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S e c t i o n TWO

criteria

The NADEOSA Quality Criteria
for Distance Education in
South Africa
Introduction
The quality criteria in this section have their origin in documents produced in 1996 and
1998, as was pointed out in Section One. Although the initial research was done for the
Department of Education, the criteria have been revised twice since then by NADEOSA in
a stakeholder process involving the distance education community. It is for this reason that
they are now being published as The NADEOSA Quality Criteria for Distance Education in
South Africa. The thirteen criteria have been retained from the original (1.Policy and Planning;
2.Learners; 3.Programme Development; 4.Course Design; 5.Course Materials;
6.Assessment; 7.Learner Support; 8.Human Resource Strategy; 9.Management and
Administration; 10.Collaborative Relationships; 11.Quality Assurance; 12.Information
Dissemination; and 13.Results). The majority of the individual elements of the criteria have
also been retained, but the phrasing and ordering of these elements has been revised, and
there are a number of additional elements.
There are a number of difficulties with criteria. One difficulty is that they can never be
comprehensive enough. Even if a decision is reached to go with a fixed set of criteria, the
elements of each of the criteria can be elaborated as new perspectives on practice emerge
through research, evaluation, or changes in technology. In the current set of NADEOSA
Quality Criteria, there are thirteen criteria with 212 individual elements. Doubtless, if more
minds were applied to the process, a further 100 or so could be added. A second difficulty
is that stating the criteria in detail does not mean that there is a shared understanding of
how they are to guide practice. Strategies need to be found to interrogate and interpret the
criteria.
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This publication proposes two such strategies. Firstly, in an Addendum to the NADEOSA
Quality Criteria in this section, criteria have been selected that reflect current concerns in
distance education practice in South Africa. This is an attempt to prioritize, and to give
evaluators a set of elements to start with. In addition, in each case, a description of the
concern provides the reason for the selection. At the same time, it is hoped that the
description of the concern will help evaluators interpret the selected elements of the criteria
and understand why they have been included. The areas of concern are drawn from
evaluation and research in distance education conducted by SAIDE over the last ten years,
and discussed at two successive NADEOSA conferences.
The second strategy is provided in the case studies in Section Three of this publication. Sets
of criteria fragment practice, often distorting it in the process. Furthermore, however wellintentioned, criteria can be reductionist and stifle good practice, rather than encouraging
it. In Section Three, the practice speaks for itself through the case studies. The case studies
illustrate aspects of the criteria, and in some instances, go beyond them.

A note on terminology
The distinction between programme development, course design and course materials,
has been adopted from one of the source documents for these criteria, the Department of
Education’s draft policy document, Criteria for Quality Distance Education in South Africa
(1998:6):
Programme development concerns itself with the curriculum in macro planning
of groups of courses, how they combine to realise a general educational goal or
set of outcomes (such as a degree, diploma, or certificate), as well as the
procedures governing access and articulation with other programmes ...
Course design concerns itself with planning the content, pedagogy and assessment
in individual courses. …
Course materials are the concrete products that are results of programme
development and course design activities. They are learning materials in any
medium or combination of media.
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1. Policy and Planning
The educational provider has a clear sense of purpose and direction, which is
informed by national priorities as well as by the quality demands of costeffective educational provision. There is both a rationale and relevant systems
for the use of distance education methods to achieve the purpose of the
programme for the target learners.

Elements of the Criterion
1.1

The mission statement of the educational provider sets out clearly and unambiguously
goals and principles which are fit for its local, national and international context and
which adequately provide for transformational issues.

1.2

Policy statements, strategic plans, slogans or mottoes are aligned with the mission,
goals and principles of the educational provider.

1.3

There are policy statements and evidence of implementation of policies on:
O

programme development;

O

course design;

O

course materials development;

O

services to and responsibilities of learners;

O

learner support, including tutors and mentors;

O

assessment;

O

recognition of prior learning and current competence;

O

1.4
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where appropriate, integration of workplace learning into the theoretical curriculum
(co-operative education);

O

language of teaching and learning, as well as of internal and public communication;

O

human resource strategy;

O

management and administration;

O

finances, fees and payment regulations;

O

quality assurance and review;

O

evaluation and research;

O

admissions and an enrolment management strategy to facilitate access for success;

O

marketing;

O

accreditation;

O

collaboration;

O

export of programmes; and

O

the use of information and communication technology (ICT).

The provider or programme management team can provide a rationale for the use of
distance education or electronic learning methods for the delivery of the programme/
course to the intended target learners.

Designing and Delivering Distance Education: Quality Criteria and Case Studies from South Africa

SECTION TWO: Criteria

1.5

Prior to offering programmes of study by distance education, the provider has explicitly
designed systems for administering and teaching learners at a distance and has planned
for contingencies in order to meet its stated aims in terms of academic quality and
standards.

1.6

There is a recognition that the use of electronic learning methods is likely to require
greater levels of collaboration, both nationally and internationally, and therefore the
provider has considered:
O
O

O

selection of an appropriate technical platform for design and delivery;
installation of technical infrastructure that is compatible with present or possible
future partners;
a process for the development and/or implementation of shared standards for
online content across partners.

