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ABSTRACT
Zimbabwe has managed to respond to the movement in support of UNESCO’S 
lifelong learning concept and strategy that seeks to widen and deepen access to 
higher education through distance education initiatives. Despite the significant 
increase in students enrolling in distance education institutions, the gold standard of 
excellence that is sought by many nations has gradually been compromised. There 
are symptoms of a downward trend in terms of quality in open distance learning 
institutions. The qualitative study analysed major factors affecting the provision of 
quality distance higher education with specific reference to the Zimbabwe Open 
University, the sole provider of university distance education in Zimbabwe. The 
study focused on three Zimbabwe Open University regional centres in Zimbabwe. 
The paper seeks to identify major factors contributing to the declining quality of 
distance education and discusses measures that distance education providers 
in Zimbabwe can undertake in order to promote excellence for effective learning 
in the 21st century. The study established that several factors are affecting the 
quality of distance education in Zimbabwe. The lack of Information Communication 
Technologies (ICTs) facilities at regional and district centres was a major hindrance 
to effective teaching and learning.

Keywords: Distance education; higher education; quality education; teaching and 
learning; Zimbabwe Open University 
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
The purpose of the study was to examine major challenges facing distance education 
institutions in Zimbabwe in their effort to provide quality education. Distance education 
is described as the means of bringing learning to students’ homes or localities, which 
can overcome problems of geography and time (Corry 2008). The system allows 
the student greater independence as a learner, it provides the best means of making 
lifelong continuing education available to those who wish to continue with their 
education. Quality distance education is aimed at empowering learners of all ages 
and levels to assume responsibility for creating and enjoying a sustainable future. 
Zimbabwe like many other developing countries was affected by (Rikers 2006) the 
movement in support of UNESCO’s lifelong learning concept and this has resulted 
in the establishment of the Zimbabwe Open University (Corry 2008). The term 
distance education is described as the process of education undertaken when tutors 
and students are separated by physical distance, with learning frequently mediated 
by technology (Koul 2005; Moore and Kearsley 1996). Therefore distance education 
is a process of teaching and learning under which the teacher and the learner are 
separated (Koul 2005) by space and time. Corry (2008) shows that distance education 
is a systematically organized form of self-study covering great numbers of learners 
in various locations by means of media, where the learner and the tutor are separated, 
but feedback occurs periodically. It is a system of teaching and learning which 
complements, where the conventional teaching and learning in which the teacher and 
the learner are mostly physically separated while communicating through printed 
materials, is replaced or supplemented. In all cases distance education programmes 
provide a stronger learning environment since multiple learning and teaching media 
are combined. It creates an independent study environment, is capable of increasing 
student retention rates, and also provides instant access to information which ensures 
a less hostile learning environment (Corry 2008). The teaching approaches range 
from traditional correspondence courses to real time interactive video conferencing. 

Distance education, like any other education system is required to effectively 
respond to the challenges of providing high quality and relevant education to the 
learners. Education of high quality is the most important investment for making 
progress towards the international social goals adopted by the world’s governments. 
The policy on Education for All and education being considered a fundamental 
human right has been extended to higher education through distance education 
initiatives. In this paper I argue that the current focus of widening and deepening 
access to higher education is meaningless and insufficient for the higher education 
sector to contribute to the development of the individual and society. Quality 
distance education is a prerequisite condition for achieving the fundamental goal 
of universal education. Zimbabwe has managed to achieve significant quantitative 
developments in higher education through distance education programmes offered 
by the Zimbabwe Open University. However, little has been done to provide quality 
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distance education. At the Zimbabwe Open University the process of teaching and 
learning involves the preparation of learning materials with clear instructions and 
varied, well-defined tasks that are dispatched to the students who work through the 
assignments over a given period. Feedback is in the form of assessed work and is 
sometimes supplemented by face-to-face tutorials at regional centres. 

