). Nor 

can it contribute to an assessment of the external effectiveness of a course or 

programme in terms of its value in meeting the needs of employers or society as 

a whole. In order to answer these questions, you will need to consult other data 

sources or carry out evaluative research (see Chapter 7).

Collecting and Processing Data

The starting point for collecting information is clear instructions for those 

responsible so that the process is carried out in a uniform and consistent way. 

Normally, all of the information needed to register a learner is collected on a 

pro forma document at the time of enrolment. Multiple copies of these forms 

can be made using carbon paper or self-copying sheets. Learners should receive 

a copy of the form to confi rm their registration details. Additional copies can 

be made as required, depending on how these forms will be used when the 

data is processed. Usually, one copy is kept at a local study centre or provincial, 

regional or district offi ce while another is sent to the head offi ce of the ODL 

institution. Each form should include a unique learner number to identify the 

record for that particular learner. These numbers are also useful for checking to 

see if any forms have been misfi led or lost, which would be indicated by a gap in 

the numbering sequence.

If your record system is paper-based, the registration forms can be fi led in 

whatever way is most convenient, either alphabetically, by course, by learner 

number or by local study centre. If you are using a computerised system, the 

data from the registration forms will need to be captured or converted into 

electronic form. Traditionally this was done by clerical workers who simply copied 

the information on the form into a template on a computer. An alternative is 

to use Optical Mark Recognition (OMR) forms for registration. These forms 

include a series of boxes or bubbles that must be blacked out with a pencil or 

pen. The forms are then fed into an OMR reading machine, which converts 

the information into digital data that can be saved on a computer hard drive or 

server. Web-based registration systems enable learners to fi ll in all the information 

required without the need for a paper form. In most cases, however, printouts are 

made of web-based registrations in order to have a paper back-up.
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Once the data has been entered, checks should be carried out to identify places 

where mistakes have been made (e.g., data entered in the wrong fi eld, values 

entered outside the possible range). The data must then be “repaired” by going 

back to the original form to check what should have been entered. Copies 

should also be made of all records and kept at a separate, secure location to 

ensure that the data is not lost through fi re or other mishaps. If you are using 

a computerised database, learner records should be backed up on a removable 

storage device or on a server in a different building. The confi dentiality of 

any learner information collected by your open school must be safeguarded in 

accordance with legal provisions for data protection in the jurisdiction(s) within 

which it operates.

Analysing Data

Paper-based record systems allow for only the simplest forms of data analysis. 

For example, determining the gender of learners involves going through the 

fi les form by form and counting the numbers of females and males. Cross-

tabulations are more diffi cult and time-consuming. If you wanted to know how 

many female learners had registered for a particular course, for example, you 

would need to separate out all the records for that course and then count the 

number of females. All of the papers must then be put back into their original 

order to ensure that they can be retrieved for other purposes.

Alternatively, data can be compiled either by hand or on a computer using a 

tally sheet. This is a table that you can create in any spreadsheet application 

(e.g., Microsoft Excel, Open Offi ce Calculate) with a separate row for each 

learner record. The unique learner number should be recorded in the fi rst 

column of each row, but the learner’s name and address are not necessary. You 

will then need to create a series of columns for each possible response to a 

particular question. For example, if you want to know how many learners live 

in a particular region and there are seven regions in your country, you will need 

seven separate columns, one for each. Again, it will be necessary to go through 

all of the forms, transferring data to the tally sheet, placing the digit “1” in 

the relevant cell of the table. Once all the data has been entered on the tally 

sheet, the 1’s in each column can be added up to produce totals. Percentages or 

averages can then be calculated as required.
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Even a very basic computerised record system will simplify the 

process of data analysis. This can be particularly important when 

a large number of learner records must be analysed or cross-

tabulations are required. During the initial development and 

testing of the database, commonly requested reports should also 

be set up so that they can be run with minimal training. Behind 

the scenes, the database software performs the function of the tally 

sheet described above and automatically calculates total numbers, 

percentages, mean values or other mathematical functions as 

needed. In most cases, this data can be imported into pre-

formatted tables for reporting purposes.

