
 
 

IJELICT Vol. 3 No. 1 

 

 COMPREHENSIVE OVERVIEW OF OPEN DISTANCE 

LEARNING (ODL) 

Ronke Ogunmakin Ph.D 
Department of Science Education, Faculty of Education, Ajayi Crowther University Oyo, 

Nigeria. 

 

*Corresponding author: e-mail: r.ogunmakin@acu.edu.ng 

 

Introduction 

Open Distance Learning (ODL) represents a pivotal shift 

in the landscape of education, particularly as advancement 

in digital technology, globalization, and the demand for 

flexible learning grow. It allows learners to access 

educational resources and complete courses from 

anywhere, offering an inclusive alternative to traditional, 

location-based schooling. This model has increasingly 

gained traction worldwide due to its adaptability, 

scalability and ability to serve learners who cannot 

participate in conventional learning environments due to 

various constraints. 

Key Definitions 

● Open Learning refers to an approach that emphasizes 

flexibility in access, enabling learners to engage with 

course materials at their own pace, regardless of 

geographical location. 

● Distance Learning involves delivering educational 

content to students who are not physically present in a 

traditional classroom setting. It utilizes a variety of 

technological tools to facilitate communication and 

instruction between teachers and learners. 

 

Together, ODL merges the principles of open and distance 

learning to provide accessible education through flexible 

means, supported by modern technology. 

Historical Context 

The roots of Open Distance Learning (ODL) can be traced 

back over centuries, with significant milestones marking 

its evolution from simple correspondence courses to 

sophisticated online platforms of today. 

Early Beginnings: Correspondence Education 

The foundation of distance learning was laid in the 19th 

century with the advent of correspondence education. 

This method allowed students to receive educational  

materials and submit assignments via mail. One of the 

earliest recorded instances of this form of education 

occurred in 1840, when Sir Isaac Pitman, a British 

educator, started teaching shorthand by mailing 

assignments to students and receiving their responses by 

post. Pitman’s initiative was among the first formalized 

systems of distance education, providing access to 

education for those unable to attend traditional classes. 

Other key milestones during this era include: 

● The University of London became the first 

institution to offer external degrees through 

correspondence courses in 1858, providing 

opportunities for learners across the British Empire. 

● In the United States, the Chautauqua Movement of 

the late 19th century promoted adult education and 

lifelong learning through correspondence, public 

lectures, and summer programs. 

 

The Early 20th Century: Educational Broadcasting 

As technology advanced, so did the methods of delivering 

education. In the early 20th century, radio and television 

broadcasting emerged as valuable tools for distance 

education. Institutions began experimenting with using 

these mediums to reach wider audiences. 

● In 1922, Pennsylvania State College (now 

Pennsylvania State University) began offering courses 

via radio. 

● By the 1950s and 1960s, educational television 

programs became more common, with universities 

and public broadcasters producing content designed to 

supplement or replace in-person learning. 

During this time, the term "open learning" also gained 

prominence, particularly in Europe, as it described 

education systems that provided more flexibility in terms 

of time, place, and pace of learning. 

The Late 20th Century: Emergence of Online Learning 

The introduction of computers and the internet in the late 

20th century marked a turning point in distance education. 

As the internet became more accessible in the 1990s, 

educational institutions began to explore its potential for 

teaching and learning. This period saw the development of 

early online courses and learning management systems 
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(LMS), such as Blackboard, which allowed educators to 

organize and deliver course materials to students over the 

internet. 

Key milestones during this period include: 

● The Open University (OU), established in the UK in 

1969, revolutionized distance education by using a 

blend of correspondence materials, radio, television, 

and eventually online courses to reach students across 

the country and globally. The OU’s open admissions 

policy also made higher education accessible to non-

traditional learners. 

● In the United States, the University of Phoenix, 

founded in 1976, became a pioneer in offering degrees 

through online platforms, catering to working adults 

and non-traditional students. 

 

The 21st Century: Rise of MOOCs and Global ODL 

The 21st century saw an explosion of digital technologies 

and internet connectivity, paving the way for a new era of 

distance education. The rise of Massive Open Online 

Courses (MOOCs) marked a significant development. 

MOOC platforms such as Coursera, edX, and Udemy 

offered free or low-cost courses from top universities, 

making high-quality education accessible to millions of 

learners worldwide. 

Key developments during this time include: 

● Harvard University and MIT co-founded edX in 

2012, offering courses to global audiences and 

catalyzing the MOOC revolution. 

● Coursera, another MOOC platform, was launched in 

2012 and rapidly expanded to offer courses from over 

200 institutions. 

In parallel, many traditional universities began developing 

their own online degree programs, allowing students to 

complete undergraduate, postgraduate, and even doctoral 

degrees entirely online. 