1.7

There is a published statement of the educational provider’s commitment to learners
and how this commitment will be measured.

1.8

Implementation plans are realistic, both in terms of learning and teaching goals and
in terms of financial sustainability, and designed to enable targets to be met.

1.9

Policy statements and methods of implementing them are recorded, readily available,
and fully understood by members of staff.

1.10 There are mechanisms to support and monitor staff in the implementation of these
policies.
1.11 There are monitoring procedures to ensure that all policies are implemented,
evaluated, and amended as and when necessary.
1.12 Equal opportunities are ensured for all learners, staff and other clients.
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2. Learners
There is up-to-date detailed information about past, present and potential
learners. This is used to inform policy and planning of programme development,
course design and materials development, learner support, and other relevant
aspects of educational provision.

Elements of the Criterion
2.1

The provider has developed a learner profile that identifies the characteristics and
situation of distance education learners. This profile should include:
O

O

O
O

O
O
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demographic factors - for example, age, gender, geographic location, and
occupation/employment;
language profiles - including language ability in the main language of teaching and
learning, language background, and multilingual language ability;
motivation for learning - for example, for career purposes or personal interest;
educational background/learning experience - for example, prior learning and
experience, prior qualifications, experience of distance learning, learning skills
and styles, and language background;
special needs - for example, barriers to learning, physical disabilities or learning difficulties;
resource factors - for example, financial resources, place of learning, times available
for learning, access to electricity, access to media and technologies;

O

experience and knowledge of technology; and

O

success rates of past and present learners.

2.2

The management of information system provides for the tracking of learner performance
(for example, in assignments, examinations, or even attendance at contact sessions) and
can be used to identify at risk learners and those learners who, though registered, are
inactive. It can also be used to determine completion and throughput rates.

2.3

Research into learners and their needs is a high priority and is used to inform all
aspects of policy.

2.4

Learner information is used to design programmes, courses, materials, learner support,
and counselling services that are flexible and learner-centred.

2.5

Mechanisms are in place for promoting access to learners from marginalized groups,
inter alia, through the provision of academic development programmes.

2.6

Tutors have access to information about their learners and contribute to the collection
of such information.

2.7

Systems exist to maintain the confidentiality of information about learners.

2.8

Special needs (for example, physical disability) are considered in the design of course
materials, assessment arrangements, and communication with tutors.

2.9

The educational provider is aware of and caters for learners with learning difficulties.
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3. Programme Development
Programmes are flexible and designed with national needs as well as the needs of
prospective learners and employers in mind; their form and structure encourage
access and are responsive to changing environments; learning and assessment
methods are appropriate to the purpose and outcomes of the programmes.

Elements of the Criterion
Programme planning
3.1

The programme is developed in terms of a needs analysis based on an audit of
existing courses and programmes, market research, liaison (where appropriate) with
industry and professions, national and regional priorities, and the needs of the learners.

3.2

The programme is part of the provider’s mission and plans.

3.3

For each programme, there is a publicly accessible description of:
O

the qualification to which the programme leads;

O

the admission requirements;

O

purpose and outcomes;

O

target learners;

O

teaching and learning strategies (including, where appropriate, workplace learning);

O

features of the learning environment and resources;

O

assessment strategy;

O

courses or modules in the programme; and

O

3.4

where appropriate, accreditation arrangements and articulation with other
programmes offered by the educational provider, in the workplace or other
educational providers.

There is a careful analysis of the most appropriate technologies to support:
O

the provision of course materials to learners;

O

other teaching and learning processes; and

O

management and administration of the programme.

3.5

The selection of technologies is based on the needs, resources and capabilities of the
learners and the provider, and the purposes of the programmes on offer.

3.6

Wherever possible, courses are used in more than one programme.

3.7

Human resource planning is an integral part of programme development.

3.8

Programme planning and budgeting are aligned, with potential income clearly
identified, and appropriate levels of resource set aside for course design and
development, for administrative systems and for supporting learners.
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Programme approval
3.9

Procedures for the approval of programmes meet the requirements of the relevant
bodies, but are not cumbersome and allow for and encourage innovation and
flexibility.

3.10 Where programmes are exported, procedures are established for reviewing legal
programme approval requirements and also requirements under local law in respect
of relevant matters including consumer protection, copyright, employment, packaging
and postal despatch.

Programme curriculum
3.11 The outcomes, content, teaching and learning strategies and assessment methods in
the programme are aligned and appropriate for the level and purpose of the
programme.
3.12 In the case of professional and vocational programmes, work-based learning forms
an integral part of the curriculum, and, where appropriate, placement in a workbased environment is an essential component of the programme.
3.13 The various courses of the programme are integrated.
3.14 To facilitate conceptual pathways through the programme, due attention is paid to
the appropriate sequencing of modules/courses in a programme, and to the
management of options.