QUALITY DISTANCE EDUCATION: AN OVERVIEW
The idea of quality in higher education is relative and when interpreting the term 
on its own, it is devoid of meaning since there are multiple criteria of quality. It 
is impossible to assess the quality of an education system without first knowing 
what its goals are. An examination of the literature on quality higher education 
shows that quality in higher education is a relative term that can be contextually 
defined. The South African Universities Vice Chancellors Association (SAUVCA)’s 
National Quality Assurance Forum (2000) shows that quality in higher education 
is maintaining and applying academic and educational standards, both in the sense 
of minimum expectations and requirements that should be complied with, and in 
the sense of ideals of excellence that should be striven for. Corry (2008) suggests 
that there are several major components to consider when evaluating the quality of 
distance education and these factors include course design, content, the instructors, 
and support systems. Kirkpatrick (2005) also provides a framework which suggests 
issues such as course development, faculty, assessment, support services and 
technology. Corry (2008) maintains that quality distance education programmes 
evaluate reaction, learning, transfer and return on investment. This framework for 
evaluating quality in higher education leads to a well-rounded and thorough approach 
for improvement of delivery. Elias (2012) came up with eight universal instructional 
design principles of quality distance learning and these include the following: (1) 
equitable use, which involves ensuring that content is made available to all learners, 
(2) flexible use, which involves offering content in multiple formats, (3) simple and 
intuitive practice, which involves designing simple intuitive course experiences, (4) 
perceptible information, which is information that involves enhancing content with 
descriptors, (5) tolerance of error, which allows students the opportunity to easily 
correct errors, (6) low physical and technical effort, that is minimizing extraneous 
cognitive loads on students’ courseware or delivery system, (7) a community of 
learners and support, that involves designing and incorporating group learning and 
employing technology to facilitate instructions at a distance, use of multiple methods 
of communication that enhances engagement, and last, (8) instructional climate. 
Quality distance education also emanates from institutions that provide quality 
course support systems for students. Corry (2008) shows that support systems can 
be divided into three different areas which include academic support, administrative 
support, and technical support. Barrett (2010, 17) confirms this as follows:
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Over the past two decades, the role and function of the instructor has changed drastically due 
to economic, technological and education factors therefore, there is a growing need for better 
quality online teacher training for current and potential online instructors to better enable 
these instructors to meet the ever-changing need of their online learning population.

That being the case, quality distance education needs quality course tutors who are 
adequately trained to teach at a distance. While tutors provide an important and 
necessary role in enhancing the quality of distance education by engaging students 
and providing important interactive learning experiences, their specific roles in 
distance learning are rather ambiguous and often ill-defined. Research in quality 
distance education has revealed that institutions providing distance education fail to 
provide adequate support or training for faculty. Rogers (2009, 202) explains that “[i]
nstitutions failing to develop an adequate faculty and student support infrastructure 
will eventually encounter significant problems”. The lack of pre-service training on 
distance learning platforms and instructional design can result in fragmentation of 
delivery and instructional strategies and expectations of the institution.

OVERCOMING BARRIERS TO OFFERING QUALITY 
DISTANCE EDUCATION
Authorities like Simonson, Schlosser, and Orellana (2011) identified ten substantial 
barriers distance education institutions need to overcome to offer quality distance 
educational programmes and these are listed below. (1) Increased time commitment, 
distance education takes longer for tutors to manage than traditional classroom 
programmes. (2) Lack of funding to implement distance learning programmes of 
high quality, budgetary constraints do not disappear with distance learning. (3) 
Organizational culture, like resistance to change, good quality education results 
from a team effort between different parties across the institution. (4) Lack of 
vision for distance education in the organization, quality distance education 
programmes result from an overall institutional vision. (5) Lack of support staff 
to help course development, there is need for departments, students and individual 
faculty to support strategic initiatives that advance educational excellence. (6) Lack 
of institutional strategic planning for quality distance education, strategic planning 
requires participation of leadership at every level of the organization. (7) Slow 
pace of implementation, course design on certain topics requires regular change. 
(8) Faculty compensation, attracting qualified tutors is a challenge for distance 
education institutions. (9) Difficulty keeping up with technological changes, quality 
distance education uses relevant and current technology. (10) Lack of infrastructure 
or support, distance education courses are only as good as the infrastructure and 
staff that support them. If quality distance education is to be achieved an appropriate 
infrastructure should exist within an educational provider to administer the range of 
elements of the courses efficiently.
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KEY FEATURES OF QUALITY DISTANCE EDUCATION
Distance education is a planned learning activity involving the use of technology, 
and its design should provide the learners with interaction. Distance education has 
become a valid concept in which students could have access to education that they 
would not otherwise have available to them. Moore and Kearsely (1996) argue that 
the key characteristic of quality distance education is quality assessment which is an 
important factor in the process of managing a distance education project. That being 
the case, the assessment of distance education is based on numerous factors such 
as quality of application and enrolment, student achievement, student satisfaction, 
faculty satisfaction, programme institutional reputation, and the quality of course 
materials (Rikers 2006). 