COVID-19 and the Acceleration of ODL 

The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 accelerated the global 

adoption of ODL, as institutions worldwide were forced to 

pivot to remote learning. Schools and universities 

transitioned to online platforms overnight, and the 

limitations of traditional distance learning models were 

quickly addressed through the use of digital tools like 

Zoom, Google Classroom, and Microsoft Teams. The 

pandemic highlighted both the potential and the challenges 

of ODL, particularly regarding digital access and equity. 

From its origins in the 19th-century correspondence 

courses to the rapid evolution of MOOCs and online 

degree programs, ODL has continuously adapted to meet 

the needs of learners across generations. The historical 

trajectory of ODL underscores its role as a flexible and 

inclusive approach to education, capable of transforming 

learning opportunities for millions globally. As technology 

continues to evolve, the future of ODL promises even more 

dynamic, personalized, and accessible educational 

experiences. 

Historical Context of Open Distance Learning (ODL) 

in Africa 

While open distance learning (ODL) has a rich global 

history, Africa's engagement with ODL has been deeply 

influenced by the continent's unique educational 

challenges, such as limited access to higher education, 

infrastructure deficits, and geographical barriers. The 

evolution of ODL in Africa mirrors global trends but is 

also shaped by the region's efforts to democratize 

education and tackle its historical limitations. 

 

Early Developments in Africa: Correspondence 

Education 

The foundation of ODL in Africa was laid during the 

colonial era, particularly through correspondence 

education. Many African nations, under British colonial 

rule, adopted correspondence learning systems to extend 

education to those who could not access formal 

institutions. Institutions like the University of South Africa 

(UNISA) played a pioneering role. Established in 1873, 

UNISA became a major provider of correspondence 

education in the mid-20th century, eventually evolving 

into one of the largest open distance learning universities 

in the world. 

UNISA’s efforts laid the groundwork for ODL in Africa, 

expanding educational opportunities for adults, part-time 

learners, and individuals in rural areas. Through 

correspondence, students could pursue education while 

remaining in their communities, addressing geographical 

and social barriers to higher education access. 

Post-Colonial Expansion and the Role of National 

Open Universities 

After gaining independence, many African countries saw 

ODL as a vital tool to address the education gap caused by 

decades of colonial neglect. Open distance learning gained 

traction as governments sought to democratize education 

and meet the rising demand for skilled professionals. 

During the late 20th century, many African countries 

established their own national open universities: 
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● The Open University of Tanzania (OUT) was 

founded in 1992 and became a significant player in 

distance education in East Africa, offering programs 

to individuals who could not attend traditional 

institutions. 

● The National Open University of Nigeria (NOUN), 

established in 1983 and revived in 2001, emerged as 

West Africa’s leading ODL institution, providing 

access to millions of learners across Nigeria. NOUN’s 

programs offered a solution to Nigeria’s challenges of 

overcrowded universities and insufficient 

infrastructure, providing flexible learning pathways 

for diverse groups, including working adults and rural 

learners. 

These institutions mirrored the successes of UNISA and 

provided models for other African nations to establish their 

own distance learning systems. 

Television and Radio-Based Learning Initiatives 

In addition to correspondence education, radio and 

television played a key role in advancing ODL in Africa 

during the late 20th century. Educational radio programs 

were particularly important in countries with low literacy 

rates and vast rural populations, where traditional 

education was inaccessible. Governments and non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) partnered with 

broadcasters to deliver educational content to learners in 

remote areas. For example, in Kenya, the Ministry of 

Education partnered with the Kenya Institute of 

Education in the 1970s to deliver radio-based 

educational programs, which focused on adult education, 

literacy, and vocational training. These programs aimed to 

educate citizens on health, agriculture, and basic skills, 

helping to bridge the knowledge gap in underserved 

communities. 

The Digital Revolution and the Growth of Online 

Learning in Africa 

The 21st century saw a gradual shift from correspondence 

and radio-based education to digital platforms. With the 

spread of the internet and mobile phone technology, 

African nations began to embrace online learning as a 

primary mode of ODL. However, this transition has not 

been without challenges, including limited internet 

connectivity, lack of reliable electricity, and the high cost 

of digital devices in many regions. 

Nonetheless, several African institutions and international 

organizations have spearheaded initiatives to expand 

online learning: 

● African Virtual University (AVU), founded in 

1997, is a notable pan-African ODL institution that 

collaborates with universities across the continent to 

offer online degree programs. AVU has focused on 

increasing access to science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics (STEM) education for 

students in sub-Saharan Africa. 

● The eLearning Africa Conference, launched in 

2005, has played a key role in fostering collaboration 

between African governments, universities, and 

technology companies to promote ODL. The 

conference has provided a platform for sharing best 

practices in ODL and addressing the digital divide. 

 

The COVID-19 Pandemic and Accelerated Adoption of 

ODL 

The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 acted as a catalyst for 

ODL adoption in Africa. With physical campuses closed, 

educational institutions across the continent were forced to 

rapidly transition to online learning platforms. This period 

exposed both the potential of ODL to transform education 

in Africa and the structural challenges that still impede its 

full implementation. 