Admissions and learner support
3.15 To facilitate access, entry requirements for the programme are as open as possible,
and include recognition of prior learning and experience.
3.16 Where entry is open, care is taken to provide sufficient academic support to learners
who may be under-prepared. This may be by the provision of access or bridging
courses, additional units within existing courses, or increased face-to-face support.
3.17 Numbers of learners enrolled in a programme do not exceed the capacity of the staff
and the administrative infrastructure to provide for learner support and assessment
needs in terms of the criteria in this document.
3.18 Care is taken that learners admitted to programmes which require the use of
technology have sufficient access to that technology to make it possible for them to
succeed in the programme.

Accreditation, articulation and flexibility
3.19 Wherever possible, programmes allow for flexible exit points.
3.20 Learners are made aware of credit requirements of the programme and the possibilities
for transfer to other programmes offered by the same or other educational providers.
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3.21 Where appropriate, assessment is linked to accreditation and fulfils the requirements
of external quality assurance bodies.

Quality assurance
3.22 Clear and effective procedures are in place (including internal and external peer
review) to monitor and evaluate programmes on a regular basis.
3.23 Review findings are disseminated appropriately and used for staff development,
curriculum improvement and increasing learner access.
3.24 Should a decision be taken to discontinue the programme, due attention is given to
meeting the provider’s commitments to the learners registered on the programme.
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4. Course Design
The course curriculum is well-researched, with aims and learning outcomes
appropriate to the level of study; content, teaching and learning and assessment
methods facilitate the achievement of the aims and learning outcomes; there
is an identified process of development and evaluation of courses.

Elements of the Criterion
Course planning
4.1

The course is designed with national needs as well as the needs of prospective learners
and employers in mind.

4.2

The elements of the course (see 4.3 and 4.4 below) and the relationships between
them are consciously planned.

4.3

For each course, there is a publicly accessible and learner-friendly description of the
aims and learning outcomes; entry-level skills, knowledge and experience; credit
rating and/or notional hours of learning; target learners; teaching and learning
strategies; content outline; items in the learning package (including elements such as
study guides, textbooks, tutorial letters, audiotapes and videotapes); assessment
strategy; and a year plan containing key dates for learners.

4.4

Choice of media and technology is justified in the light of the aims of the course,
required learning outcomes, learner needs, capacity to access and use the
technologies, the physical features of the teaching sites and available facilities and
services.

4.5

There is a stated language policy for the course which is based on the national language
policy, language profiles of learners, career context and curriculum. The policy is
implemented in course materials, assessment and learner support.

4.6

The list of courses offered by an educational provider is limited to a number that
allows for quality investment in course design and development in the context of
budgetary limitations. (Quality is defined by the criteria in this document).

Course curriculum
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4.7

The amount and complexity of work required to complete the course merits the
credits which it has been allocated. This also applies to the assessment for recognition
of prior learning and experience.

4.8

Where a course is imported or exported, account is taken of the needs of local
contexts, and, where necessary, the course is adapted accordingly (for example, by
the inclusion of local case studies or a glossary of terms).

4.9

Content, teaching and learning strategies and assessment are carefully structured to
facilitate the achievement of the learning outcomes.
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4.10 Various forms of learner support are built into the design of the course.
4.11 Teaching, learning and assessment activities encourage critical thinking and
independent learning.
4.12 The teaching and learning strategies of the course acknowledge learners’ existing
knowledge and experience, and provide opportunities for guided integration of new
knowledge.
4.13 Where appropriate, experiential learning opportunities are designed into the course.
There are suitable methods of recording and assessing this (such as portfolios, logbooks,
project reports, learner interviews, or reports from the mentor).

Quality assurance
4.14 The educational provider requires relevant competence of authors, consultants, and
others that are brought into the course design and development process.
4.15 The educational provider gives authors, consultants, and others involved in the course
design and development process necessary guidance and training regarding aspects
of distance education in order to assure quality in their work.
4.16 An appropriate infrastructure exists within the educational provider to administer
the range of elements of the course efficiently.
4.17 There is a timetable for the regular revision and updating of courses.
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5. Course Materials
The content, assessment, and teaching and learning approaches in the course
materials support the aims and learning outcomes; the materials are accessibly
presented; they teach in a coherent way that engages the learners; there is an
identified process of development and evaluation of course materials.

Elements of the Criterion
Materials development planning
5.1

The development of course material is based on a project plan which describes, for
example, finances and other resources, the delegation of responsibility among those
involved, and an adequate time schedule for the work.

5.2

If existing course material is used for a particular course, its suitability is evaluated in
terms of required learning outcomes, the appropriateness of the teaching and learning
approach, and its relevance for the target learners.

5.3

If existing course material is used for a particular course, there is proper
acknowledgement of the source of all quotations and no breach of local or international
copyright laws.

5.4

While the provider holds copyright for course materials developed by employed or
contracted staff, the individual author’s intellectual property rights are also respected.

Quality course materials
5.5
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Materials are developed and reviewed in terms of the following criteria:
5.5.1

There are clearly laid out aims and learning outcomes, and an explicit
indication of study time (notional study hours per section of the material)
which allow learners to adopt sensible study plans.