Koul (2005) shows that the features of distance education such as relaxed 
qualification, individualized learning at one’s own pace, place and flexible assessment 
mechanism relieve the learners from the feeling of failure. Properly-designed 
distance education programmes can provide quality education with minimum or 
no risk of failure and students can achieve excellence in teaching and learning. 
Motivation of learners increases by means of success and learner success in turn 
reinforces motivation. 

According to Moore and Kearsley (1996) there are three important features 
of successful distance education, namely access, quality and costs. These three 
features are interlinked and they influence each other. If an education system is 
costly and beyond the capacity of the majority of learners, the education system 
would be inaccessible to the majority and in the process education would have to 
compromise on quality delivery. It should be noted that providing affordable access 
to the education resource to all who need it should not dilute the quality of operations 
and services rendered by the system.

As far as distance education systems are concerned, Corry (2008) argues that the 
learners may not be aware of the level of their performance or the standards set by the 
course designers. The learners lack the spirit of competition since they are separated 
regarding time and place (Daiziel 1994; Moore and Kearsley 1996; Willis 1993). 
Due to lack of peer interaction or limited learner-to-learner interaction, learners are 
not aware of the comparative levels of their progress against their peers. However, 
students will always aspire to know the level of their performance vis-à-vis other 
learners and this information will help them strive for excellence in their performance. 
In a distance education system continuous and comprehensive assessment of learners’ 
progress is important, besides the learners’ progress, evaluation of their assignments 
can assist them to improve and maintain the quality of teaching and learning. 
Formative evaluation at each stage of distance learning functions as a quality control 
measure in producing learning materials and evaluating the change in knowledge, 
attitudes and skills of the learners as per pre-determined objectives (Corry 2008). 
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The continuous evaluation aspect common in distance education judges whether and 
to what extent the objectives of the social transformation have been achieved.

Moore and Kearsley (1996) argue that distance education systems have emerged 
as an off-shoot of the socio-educational pressure of the people. Educators believe in 
distance education as a potential tool for social transformation which creates a new 
society, a society that is well-informed and productive. Distance education implies 
critical innovation in teaching and learning strategies to produce socially desirable 
citizenry (Bates 1995). Distance education systems should be linked with specific 
objectives of society to be achieved if it is to succeed in producing socially desired 
citizens and if it wants to claim being a quality system of education. To establish 
whether distance education really is able to change the structure of society, there 
should be provision for continuous evaluation. As an educational system distance 
education should empower people to manage change in the social system. In a distance 
education system learners are provided an encouraging environment in which they 
construct new knowledge based on their experience and the context. It trains learners 
to transfer, learning from one situation to another and solve problems in such a way 
that learners learn to utilize their self-motivational strategies. Distance education 
systems ensure that the knowledge gained or the skills acquired are practised in an 
actual life situation which is a critical requirement for learning.

The curriculum in distance education is designed in such a way that it 
increases learners’ control over the time, place and pace of learning (Koul 2005). 
The learning materials provide learners with opportunities to access content for 
acquiring knowledge and skills on their own. Distance education systems advocate 
for individualized learning which occurs through interaction between the individual 
learner and the text or content to be learnt, rather than through social phenomena 
(Bates 1995) in which interpersonal human dialogue transforms understanding and 
the social experience held by the learner helps construct meaning. 

