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Dr Basiro Davey has been developing distance learning at The Open University UK for 
more than 35 years, specialising in health sciences, infectious disease and public 
health. Since 2009 she has mentored Ethiopian and more recently Nigerian 
academics in distance learning pedagogy and curriculum design in intensive writing 
workshops in Africa. 

 
 
 
Demand for higher education (HE) has risen across Africa since the 1990s and 
although university provision is rapidly expanding, many African universities turn 
away thousands of qualified applicants every year. The sector cannot keep pace with 
increasing demand just by building new campuses, and a chronic shortage of faculty 
staff in many subject areas further constrains the provision of tertiary places. In this 
article, I reflect on prospects for closing the gap in university access through distance 
learning (DL) in Nigeria and Ethiopia, using methods developed over 30 years of 
teaching experience at The Open University (OU) in the United Kingdom. In the 
process of scanning these new horizons, I consider the many challenges to delivering 
high quality DL undergraduate programmes in Africa, many of which echo 
experiences in the early years of the OU. 
 
Background 

                                                        
1 Davey, B. (2013) New horizons and old challenges for distance learning: bridging 
the access gap in African universities, Ch.21 in Bilham, T. (ed.) For the Love of 
Learning: Innovations from Outstanding University Teachers, London: Palgrave. ISBN 
9781137334299. 
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A brief history of my involvement in DL capacity building with African academics 
gives the context for this article. In 2009-10, the OU and the Ethiopian Federal 
Ministry of Health (FMOH), with UNICEF, AMREF and the World Health Organization, 
began collaborating to upgrade and extend the knowledge and competencies of 
Ethiopia’s 33,000 rural Health Extension Workers (HEAT, 2011). I led teams of OU 
colleagues to mentor Ethiopian academics and health professionals through 
residential workshops in DL pedagogy and curriculum design and together we 
developed an extensive curriculum of theory modules drawing on OU experience of 
teaching adults at a distance. OU teams with experience of the Ethiopian programme 
(myself included) also led in-country workshops with Nigerian academics from seven 
universities in 2012, using the same methods as in Ethiopia. 
 
We supported participants in directly experiencing the intense academic 
collaboration required to produce high-quality DL modules. We helped them devise 
clearly framed learning outcomes, demonstrated how a structured template paces 
students through manageable two-hour study sessions, emphasised the need for a 
narrative structure, the value of engaging illustrations and activities with ‘built in’ 
student support, and the key role of formative self-assessments to build confidence 
in distant learners. 
 
Mentoring these Ethiopian and Nigerian academics has been among the most 
rewarding experiences of my career. It informs the following reflections on the 
prospects for increasing university access through DL methods in these two 
countries, and by implication in most of Sub-Saharan Africa. The quotations included 
below are from questionnaires completed by participants after these workshops (N 
and E codes identify the nationality of respondents). 
 
Challenges to distance learning in Africa 
 
The practical constraints that explain why most DL resources in Africa are still largely 
produced in print include frequent power cuts, unstable or inaccessible internet and 
inadequate technical support for online study (Olakulehin, 2008; Wright et al., 2009). 
Although mobile phones are widespread in Nigeria, large areas of rural Ethiopia lack 
mobile phone coverage and neither country has expertise in m-learning.  
 
Unaffordable course fees and the cost of PCs and laptops are additional barriers. 
Postal delivery of study materials may be impossible or unreliable; for example, 
Nigerian students on DL programmes often travel to host universities to collect their 
course resources. 
 
In addition to these structural problems, academics in our workshops revealed 
several personal and professional difficulties in producing quality DL study materials. 
Their most persistent challenge was developing the ‘conversational’ writing style 
typical of DL texts and activities. It jarred with the didactic mode of instruction 
familiar to African academics more used to lecturing hundreds of students with 
PowerPoint slides and handouts offering ‘facts’ for memorisation.  
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 ‘Keeping the language and flow simple was not a simple task. Module writing 
 is such a demanding task and needed more time than I thought initially.’ 
 (E13)  
  
  ‘ ... the job is very tasking and for you to ask someone to develop a module of 
 this nature – honestly, not all persons in tertiary institutions can do that, 
 because it needs time, it needs additional funding and you have to be 
 dedicated.’ (N4) 
 
A cultural issue that made collaborative working tricky was reluctance to critique 
each other’s drafts or suggest improvements, especially where the commenter was 
junior to the author whose draft was under review.  
 
Some academics had limited knowledge of word processing and I learned to check 
discretely after discovering a senior lecturer retyping tracked comments because he 
didn’t know how to accept or reject them. Slow typing speeds made long writing 
periods arduous. 
 
Assessment to encourage learning as distinct from assessment for credit was 
another unfamiliar concept. Abandoning multiple choice styles and writing self-
assessment questions that support critical thinking and reinforce key points was a 
new technique that most initially struggled to grasp, but soon learned to value.  
 
Despite these intrinsic difficulties, there was also real enthusiasm in the workshops. 
Participants tackled the challenges of writing for distance learning with interest and 
accepted our support with appreciation. Most rewarding of all, they quickly 
embraced the student-centred approach: 
 
 ‘It’s essential that your materials are interactive so that you carry them along 
 and talk with them and put yourself in their shoes and appreciate where 
 they’re coming from.’ (N6)  
 
These reflections underline the need for specific training in DL pedagogy and 
curriculum design, which very few African academics tasked with producing DL 
programmes have received: 
 
 ‘Most [of us] have passed through the traditional classroom teaching learning 
 process and have limited understanding and poor attitude towards distance 
 learning.’  (E7).  
 