5.5.2

The content and teaching approach support learners in achieving the learning
outcomes.

5.5.3

Learner-friendly introductions, linking and summarizing passages motivate
the learners and provide coherence to the materials.

5.5.4

The content of the course is accurate, up-to-date, relevant to aims and
outcomes, free of discrimination, and reflects awareness of the multilingual
and multicultural reality of South African society.

5.5.5

The language level of the materials is appropriate for the target learners and
the materials assist learners with the particular difficulties that learning-throughreading and learning at a distance require.

5.5.6

Care is taken to understand the contexts in which learners live and work, as
well as their prior knowledge and experience. This knowledge is used in the
design of the materials.

Designing and Delivering Distance Education: Quality Criteria and Case Studies from South Africa

SECTION TWO: Criteria

5.5.7

Active learning and teaching approaches are used to engage learners
intellectually and practically, and cater for individual needs.

5.5.8

Content is presented in the form of an unfolding argument, rather than discrete
bits of information that have no obvious connection.

5.5.9

The various elements of the course materials and different media are
integrated, and the integration is clearly sign-posted.

5.5.10 The course materials are designed in an accessible way. Access devices (such
as contents pages, headings), graphic presentation of information, and layout
facilitate use by the target learners.
5.5.11 The overall technical quality of the materials facilitates learner use.
5.6

In web-based/online courses, the following additional criteria apply:
5.6.1

The service is speedy and reliable: it is easy to connect to the site, and the
site loads quickly with a minimum number of crashed sessions.

5.6.2

Pages and text are designed for consistency, readability and attractiveness.

5.6.3

The site is easily navigable, has a sitemap with clearly marked links, and the
different elements integrate seamlessly with each other.

5.6.4

The site is up-to-date, with minimum technical faults, and continuously under
development.

5.6.5

The site clearly displays its institutional links and acknowledges sources of
material used.

5.6.6

Support in the use of various functions on the site is provided both in the site
itself and from external technical assistance.

5.6.7

The site encourages interactions with other learners as well as with the tutor/
mentor.

Quality assurance
5.7

The materials development plan includes provision for evaluation during the
developmental process in the form of critical commenting, developmental testing,
or piloting.

5.8

The materials are periodically reviewed in the light of ongoing feedback from learners
and tutors and advances in knowledge and research.
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6. Assessment
Assessment is an essential feature of the teaching and learning process, is
properly managed, and meets the requirements of accreditation bodies and
employers.

Elements of the Criterion
Assessment design
6.1

Assessment is recognized as a key motivator of learning and an integral part of the
teaching and learning process. It is used to inform teaching practice and improve the
curriculum.

6.2

Assessment information (including learning outcomes, assessment criteria as well as
assessment procedures and dates) is provided in all courses, modules or topics.

6.3

The level of challenge of the assessment in a programme is appropriate for the level
of the qualification to which it leads.

6.4

There is a range of formative and summative assessment tasks and methods which
ensure that all learning outcomes are validly assessed.

6.5

Assessment, especially of experiential or workplace learning, is designed in terms of
predetermined outcomes and criteria.

6.6

A range of parties is involved in assessment of learners: for example, there might be
self-assessment, peer assessment, tutor assessment and/or assessment by workplace
mentors.

6.7

For each programme, there is at least one integrated assessment procedure which is
a valid test of the key purposes of the programme.

6.8

There are effective procedures for recognizing prior learning and for assessing current
competence.

6.9

In distance education delivery between countries, care is taken that the assessment
activities are designed and administered in ways that do not disadvantage learners in
a range of contexts.

Quality assurance of assessment
6.10 Staff involved in assessment are assessment-literate and competent to assess learning
at the level required by the programme.
6.11 Where part-time tutors are involved in assessment, they are trained for the task, and
academic staff monitor and moderate both formative and summative assessment to
promote reliability and fairness.
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6.12 The assessment strategy includes systems for internal and external moderation that
meet the requirements of the accreditation body.

Assessment management
6.13 Marking procedures for both formative and summative assessment promote
consistency and accuracy of marking, grading, and provision of feedback to learners.
6.14 There are clear procedures to receive, record, process, and turn around assignments
within a timeframe that allows learners to benefit from formative feedback prior to
the submission of further assessment tasks.
6.15 An appeal system is in place for when learners have a complaint about the fairness of
the assessment.

Security
6.16 Arrangements for locally-administered summative assessments are secure.
6.17 Particularly when electronic methods are used, there are adequate systems to ensure
security of personal information and security of identity during assessment processes.
However, the security solutions are flexible enough to accommodate different
programmes and styles of teaching and learning.
6.18 Documented procedures assure that security of personal information is protected in
the conduct of assessments and evaluations and in the dissemination of results.
6.19 Assessment results are recorded securely and reliably and are available to all
stakeholders including learners (as is appropriate).
6.20 Clear and efficient arrangements are in place to ensure that the integrity of certification
processes is not compromised.