Learning at a distance is more of an individual phenomenon, more or less 
a private activity. In distance education, the quality of education depends on the 
quality of learning materials and instructional design or approach employed by the 
course designers. The materials according to Corry (2008) should arouse and sustain 
motivation in learners. Distance learning materials make learning more attractive 
by exploiting psychological characteristics of the learners such as individualizing 
instruction, providing clear explanations, comprehensive and continuous testing 
mechanisms, diagnosing learning difficulties, and providing constructive feedback 
(Bates 1995). Another important characteristic of distance education systems is to 
utilize a quality management system which ensures continuous improvement of the 
process, product and learner satisfaction. Quality control systems suggest appropriate 
tools and models for effective distance teaching and helps effectively design and 
implement the learning materials. Quality management helps identify system flaws 
through systematic evaluation, both formative and summative (Bates 1995). Process 
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and summative evaluation can ensure the quality of distance education and evaluation 
of teaching can improve both the process and the outcomes of teaching and learning. 
Chickering and Gamson (1987) identify seven principles for good practice in 
distance education and these include the following: (1) Encouraging and maximizing 
contact between learners and teachers. Communication between learners and tutors 
is important to enhance motivation and involvement which facilitates learning. (2) 
Developing relationships and promoting collaboration among learners. Learners 
need to share ideas, resources and problems which promote effective higher learning. 
Quality distance education should promote collaborative learning. (3) Incorporating 
active learning. This involves application and problem-solving, research and 
simulation. (4) Giving rich and rapid feedback to learners. Learners should be able 
to assess their own learning and also get feedback from others about their strengths 
and weaknesses. (5) Time-on-task should be emphasised. The learning environment 
should be rich with reading, activities and interactions. (6) Setting high standards 
for learners’ performance. Materials for distance learners should be challenging. 
Objectives should be clearly set for the learners to achieve. (7) Paying attention to 
individual differences and allowing opportunities for learning that acknowledges 
those differences. Distance learning materials should be organized in such a way that 
based on their experience learners find their own ways for approaching problems, 
completing tasks and using learning materials. Learner characteristics, learning styles 
and learner challenges (Simonson 2012) in distance education should be considered 
while designing learning materials.

Distance learning materials should help learners in the way they find most 
natural and effective. To a great extent the quality of distance learning depends on 
the united efforts and efficiency of all sub-systems, such as course development, 
learner support, management, learning processes, delivery mechanisms, evaluation 
and ICT sub-systems. Thus, high quality distance education systems ensure the 
integrity of learners’ work and the credibility of certificates learners receive after 
successful completion of their programmes.

METHODOLOGY
The research design chosen for the study was the qualitative research which uses 
a naturalistic approach that seeks to understand phenomena in context-specific 
settings such as the three regional centres of the Zimbabwe Open University. The 
study adopted an interpretivist paradigm that uses a qualitative approach as it was 
mainly concerned with exposing underlying casual mechanisms that are responsible 
for what happens and what is experienced at the three Zimbabwe Open University 
regional centres with specific reference to quality distance education. The research 
design involves a clear focus on the research questions and the information that most 
appropriately answers specific questions. Qualitative research methods are used to 
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better understand any phenomenon about which little is known yet because they use a 
naturalistic approach that seeks to understand phenomena in context-specific settings 
such as the real-world setting (Creswell 2007; 2009; 2014; Patton 2001; Silverman 
2014). The qualitative research design allows for an intensive investigation and a 
deeper understanding that leads to rich interpretations (Pereira 2012).

Sampling procedures for qualitative research are not rigidly prescribed 
(Silverman 2014) as in quantitative studies, thus purposive sampling strategies 
were used to identify participants for the study. As Patton (2001) shows, purposeful 
sampling seeks information-rich cases which can be studied in depth. The sampled 
participants were selected according to the aims and objectives of the study. In the 
selection process categories such as gender, status and role at the regional office 
were also considered. The total number of participants consisted of three regional 
directors, three regional administrators, four lecturers of which one was from each 
faculty and three students selected from each region.

In this study, the interview technique formed an integral part of the investigation. 
The researcher’s involvement and immersion into the sample discussing and 
recording information was a crucial activity for the qualitative study which yielded 
first-hand information from information-rich cases drawn from the three regional 
centres. To acquire trustworthiness and credibility in this study, diverse realities, such 
as multiple methods of searching and gathering data were used. Engaging multiple 
data sources of directors, lecturers and students strengthened the study findings. The 
researcher’s prolonged engagement with participants and member checking led to 
diverse construction of realities. Creswell (2007; 2009; 2014) shows that qualitative 
researchers use an emerging qualitative approach to inquiry and the collection of 
data in a natural setting is crucial. Participants responded to nine research questions 
that are used as a basis for the presentation of findings. The study responded to the 
following broad questions:

 ● In what ways if at all is equitable use of content made available to distance 
learners?

 ● What are the major barriers to quality distance education?
 ● How does the infrastructure for distance education look?