African governments and institutions invested in various 

emergency e-learning solutions, such as mobile-based 

learning applications, online platforms, and televised 

lessons. For example, in countries like South Africa and 

Nigeria, universities expanded their use of learning 

management systems (LMS) and increased partnerships 

with telecommunications companies to provide free or 

subsidized internet access to students. 

However, the pandemic also highlighted the digital divide 

that persists in Africa. While urban areas with better 

infrastructure could adapt to online learning, many rural 

regions struggled due to poor internet connectivity, lack of 

devices, and unreliable power supply. These disparities 

emphasize the need for ongoing investment in digital 

infrastructure to ensure that ODL can reach all learners, 

regardless of their location. 

Technological Foundations of ODL 

The backbone of ODL lies in the effective integration of 

technology with pedagogical principles. Key technological 

tools include: 

1. Learning Management Systems (LMS): Platforms 

such as Moodle, Blackboard, and Canvas, which 

allow educators to organize content, assess learners, 

and track progress. 
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2. Digital Resources: E-books, podcasts, videos, and 

other multimedia resources provide learners with 

varied content formats. 

3. Video conferencing Tools: Applications like Zoom, 

Microsoft Teams, and Google Meet facilitate 

synchronous learning sessions and discussions. 

4. Mobile Learning (M-Learning): The widespread 

use of smartphones has expanded the reach of ODL, 

enabling learners to engage with courses on the go. 

5. Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Machine Learning: 

These tools enable personalized learning experiences, 

adaptive assessments, and predictive analytics for 

better learning outcomes. 

 

Benefits of Open Distance Learning 

1. Accessibility: ODL breaks down geographical 

barriers, enabling students from different regions, 

countries, or even continents to access quality 

education. 

2. Flexibility: Learners can study at their own pace and 

on their own schedule, which is especially valuable for 

working professionals or individuals with personal 

commitments. 

3. Cost-Effectiveness: ODL typically reduces costs 

related to travel, accommodation, and physical 

infrastructure, making it a more affordable option for 

many learners. 

4. Lifelong Learning: With its flexible and accessible 

nature, ODL supports the concept of lifelong learning 

by allowing individuals to continuously upgrade their 

skills and knowledge in response to evolving job 

markets. 

5. Inclusivity: Open learning systems can reach 

marginalized groups, such as learners from rural areas, 

individuals with disabilities, or those who face 

financial barriers to traditional education. 

 

Challenges in Implementing ODL 

Despite its numerous advantages, ODL faces several 

challenges: 

1. Digital Divide: Not all learners have equal access to 

technology or reliable internet connections, 

especially in developing countries. This creates 

disparities in who can fully benefit from ODL. 

2. Quality Assurance: Maintaining the quality of 

education in ODL programs can be difficult. 

Institutions must ensure that their online offerings 

meet the same academic standards as in-person 

courses. 

3. Student Engagement and Retention: One of the 

criticisms of ODL is the higher dropout rates 

compared to traditional education. It can be 

challenging to keep learners engaged, motivated, and 

connected when they lack face-to-face interactions 

with instructors and peers. 

4. Assessment Integrity: Ensuring the authenticity of 

assessments in an online environment is another 

issue, as concerns about cheating and plagiarism 

persist. 

5. Technological Infrastructure: Many institutions 

may not have the necessary infrastructure to support 

large-scale ODL initiatives. This includes access to 

sufficient bandwidth, servers, and digital tools. 
 

Future of Open Distance Learning 

The future of ODL is closely tied to advances in 

educational technology and the increasing demand for 

flexible learning options. Some emerging trends include: 

1. Micro-Credentials and Badges: As the job market 

shifts toward valuing specific skills over formal 

degrees, ODL platforms are increasingly offering 

micro-credentials, digital badges, and short 

certifications that provide learners with industry-

relevant competencies. 

2. Personalized Learning: Artificial intelligence and 

machine learning are expected to play a significant 

role in creating personalized learning pathways for 

students, allowing them to progress at their own pace. 

3. Blended Learning Models: Many institutions are 

moving toward a hybrid model that combines 

traditional classroom teaching with online 

components. This offers the best of both worlds – the 

flexibility of ODL with the engagement and support 

of face-to-face learning. 

4. Increased Focus on Soft Skills: As employers 

emphasize the importance of soft skills, ODL 

programs are increasingly integrating communication, 

leadership, and emotional intelligence into their 

curricula. 

5. Lifelong Learning Hubs: As learning becomes a 

lifelong endeavor, institutions are transforming into 

"learning hubs," offering ongoing educational 

opportunities for professionals seeking to upskill or 

reskill. 

 

Conclusion 

Open Distance Learning is a transformative force in 

education, offering unprecedented access, flexibility, and 

opportunities for learners worldwide. However, it is not 

without its challenges, including the digital divide, quality 

assurance, and student engagement. As technology 

continues to evolve, ODL is poised to become even more 
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integral to the global education landscape, fostering 

lifelong learning and providing equitable opportunities for 

all. 
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