Designing and Delivering Distance Education: Quality Criteria and Case Studies from South Africa

A NADEOSA
P U B L I C AT I O N

31

SECTION TWO: Criteria

7. Learner Support
Learners are provided with a range of opportunities for real two-way
communication through the use of various forms of technology for tutoring at
a distance, contact tutoring, assignment tutoring, mentoring where appropriate,
counselling (both remote and face-to-face), and the stimulation of peer support
structures. The need of learners for physical facilities and study resources and
participation in decision-making is also taken into account.

Elements of the Criterion
Academic support
7.1

Learners are encouraged to create and participate in ‘communities of learning’ in
which the individual learner thinks and solves problems with others engaged in similar
tasks. This is facilitated through a range of learner support mechanisms – peer support
sessions, tutorials/contact sessions, teaching on assignments, support in the workplace
(mentoring), email and Internet communications, for example.

7.2

Academic support is built into the design of the course materials.

7.3

Learners are carefully oriented to the teaching and learning methods on the
programme, particularly if electronic learning methods are used.

7.4

Where appropriate, the development of competence in the use of information and
communication technologies is built into the learning outcomes of the programme.

7.5

In selection of venues and times for contact sessions, travel time and expense for
learners are considered. Care is taken to place suitable sites of learning close to
where learners live/work.

7.6

Tutors are selected and trained for their crucial role in encouraging active engagement
of each learner in the course/programme through:
O
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establishing and maintaining a supportive relationship with each learner in their
group;

O

mediating learning from the course materials;

O

teaching on assignments by give constructive feedback.

7.7

Tutor training places particular emphasis on equipping tutors to analyze and assist
learners with language and learning difficulties.

7.8

The tutor/learner ratio is sufficiently small to enable tutors to know their learners as
individuals, be able to support them in their studies and monitor their progress.

7.9

There are sufficient contact sessions to ensure that the learners are able to achieve
the outcomes of the course.
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7.10 Contact sessions are integrated into the course design, rather than being an add-on
extra.
7.11 The teaching and learning activities at contact sessions acknowledge learners’ existing
knowledge and experience, and provide opportunities for guided integration of the
new knowledge and skills as contained in the course materials.
7.12 There are opportunities for individual academic support for learners either by
telephone, by appointment, or online.

Counselling support
7.13 Learners have access to counselling for personal difficulties/advice related to their
study before and during their course or programme, as well as after its completion.

Administrative support
7.14 Administrative staff are trained to be helpful, clear and consultative in the way they
relate to and make arrangements for learners.
7.15 The obligations and responsibilities of learners and the educational provider are made
clear at registration. It is clear what resources and equipment the provider will supply,
and what the learner will have to supply personally.
7.16 Where possible, arrangements are made to meet learners’ needs for physical facilities
for study, tutorial, and resource space.
7.17 Learners have access to facilities (for example, libraries) and equipment that are
necessary for their successful learning.
7.18 Learners are provided with technical support for educational technology hardware,
software, and delivery system required in a programme.

Learning centres as part of learner support
7.19 Both academic and administrative functions of learning centres are taken care of in
the way that learning centres are managed.
7.20 Learning centres, to the extent that they become fixed structures, and particularly
fixed structures with technological equipment, are accessible to the broader
community, rather than merely to a provider offering a formal programme.

Monitoring/quality assurance
7.21 Before each critical phase of a course/programme (for example, before the first
assignment, contact session, examination), each learner is contacted and encouraged
to participate.
7.22 Learner performance is monitored and learners at risk identified. Timeous educational
intervention is provided for such learners.
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7.23 Performance of tutors and attendance of both tutors and learners at contact sessions
is monitored regularly. The work of mentors in supporting and assessing learners in
the workplace is also monitored by the provider. Monitoring data is analysed and
acted upon.
7.24 Feedback is sought from tutors/mentors as well as from learners for the review of
courses and programmes.
7.25 Learner structures, such as learner/student representative councils and faculty
associations, are established, recognized and empowered to represent learners on
structures of institutional governance.
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8. Human Resource Strategy
The staff structure as well as the experience, qualifications, responsibilities
and job descriptions of staff are appropriate for the education and training
services provided; staff development programmes equip staff to perform their
roles and tasks effectively.

Elements of the Criterion
Staff complement
8.1

Distance education teaching tasks are distributed among separate functional
responsibilities; for example, course design, instructional design/course materials
development, electronic media use, editing, tutorial support for learners, monitoring
of tutors, counselling, assessment, and management of the distance education learning
system.

8.2

The main responsibility for programme development, course design and monitoring
of programme delivery is that of qualified academic staff.

8.3

Course design/development staff are suitably qualified (at least two levels above the
level of the course).

8.4

The number of full-time academic staff in the educational provider is as small as
possible, but the number of tutors (mostly employed on a part-time basis) is sufficient
to provide for individual needs of learners.

8.5

The educational provider employs sufficient administrative and technical staff to handle
specialized tasks of registry, despatch, management of assignments, administrative
support, as well as technical IT support to learners and staff.

Staff development
8.6

Staff are trained, monitored, and supported for the specialized roles and tasks they
perform, including design, management and delivery of electronically-offered
programmes.