A fully integrated computerised information management system 

allows for very sophisticated forms of analysis. For example, if a 

group of learners failed their fi nal examinations, it is possible to 

explore possible links between this cluster and a particular tutor, the 

late delivery of study materials, non-attendance at contact sessions 

or any number of other factors. Such a review of the data would 

allow you to make proactive and targeted interventions to prevent 

such failures in the future. These interventions might include 

providing in-service training for particular tutors, allowing additional time for the 

delivery of study materials or encouraging and monitoring learners’ attendance at 

contact sessions.

Retrieving Information and Responding

Retrieving records for future use is as important as collecting and processing 

the data in the fi rst place (Randall, 2005). Responsibility for maintaining 

information systems is normally assigned to a separate unit – a registry or data 

centre – or to specialised staff. Ideally, however, everyone who could make use 

of this information – managers, learner support staff, centre administrators, 

tutors and researchers – should have access to relevant data.

For example, if a centre administrator notices that a particular learner has not 

attended the fi rst two contact sessions, a letter or telephone call might correct 

this situation before the learner becomes a statistic in the “dropout” category. 

However, if the centre administrators must wait until they receive a printout 

of learners’ addresses or telephone numbers from the registry unit at the 

What we learn we do, 

and when we do, we 

see what is wrong. 

So we learn also from 

our mistakes and 

achievements. The 

mistakes show where 

there are shortcomings 

in our knowledge, weak 

points which have to be 

eliminated. This means 

that it is in the process 

of producing that we 

correct our mistakes.
Samora Michel
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institution’s head offi ce, they cannot make a timely intervention. Where data 

is collected in a centralised learner records system, provision should be made 

for staff posted in locations outside your school’s head offi ce to access that 

information either by telephone or Internet connection.

Reporting

After information has been collected, processed, analysed and acted upon (as 

required), it should be reported to stakeholders. Planning how to communicate 

such information will depend upon your target audience(s), their concerns and 

the most effective method of reaching it. For example, an annual report might 

be an effective way to put the activities and achievements of your open school 

on the record to account for state funding. However, this document may not 

be useful for communicating the same information to learners and their parents, 

who might not read it. An information campaign, public meetings and open 

days are likely to be more effective for reaching these target groups.

Activity for Managers

Go back to the copy of Figure 8.1 that you worked on earlier in this chapter. 
Fill in each cell in the “Reporting Methods” column, by answering the following 
question:

• What are the best ways to communicate information to address the specifi c 
concerns of a particular group of stakeholders?

PUBLIC RELATIONS

Accounting to stakeholders should not be seen as a one-time event, but as part 

of your institution’s strategy for communicating with its public(s). Although 

there are many defi nitions of public relations, most of the current ones 

emphasise two-way communication. Multi-directional communication can be 

even more powerful and effective, but it is time-consuming to establish and 

maintain additional lines of communication. However, these are essential in 

times of development or change.
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A good way to approach public relations is to think of it in terms of “distributed 

relationships” or ongoing conversations with a range of stakeholder groups. 

Such distributed relationships require the ability to:

• communicate in multiple directions

• add value to information by conveying it in a manner that is readily 

understood by the target audience

• use a variety of media

• invite dialogue between stakeholders and staff on many levels

• use the concerns expressed by stakeholders to inform research, 

development and practice.

Ideally, public relations should be planned and sustained over time, though in 

many cases it takes place in an ad hoc and unplanned fashion in response to a 

problem. Managers of open schools should move from reacting to issues as they 

arise towards a more proactive approach to public relations. One way to do 

this is to initiate discussion forums with different groups of stakeholders before 

problems arise.

SUMMARY

Even when open schooling proves to be more cost-effective than conventional 

education, it is often viewed by the public and funding bodies as second best. 

Overcoming this impression involves a consistent approach and a sustained 

effort when communicating with your stakeholders. In order to account for 

your institution’s activities, you should start by fi nding out what information 

is required to address the concerns of different stakeholders. You must then 

develop a management system for collecting, processing, analysing and 

responding to this information. Finally, effective ways must be devised to report 

this information to different audiences as part of an ongoing dialogue with 

stakeholders.
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GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS, 
ABBREVIATIONS AND ACRONYMS

3G. Third Generation of mobile phone technology, capable of transmitting high-speed 

data as well as voice.

accreditation. The process whereby an external body, independent of the institution 

that issues a certifi cate or diploma, makes a statement about the value of such 

certifi cates.

asynchronous. Interactions between learners and tutors that take place at different 

times, such as submitting assignments for marking by post.