They also needed more time for innovative work. Most DL resources are generated 
in dual-mode universities by academics who also carry heavy face-to-face teaching 
workloads.  
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 ‘Instructors are often overburdened with routine duties; so there must be 
 clear incentives to work on such issues including using the DL teaching 
 materials for academic promotion.’ (E13) 
 
This comment hints at a general feeling that DL teaching is undervalued by academic 
colleagues who do not appreciate the skill required to produce high quality DL 
modules, or perhaps fear the consequences if DL methods became more 
widespread. 
 
 ‘Most do not like to come out from the traditional way of teaching (i.e. 
 classroom-based teaching). Some feel that they may lose their jobs if distance 
 learning is expanded.’  (E2)  
 
 ‘Some of our senior colleagues they don’t want these changes [because] they 
 may be left out of the system.’ (N5) 
  
Entrenched opinion within the African university sector that DL offers ‘second class’ 
education reminded me strongly of attitudes towards the OU in the 1970s. Sir 
Walter Perry, the first OU Vice Chancellor, noted that: 
 
 ‘Most of my colleagues in universities regarded my move to the Open 
 University as a sign of incipient senility. They did not believe that education 
 through the media could conceivably work…I had to persuade them that there 
 would be absolutely no compromise on standards.’ (Perry, 1976: 32) 
 
African academics now face similar opposition to distance learning: 
 
 ‘Challenges include low value and attitude for distance learning, considering it 
 as inferior compared to formal education.’ (E1) 
 
Current suspicions about the effectiveness of DL methods often include the assertion 
that African students find self-directed study alien, preferring ‘respected professors’ 
delivering lectures face to face. For example, Basaza et al. noted that: 
 

‘Ugandan culture tends to be a verbal or talking culture; thus, students feel 
pressure when they are expected to read and write for extended periods of 
time’. (Basaza et al., 2010: 88) 

 
The Ethiopian Minister of Education made exactly this point to OU colleagues in 
2009, acknowledging that ‘Africans don’t like distance learning’ but may be forced to 
embrace it in order to meet the country’s aspirations for higher education.  
 
However, Nigerian and Ethiopian academics already engaged in distance learning 
feel that negative perceptions are slowly being overturned by the quality of DL 
resources: 
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 ‘It has even started changing their mind set that distance learning is a second 
 class system of education, because nowadays even conventional students are 
 looking for distance learning materials from our distance learning students 
 and this raises their confidence in distance learning.’ (N2) 
 
 ‘Improved access to quality, standardized training material is the most 
 important benefit. Even regular students...will immensely benefit if they 
 access such a material as a side reference.’ (E13) 
 
The future for distance learning in Nigeria and Ethiopia 
 
Nigeria and Ethiopia have the two largest populations in Africa – 167 million and 
84.7 million people respectively – and their ‘young’ median age structure (17-18 
years) is one driver of increasing demand for university places. Both countries have 
rapidly expanded their university provision. For example, nine new Nigerian 
universities were founded in 2011-12, bringing the total to 124 institutions. In 1999 
there were only two universities in Ethiopia; by 2012 there were 31, including 13 
new campuses. 
 
However, this ambitious building programme cannot keep pace with demand. 
Ethiopia has not published data on the number of qualified applicants turned away, 
but at least 500,000 qualified Nigerian students fail to get a university place each 
year. The Nigerian Minister of Education, acknowledging that enrolment is 
‘abysmally low’ compared to student demand, admitted that:  
 
 ‘It is worrisome that less than 15 per cent of candidates who annually apply 
 for admission into Nigerian universities are admitted.’ (Alaneme, 2011)  
 
Against this background, Nigeria has recognised the potential of DL programmes to 
widen university access, particularly to employed students with family 
responsibilities. The National Open University of Nigeria opened in 2001-2 and 
within ten years it had an enrolled population of 32,400 students, all studying at a 
distance. Six dual-mode Nigerian universities have also established DL Centres or 
Institutes accredited by the Nigerian National Universities Commission (NUC), and 
although most of their students still attend campus-based education for some 
courses, the future is clear to DL academics: 
 
  ‘It means almost everybody can access university education at every nook and 
 cranny of Nigeria if it is done through the e-Modules. You don’t have to 
 abandon your job to actually acquire a university education.’ (N6) 
 
 ‘Existing universities have never dreamt of meeting the number of applicants 
 that apply for courses and this kind of learning will liberate us, will liberate 
 the education system, liberate the universities.’ (N1) 
 
By contrast, in 2010 Ethiopia abandoned its earlier intention to create an Ethiopian 
Open University enrolling 1.6 million students by 2017 (Ethiopian Embassy, 2007) 
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and the Federal Ministry of Education (FME) briefly banned DL programmes 
altogether (Daniel, 2010). The government has acknowledged that ‘Open and 
distance education remain hardly developed’ in Ethiopia (FME, 2010).  
 
But there is a new cadre of educators in African universities who can see the 
potential for DL resources and methods to influence traditional university teaching 
for the better, as the OU has done in the UK: 
 
 ‘If they will seek my opinion, then I would even advocate let them get these 
 modules, because it will enhance the teaching in our tertiary institutions, not 
 only in distance learning but in other conventional universities.’ (N4) 
 
Despite many challenges, these academics are heading enthusiastically towards new 
and not so distant educational horizons. 
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