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS
The qualitative analysis of data was based on the interview questions that were 
responded to by participants from the three regional centres. Interview data were 
transcribed and key themes from each transcript were captured through intensive 
reading of each transcript which is consistent with a grounded theory and qualitative 
content analysis (Charmaz 2006; Bryant and Charmaz 2007; Holton 2010; Creswell 
2014). The process of transcribing involved intensive reading of transcripts 
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and identification of key themes that connected the participants’ account of their 
experiences. Evidence from the interview data indicated that the Zimbabwe Open 
University regional centres have the potential to offer high quality education to 
the learners given the entry qualifications of students. The university has recorded 
significant progress in increasing access to higher education. Improving widespread 
quality distance education has been the priority of the Zimbabwe Open University. 
In-depth analysis of responses from participants established that the university is 
affected by low quality due to operational and methodological challenges.

6.1 What is done in the regional centres to ensure equitable use of content made 
available to all learners? Most of the participants noted that they receive most 
of the materials required for their study during the beginning of each semester 
upon registration. It emerged that the three regional centres have district 
resource centres where students can access some of the materials they need for 
their distance learning. Data from all participants conclusively reveal that there 
is equitable distribution of learning materials from regional centres. Most of 
the materials are in the form of print media. One of the participants drawn from 
students had this to say about equitable distribution of learning materials, “We 
receive all modules, assignments and related course materials at the beginning 
of each semester, in some cases there are shortages of modules but not always, 
some modules have missing pages and objective are not clear”. While students 
receive learning materials in time, in some cases these are of poor quality with 
missing pages. 

6.2 How often do tutors from regional centres receive training to teach at a 
distance?	All participants from the three regional centres indicated that since 
they joined the organization they have never received any training on distance 
learning and teaching strategies and the majority of tutors have not received 
pre-service training. A key feature of distance education is that tutors should 
receive continuous training on the changing context of distance education. It 
was established that tutors do not receive training and this to a great extent has 
compromised the delivery of quality distance learning. Training sessions would 
improve student supervision at a distance. 

6.3 Do the regional centres have enough ICT resources for teaching and learning?	
In response to this question, all the regional centres had ICT resources. However, 
the district resource centres in two districts did not have internet connectivity. 
There is no ICT equipment in the two district centres. Distance education 
centres should be equipped with a variety of means and methods of accessing 
information to make the education resources accessible per their needs and 
convenience. While distance education is meant to democratize education as a 
resource and provide every citizen, district centres of the two Zimbabwe Open 
University regional centres were critically constrained by lack of ICTs. Some 
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students were in remote rural districts where they could not receive information, 
not even on their mobile phones. A student in one of the rural districts who was 
enrolled for a Bachelor of Education Degree wrote, “my school is about one 
hundred kilometres from the district resource centre and we have completely 
no internet access in the school. To make matters worse even the cell phone 
communication network is not there, I leave my cell phone in town because 
this place is just too remote. I only access information relating to my studies 
when I go to town during month ends”. It also emerged that rural schools do 
not have telephones, internet facilities and other related current communication 
technologies due to lack of connectivity. The study established that while there 
are adequate computers at the regional centres, there is a critical shortage of 
library facilities and computers for the distance learners at the district centres 
which are closer to the students. In one regional centre, a snapshot survey 
revealed that the region does not have internet access for lecturers and students 
despite a computer lab in that area. Basic communication infrastructure to make 
use of technologies is not in place in the district centres for the two regions. 

6.5 Is adequate interactivity provided between the tutors and the learners? 
Responses to this question were varied, from an urban region which has district 
centres also located in the city centre, participants noted that they regularly 
interact with their tutors during weekends. This was directly the opposite from 
two regional centres where participants indicated that face-to-face tutorials 
with their tutors were a challenge. A participant who was far from one of the 
regions posited, “while weekend schools are scheduled for us. I have travelled 
to the regional centre which is one hundred kilometres for more than three 
times and I have failed to meet my tutors, I have decided to do it on my own”. 
A senior student from another district centre indicated that tutors are not paid 
their allowances and that being the case they have withdrawn their services and 
students are encouraged to work on their own in groups. Elias (2012) suggests 
that instructors should make regular contact with distance learners and they 
should stay involved. There is a need to put regular reminders and questions to 
students and pull in learner-generated content and contact. One thread that runs 
consistently through the study was that interaction is a vital element in a quality 
distance education instructional process. There is need to engage students in a 
meaningful way using multiple methods of communication and engagement. 
This element of tutor-learner engagement proved to be completely unfeasible 
in two regional centres due to both student and tutor absenteeism and the total 
lack of communication technology. 