8.7

Staff engaged in online tutoring and moderation of online discussions are qualified
and trained for the intensive engagement and direction which is required.

8.8

Staff development is regarded as the responsibility not only of the individual, but also
of the particular department and educational provider in which the individual works.

8.9

There are systems for the dissemination of newly acquired skills and information.
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Workload
8.10 Academic workload is measured in terms of the following:
O

course design;

O

preparation of course materials;

O

piloting of courses;

O

devising and participating in assessment strategies;

O

tutoring, particularly online tutoring;

O

supervision of tutors/markers/other staff;

O

management of courses;

O

monitoring the success of the course;

O

research and evaluation;

O

contact hours with learners.

8.11 In planning workloads, it is recognized that more time is needed for research and
development of electronically-offered programmes because of the complexity and
expense of virtual education.
8.12 The workload of staff involved in online support for learners is carefully monitored.

HR systems
8.13 Arrangements are in place for the proper recruitment, training, monitoring and
payment of necessary part-time and contract staff.
8.14 Staff selection and promotion criteria give priority to quality of performance in course
development, teaching, and management of learning.
8.15 There is an effective performance management and appraisal system for all staff.
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9. Management and Administration
There is effective and accountable management of communication and
information as well as human and material resources; democratic governance
structures are in place; efficient administrative systems support the activities
of the educational provider; the educational provider is financially sound and
can make reliable educational provision.

Elements of the Criterion
Accountability and governance
9.1

There are clear lines of accountability within the educational provider, between the
educational provider and its governing structures, and between governing structures
and the community.

9.2

Proper accountability structures and mandates for responsible officers are in place.

9.3

Staff and learners and external stakeholders are represented on governance structures.

9.4

Mechanisms are in place to prevent staff from using their position of power within
the institution to generate extra revenue for personal benefit or double payment for
the same work.

Management of communication
9.5

There are effective systems for communication with current and potential learners,
with key outside bodies, with governance structures, and with all staff and tutors
involved in courses.

9.6

Enquiries, applications and complaints are dealt with quickly and clearly within a
structured administration system.

9.7

Learners’ questions are answered quickly, clearly, and supportively.

Management of the curriculum
9.8

Appropriate schedules are developed for all activities forming part of the distance
education system, with due attention given to lead times needed to meet deadlines.

9.9

Enrolment practices include provision of accurate, helpful information to prospective
learners, as well as efficient handling of money and registration information.

9.10 Production and delivery of course materials is fast, accurate, and reliable. Where
existing systems prove inefficient, creative alternatives are found.
9.11 There are systems to organize decentralized support for remote learners – grouping
of learners, allocation of tutors, location of suitable sites of learning.
9.12 There are clear procedures to receive, record, process, and turn around assignments.
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9.13 The turnaround time on assignments is kept to a minimum.
9.14 The examination system, where it is necessary, is reliable and valid.

Management of information
9.15 Learner records (for example, contact details, assessment results) are detailed, up-todate, and accessible to tutors, academic and administrative staff.
9.16 Tutor records (for example, qualifications and experience of tutors) are detailed for
each tutor and available to tutor-monitors.
9.17 Records of course results and other management information can be analyzed to:
O

give completion rates for each group of learners;

O

identify at risk learners;

O

identify inactive learners.

9.18 Pass, throughput and retention rates are monitored.

Management of facilities and equipment
9.19 Facilities and equipment support the learner and are appropriate for the education
and training services provided.
9.20 In the case of electronically-offered programmes, the provider ensures the reliability
and predictability of a ‘fit-for-purpose’ teaching and learning delivery platform, and
there is a budget for regular upgrading.
9.21 Equipment and facilities are well-managed and maintained and secure against damage
or theft.
9.22 There are emergency methods of communication for use in the event of a failure of
the primary channel of communication, and these are fail-safe.
9.23 Staff and learners are trained in the use of the equipment, facilities, and
communication and information systems.

Management of finances
9.24 Proper budgetary processes are in place to ensure that allocation of resources reflects
the goals, values and principles of the educational provider.
9.25 Financial procedures (for example, handling of fees, orders, accounts, receipt of
external funds, and part-time and full-time salaries) are known and adhered to.
9.26 Budgeting procedures are in place to deal with allocation of resources and monitoring
of expenditure. Budgeting procedures are flexible enough to promote and enable
constructive experimentation in design and delivery methods.
9.27 Proper evaluation systems are in place to compare estimated goals and budgets with
actual achievements.
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9.28 Clear decision-making structures exist for seeking and receiving funds and allocation
and control of resources.
9.29 Financial aid and information about criteria for its allocation are provided for learners,
external funding and donations permitting. Information about financial aid is clear to
all learners.
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10. Collaborative Relationships
In the interests of cost-effective provision of education and training,
collaborative relationships are formed and collaborative projects are
undertaken wherever possible.