AV. Audio-visual or audio and/or video.

blended-mode. Courses, programmes or institutions where learning takes place through 

ODL methods, as well as more conventional classroom techniques.

BOCODOL. Botswana College of Distance and Open Learning

CAL. Computer-Assisted Learning – software programs that provide a structured 

learning experience with some interactive elements for testing one’s own progress 

and understanding. Other terms that are sometimes used for similar delivery 

systems are CAI (Computer-Aided Instruction) and CBL/CBT (Computer-Based 

Learning/Training).

CC. Creative Commons licences – enable authors to retain their full rights, while 

allowing others to use the material under certain terms and conditions.

CD. Compact Disc for digitally recorded audio.

certifi cation. The process whereby an educational institution recognises that a learner 

has reached a given standard or level of competence. This recognition is usually 

signifi ed through the awarding of a certifi cate.

cohort. A term used in research and statistics to refer to a group of people under study 

who share common characteristics, particularly those in the same grade at school.

cost-effectiveness. The amount expended to produce a particular outcome or output. In 

education, this is normally expressed as the cost per graduate or cost per subject or 

course passed.
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DE. distance education

DTP. Desktop publishing – a system for designing and laying out a document for 

publication on a regular desktop computer.

dual-mode. An institution where some programmes are offered through conventional 

classroom methods, while others can be pursued at a distance.

DVD. Digital Video Disc for digitally recorded audio and video content.

FTE. Full-Time Equivalent – a measure used to make comparisons between ODL 

students and those studying by conventional means.

ICTs. Information and Communications Technologies – refers not only to computers 

and mobile phones, but also to the networks (whether hard-wired or wireless) that 

link these devices to others and to the World Wide Web.

Internet. A global system of interlinked computer networks that consists of millions of 

private and public, academic, business and government networks.

LAN. Local Area Network – a collection of computers at a particular site, connected 

either by wires or wireless technologies, capable of exchanging information, 

connecting to the Internet or sharing services, such as printing.

LDTC. Lesotho Distance Teaching Centre, Ministry of Education and Training

MP3/MP4. Digital formats commonly used in devices using fl ash memory to record 

and play back audio (and video) content. This technology has replaced audio 

cassette tapes and CDs in personal music players because of the high volume of 

material that can be stored and the compact size of the devices.

NAMCOL. Namibian College of Open Learning – established to provide alternative 

secondary education, as well as professional and vocational education at the lower 

tertiary level. NAMCOL currently has over 28,000 students across Namibia.

NIOS. National Institute for Open Schooling (India)

NOLNet. Namibian Open Learning Network (Trust)

ODL. Open and Distance Learning

OERs. Open Educational Resources – learning materials that can be downloaded from 

the Internet at little or no cost and used for educational purposes.



173OPEN SCHOOLS HANDBOOK

OMR. Optical Mark Recognition – a process by which marks on a pre-formatted piece 

of paper can be converted into computer data by a machine.

PDA. Personal Digital Assistant – a hand-held or palm-top device that can include the 

functions of a computer, a cell phone, a music player and a camera.

PDF. Portable Document Format – a means of saving documents in a form that cannot 

be easily altered but that can be read on any computer with free Adobe Acrobat™ 

Reader software.

performance indicators. Quantitative measures that specify the extent to which goals 

have been achieved.

podcast. A series of digitally recorded fi les providing audio content that can be 

downloaded from the Internet and played by the user at a suitable time.  The term 

may be an acronym for Personal On Demand broadCASTing.

SMS. Short Message Service – a way of sending text messages from one mobile/

cellphone to another.

synchronous. Occurring at the same time. The term is used to describe occasions 

when learners interact with a tutor or other learners without any delays in 

communication. Face-to-face workshops and telephone tutorials are examples of 

synchronous teaching and learning methods.

USB. Universal Serial Bus – a standard for connecting external devices to computers via 

plugs or ports. Most fl ash drives or memory sticks utilise a USB connection.