6.7 Are you able to apply the required knowledge, skills and techniques? Most 
participants indicated that they can hardly apply the acquired knowledge, 
skills and techniques since most participants were in schools with the majority 
teaching in primary schools where their knowledge in accounting and human 
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resources management cannot be applied. A participant from one region who 
was referred to me through snowballing had responded as follows, “I completed 
a degree in counselling but at the moment I teach grade two and that being the 
case the knowledge I acquired cannot be applied and my ministry does not 
recognize this qualification for promotion or salary upgrading”. Thus quality 
education should aim at empowering learners of all ages and levels to assume 
responsibility for creating and enjoying a sustainable future. Distance learning 
in Zimbabwe has failed to provide this.

6.8 What collaborative learning activities do you engage in? Only students from an 
urban region indicated that they can afford to engage in collaborative learning, 
especially during weekends and this was by means of their own arrangements 
with some lecturers from other universities. Students from rural areas indicated 
that they cannot afford collaborative learning given the fact that they are 
separated by long distances from each other and their learning content cannot 
be provided in multiple or different formats using ICTs due to poor network 
connectivity in rural areas. “We only meet our colleagues during examination 
time and we take this opportunity to interact during our examination preparation 
and giving each other hints”, argued one of the participants.

6.9 Do your tutors use multiple methods to communicate? Most participants 
indicated that only full-time tutors based at regional centres communicate with 
students through text messages, but this was very rare. Students based in urban 
centres indicated that they often receive text messages on their cell phones 
that only inform them of tutorial dates, assignments’ due dates or examination 
dates, otherwise no communication on instructional materials is provided 
through means other than face-to-face tutorials organized at regional centres 
which in most cases do not materialize due to tutor absenteeism. In most cases 
only two or three full-time tutors will be available at the tutorial venues and this 
has discouraged most students.

6.10 Are your computer literate to enable you to cope with technological changes? 
Responding to this question, the majority of respondents from rural areas 
indicated that they were not at all that computer literate. One of the participants 
indicated that she was first introduced to a computer on the day she attended her 
first semester course on communication. While knowledge of computers and 
other related ICTs can empower students to effectively learn at a distance this 
can also increase access of learners to quality educational resources. This can 
also bring about a qualitative change in teaching and learning at a distance. In 
the course of this study it was established that utilization of ICTs either by the 
learners or the tutors for delivery was not satisfactory. It was established that 
in one of the regional centres, even some of the directors and tutors were not 
computer literate, as they had new computers in their offices which they could 
not operate. The Zimbabwe Open University online facility available to all 
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regional centres has tremendous potential to impart quality distance education 
and training, but it is not utilized due to lack of computer literacy among 
learners and some tutors in the regions. Use of ICTs can create a facilitative 
learning environment and sustain motivation of the learners but this has not 
been applicable in rural regional centres due to lack of computer literacy among 
both learners and tutors.

6.11 What are the major barriers to offering quality distance education in your 
region? This question was asked to both students and regional staff members 
and the following responses were received:

From students

 ● Lack of interaction between tutors and students or minimum contact between 
tutors and students

 ● Lack of competent and committed tutors at the regional centres
 ● The majority of tutors are part-time tutors who are never available for tutorials
 ● Difficulty keeping up with technological changes due to lack of computer 

literacy among tutors and students
 ● Lack of collaborative learning and developing relationships among learners
 ● The lack of rich and rapid feedback from tutors, as assignments are seldom 

marked timeously or not at all
 ● Lack of learning materials which can assist learners to study in the way they find 

most natural and effective
 ● Total lack of high quality interactions among learners

Responses from regional staff members

 ● Lack of funds to implement distance learning programmes. Regions have 
budgetary constraints

 ● Learners have no access to sharing ideas, resources, problems and experiences 
that could promote high-level learning among them

 ● Lack of efficient sub-systems such as course development, learner support and 
ICTs