Elements of the Criterion
10.1 Wherever possible, collaborative relationships (involving public and private institutions,
governmental and non-governmental educational providers, stakeholders and/or
community structures as well as agencies or providers outside of the country) are
formed for:
• sharing developed courses;
• jointly developing new courses;
• sharing facilities such as libraries and learning centres;
• sharing regional centres for learner registration, distribution of study material, and
examinations;
• jointly delivering programmes;
• collaborating in research.
10.2 Membership of relevant associations and forums is encouraged.
10.3 The programme plan includes criteria for selecting partners and contractors and the
means to monitor and evaluate their work.
10.4 To facilitate workplace learning, partnerships are built with employers that enable
productive experiential learning opportunities for learners.
10.5 In the organization of consortia for programme development or delivery, structured
contractual relationships are formed to protect the interests of all parties including
learners. Performance expectations are defined in contracts and agreements.
10.6 In cases in which providers offer programmes developed externally (either by an euniversity or other external sponsoring agencies), there are clear procedures for
programme approval in which quality assurance requirements of both provider and
the external body are dovetailed.
10.7 In programmes delivered collaboratively, responsibility for performance remains with
the provider that certificates learners.
10.8 In the case of public-private partnerships, the public partner takes full academic and
quality management responsibility, and ensures that learner rights are protected.
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11. Quality Assurance
There is an integrated framework at a policy and practice level that informs a
clear cycle of planning, implementing, monitoring, reflection and action to ensure
that learners’ and staff needs as well as the needs of other clients are met.

Elements of the Criterion
11.1

The provider ensures that day-to-day activities are aligned with its mission, goals,
principles and policies in relation to national and/or regional priorities.

11.2

Internal quality assurance processes are articulated with external processes as laid
down by the relevant quality assurance bodies.

11.3

There is a clear cycle of planning, development, documentation, reporting, action,
and review of policy and procedures.

11.4

In the case of electronically-offered programmes, mechanisms for monitoring learner
participation and performance are designed into the technical platforms used in
electronically-delivered programmes. For example, systems may be designed to
track:
O

the time spent by different learners on components of the materials;

O

the sequence of choices made by learners in accessing web-based files; or

O

learner participation in online discussions.

11.5

The provider engages in benchmarking and uses appropriate monitoring and
evaluation techniques to gather and analyze data to use as a basis for setting priorities
and planning for quality improvement.

11.6

There are demonstrable processes and ongoing efforts to improve the quality of
teaching and learning according to priorities identified through monitoring and
evaluation processes.

11.7

Staff development is a fundamental strategy to promote quality service provision.

11.8

Staff, learners, and other clients are involved in the process of quality assurance and
quality review.

11.9

There are clear routines and systems for quality assurance, and staff are familiar
with those that relate to their work.

11.10 Quality management mechanisms are in place to ensure that exported programmes
are of equivalent quality to those offered in South Africa, and that there is compliance
with the national quality criteria and other requirements of the importing country.
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12. Information Dissemination
Education and training services of the educational provider are effectively and
accurately promoted in a variety of ways.

Elements of the criterion
12.1 The publicity provided for each programme is accurate and sufficiently detailed to
enable applicants to make an informed choice. (The following is a suggested list of
such information: target learners, entry requirements, aims and learning outcomes,
content, learning material, teaching and learning activities, scope of programme,
learner support services, assessment and accreditation procedures, price, payment
conditions, right to return course materials, recommended time limits for completion).
12.2 In the case of programmes using electronic methods, the learner is informed regarding
access to technologies used in the programme, technical competence required, and
the nature and potential challenges of learning in the programme’s technology-based
environment.
12.3 Employers and others who enter into collective agreements regarding education or
training have received sufficient and correct information about the content and
outcomes, entry requirements, implementation and aims of the programme.
12.4 The provider’s advertisements are truthful, objective and informative and meet the
clients’ needs.
12.5 In the case of public private partnerships, public partners monitor the advertisements
of private partners to ensure alignment.
12.6 Information about programmes reaches as many as possible of those who can be
expected to have a need or use for these programmes, given limitations imposed by
resources and available information channels.
12.7 The institution uses effective learner recruitment, selection, support and development
procedures to ensure that sufficient numbers of adequately-prepared learners enter
and succeed in the programmes.
12.8 These strategies form part of the institution’s management of information system and
are subjected to institutional cyclical reviews.
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13. Results
The educational provider fulfils its mission and individual programmes achieve
valid teaching and learning goals in cost-effective ways that have a positive
impact on society and meet the needs of clients and national priorities.

Elements of the Criterion
13.1

The educational provider is fulfilling its mission and attaining its transformation goals.

13.2

Learners are attaining the intended outcomes specified by the provider in the design
of the programme.

13.3

Expert peers/professional bodies are satisfied with the relevance and quality of
learning achieved by learners on the programme.

13.4

Learners and recent graduates are generally satisfied with the programme (in
particular its learner support and assessment practices) and its staff.

13.5

Employers/ the professions/ the community (as appropriate) are satisfied with the
quality of the graduates from the programme.

13.6

The programme team is satisfied with the leadership and management of the
programme, as well as the resources and facilities allocated to them to run the
programme.