VLE. Virtual Learning Environment – a software package that enables students to 

receive general information about a course or programme, obtain study materials, 

correspond with tutors and fellow students and carry out administrative tasks, such 

as registering for examinations. Such services can be accessed remotely through any 

computer with an Internet connection.

VLN. Vancouver Learning Network

webcast. The transmission (or broadcasting) of audio and video content over the 

Internet. Webcasts may comprise live (actuality) or pre-recorded material.

World Wide Web (abbreviated as www in many website addresses). A system of 

interlinked documents accessed via the Internet.
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Commonwealth of 

Learning 

Commonwealth of Learning. 2008. Life after 

Universal Primary Education. Vancouver, BC, 

Canada: COL.

Page 13 Anne Hope and Sally 

Timmel

Hope, Anne & Sally Timmel. 1995 [1984]. 

Training for Transformation: A Handbook for 

Community Workers. London: ITDG. (Book II, 

p. 103)

Page 19 Frances J. Ferreira Opening ceremony, Towards Education for 

All: The Critical Role of Open and Distance 

Learning in National Development, Windhoek, 

Replublic of Namibia, 2005. 

Page 23 Anne Hope and Sally 

Timmel

Hope, Anne & Sally Timmel. 1995 [1984]. 

Training for Transformation: A Handbook for 

Community Workers. London: ITDG. (Book II, 

p. 104)

Page 25 Frances J. Ferreira Opening ceremony, Towards Education for 

All: The Critical Role of Open and Distance 

Learning in National Development, Windhoek, 

Replublic of Namibia, 2005.

Page 36 Sir Kenneth Robinson, 

British author on 

creativity and education 

ArtSmart Conference, Regina, SK, Canada, 17 

October 2008.

Page 44

 

G.B. Henderson, 

Director: Technology-

Supported Learning, 

Saskatchewan Ministry of 

Education 

Commonwealth of Learning workshop, 

Vancouver, BC, Canada, 4–8 February 2008.

Page 57 Wernher von Braun, 

German rocket engineer 

(http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Wernher_von_

Braun)

Page 64 Marshall McLuhan, 

Canadian educator and 

philosopher  

McLuhan, Marshall. 1964. Understanding 

Media: The Extensions of Man. Toronto, ON, 

Canada: McGraw-Hill. 
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Page 73 Alan Kay, 

American computer 

scientist 

Meeting of Palo Alto Research Center staff and 

Xerox planners, 1971. (http://en.wikiquote.

org/wiki/Alan_Kay)

Page 80 Ken Kay, 

President: Partnership 

for 21st Century 

Learning Skills

  

Learning to Change/Changing to Learn 

[video]. Pearson Foundation. (http://www.

pearsonfoundation.org./pg5.6.html)

Page 91 Peter F. Drucker Drucker, Peter F. 2007. Management: 

Tasks, Responsibilities, Practices. Edison, NJ: 

Transaction. (p. 63)

Page 99 Folk wisdom (sometimes 

attributed to Henry 

Ford)

Page 112 Greg Whitby, Australian 

educator  

Learning to Change/Changing to Learn 

[video]. Pearson Foundation. (http://www.

pearsonfoundation.org./pg5.6.html)

Page 115 Frances J. Ferreira Fifth meeting of the Southern African 

Development Community Technical 

Committee on Distance Education, 2002, 

Windhoek, Republic of Namibia. 

Page 119 Ormand Simpson Simpson, Ormand. 2008. “Motivating Learners 

in Open and Distance Learning: Do We Need 

a New Theory of Learner Support?” Open 

Learning 23 (2), 159–170.

Page 151 Folk wisdom Quoted in Hope, Anne & Sally Timmel. 

1995 [1984]. Training for Transformation: A 

Handbook for Community Workers. London: 

ITDG. (Book II, p. 121)

Page 161 Sir Kenneth Robinson ArtSmart Conference, Regina, SK, Canada, 17 

October 2008.

Page 164 Samora Machel, 

Revolutionary leader 

and fi rst President 

of an independent 

Mozambique 

From a 1971 speech, quoted in de Braganca, 

Aquino & Immanuel Wallerstein (Eds.). 1982. 

The African Liberation Reader, Volume I.  

London: Zed Press. (p. 116)
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