 ● Lack of competent support staff to help develop learning materials 
 ● Slow pace in the implementation of change especially technological changes, 

for example e-learning is a challenge to implement
 ● Lack of infrastructure to support distance learning
 ● Rapid increase in student enrolments with limited teaching and learning 

infrastructure



59

Shava Challenges and opportunities related to quality distance higher education

 ● Poor standards of academic and research infrastructure, including libraries and 
laboratories

 ● Inadequate pedagogical training of academic staff
 ● Total absence of quality assurance agencies in the regions to create and enforce 

mechanisms for ensuring quality 

6.12 The last question sought to establish whether participants would wish to 
take another distance education course. The majority of participants indicated 
that they wouldn’t want to take another course. One of the participants opined, 
learning at a distance is really stressful. I will never in future wish to learn at a 
distance, I devoted most of my time and resources on distance learning and this 
even affected my family.

Finally, the study established that the Zimbabwe Open University operates from 
Primary and Secondary schools for their tutorials. Some of the schools do not have 
proper infrastructure for higher education teaching. Good teaching and learning 
infrastructure such as well-ventilated classrooms, library facilities, and internet 
facilities and laboratories are important for effective learning. The two rural 
regional offices would require unprecedented development and refurbishment of 
infrastructure if quality learning outcomes are to be generated. Physical structures are 
an enabling factor in improving the quality of university education. A rapid increase 
in the number of students in higher education, especially distance education will 
necessarily erode the minimum quality standards of teaching and learning unless 
such increases are accompanied by planned and purposeful strategies or measures to 
avoid or prevent such deterioration. While policies of education for all and education 
are a fundamental right, these policies were silently extended to higher education 
through distance education initiatives and these initiatives are facing challenges in an 
effort to provide quality distance higher education. Ironically, however, despite the 
massive growth in the number of students in distance higher education the teaching 
learning environments in the regions covered by this study are not conducive to 
quality learning outcomes.

CONCLUSIONS
The study concludes that the Zimbabwe Open University which is the only open 
distance learning institution offering higher education has played a significant role in 
widening and deepening access to higher education for the previously marginalized 
population. While such quantitative developments and expansions in the provision 
of higher education are lauded, the study concludes that the Zimbabwe Open 
University should seek to overcome major barriers to offering quality distance 
education. Members of staff involved in distance education require regular training 
and development for them to cope with the current changes in technology and 
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the changes that take place in higher education landscape. To ensure the quality 
of teaching and learning the inputs such as students, lecturers, non-teaching staff, 
administrators, curriculum, facilities, finance and instructional materials should be 
provided to enhance the quality of the product and processes. The quality of higher 
education at the Zimbabwe Open University is negatively affected by the inadequate 
preparation and academic skills of both lecturers and students. In addition to 
lecturer shortage, learning at the Zimbabwe Open University takes place in small 
crowded classrooms meant for primary school learners. However, to a great extent 
the Zimbabwe Open University has made a significant contribution to the major 
recommendations of the 1998 World Conference on Higher Education that was 
reaffirmed at the 2009 World Conference on Higher Education which was to pursue 
the expansion of access to higher education. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
In light of the findings from the study and the issues established from the study the 
following recommendations are advanced:

 ● Continuing professional development for regional staff including part-time and 
full-time tutors as well as other functionaries, is a key element in ensuring quality 
in distance education systems. Training, retention and continuing professional 
development are a pre-requisite to enhance quality distance education. 

 ● Management should be committed and should ensure that the day-to-day 
work of the institution meets the quality standards and the use of ICTs that can 
make the management process more effective in managing all the processes of 
distance learning.

 ● Provision must be made for the management of distance education to ensure 
effective, mutual communication involving all parties.

 ● Besides high quality of learning materials, distance education institutions 
are required to facilitate learners’ study by providing much-needed support, 
infrastructure, and counselling. Regional staff should resolve queries related to 
student learning and also extending library facilities, making ICTs accessible to 
all learners. 

 ● Institutional capacity in teaching and learning in higher education needs to 
improve in general and the Zimbabwe Open University in particular, using, 
for example, the 2013 Guide to Effective Teaching and Learning in Higher 
Education developed by UNESCO.

 ● Distance education learners need to work out appropriate teaching and learning 
strategies to ensure success that would afford learners the feeling of success. 
Quality distance education is expected to fulfil the basic requirement of lifelong 
learning.
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