13.7

Staff are all involved in a co-ordinated way in continuous improvement of the
programmes, courses, course materials, administration, and support services.

13.8

Sufficient numbers of learners complete individual programmes and courses
successfully to justify the cost in time and person-power of designing programmes,
courses, and the learner support system. Pass, throughput and retention rates are
monitored.

13.9

The provider has financial results that afford the learners a reasonable prospect of
completing their studies, and sufficient surpluses to ensure future development of
products and services.

13.10 Programmes are achieving equity in access, retention and success rates for graduates
in terms of requirements of relevant authorities.
13.11 Feedback and results of the programme review/evaluation are used to effect
improvements in the programme’s design and delivery and to develop further
educational expertise of academic staff.
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addendum to section two
A selection of criteria that
address current concerns in
South African distance
education
For ease of reference, the current concerns in distance education have been organized into
the following categories:
O

Staffing;

O

Programme development;

O

Course design and course materials development;

O

Assessment;

O

Course delivery and learner support;

O

Programme monitoring and evaluation;

O

Finances/planning.

Under each of these categories, the relevant quality criterion has been quoted and the
current concern explained.
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Staffing
1. Workload of course co-ordinators
Relevant quality criterion
3.17

Numbers of learners enrolled on a programme do not exceed the
capacity of the staff and the administrative infrastructure to provide for
learner support and assessment needs in terms of the criteria in this
document.

Reason for concern
There is an underestimation of the amount of work that is involved for academic/course
co-ordinators in supervising materials development, assessment design, tutor training,
monitoring and support, quality management of assessment, response to learner queries,
and processes for monitoring and review. At some distance education institutions, academic
staff are responsible for the coordination of between five and ten courses. This means that
their time is spent almost entirely on writing tutorial letters, and they have no time to
engage tutors, train and support them, and ensure that their work is up to standard. This
effectively means that, although learning centres may be in place, and facilities exist to
employ tutors, time constraints make academic/course co-ordinators fall back primarily on
correspondence methods.
There is also too little recognition of how the workload increases for the numbers of learners
registered on the programme. If there is to be a tutor: learner ratio of 1:30, a course of
1000 learners will need about 30 tutors. To train, monitor, and moderate the assessment of
these 30 tutors, supervise monitoring and review, and sign off payment requires considerable
management. Moderation alone would involve looking at about 500 assignments/
examinations over a year, which involves 125 hours or 16 days of work. Tutor training
would involve five days (including preparation), supervision of marking procedures another
five days, monitoring and review about 15 days, development of tutorial and assessment
material about 15 days, administration for tutors about 10 days, and response to learner
queries, about 30 days (15 minutes per learner per annum). This is a total of 101 days. If, in
addition, course co-ordinators are required to tutor learners on the programme themselves,
then a further 40 days could be added. Presumably the academic staff member needs
some time for his or her own research, participation in faculty affairs, and participation in
the wider educational community. If about 30 days are allocated for this, then coordination
of one course is a full-time job of about 170 days per annum.
These realities need to be taken into consideration in planning. There need to be strategies
for scaling up and down the number of course co-ordinators when numbers of learners
increase or decrease.
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2. Systems for appointment/payment of part-time tutors
Relevant quality criterion
8.13

Arrangements are in place for the proper recruitment, training,
monitoring and payment of the necessary part-time and contract staff.

Reason for concern
In many predominantly face-to-face institutions, systems are lacking to appoint and pay
short-term, part-time staff. This creates problems for programmes that require the hiring
and payment of tutors for weekend contact sessions and/or marking of scripts. A decentralized
learner support system is impossible without the ability to appoint such tutors in flexible
ways, and if tutors are not paid promptly, the provider will not be able to retain them. This
usually means that programme staff, rather than the human resources department of the
institution, need to manage contracts and payments.

3. Administrative support
Relevant quality criterion
8.5

The educational provider employs sufficient administrative and technical
staff to handle specialized tasks of registry, despatch, management of
assignments, administrative support, as well as technical IT support to
learners and staff.

Reason for concern
Distance education programmes typically require more administrative support than faceto-face systems. Staff are needed, for example, for decentralized registration of learners;
materials production and despatch; maintenance of information management systems;
administration of decentralized contact sessions; and assignment management (receiving,
opening, sorting, distributing for marking, entering marks, returning). The international
norm for dedicated distance education institutions is one administrative staff member for
each full-time academic staff member. In South Africa, this may be over-ambitious. But
there is a need for increased administrative support. This could be in the form of full-time
appointments, but part-time or sub-contracted support can be brought in to scale-up capacity
at critical times – for example, when assignments need to be sorted or materials despatched.
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Programme development
4. Information on target audience
Relevant quality criteria
2.1

The provider has developed a learner profile that identifies the
characteristics and situation of distance education learners. This profile
should include:
O

O

O

O

O

O

4.1

demographic factors – for example, age, gender, geographic location, and
occupation/employment;
language profiles – including language ability in main language of teaching
and learning, language background, and multilingual language ability;
motivation for learning – for example, for career purposes or personal
interest;
educational background/learning experience – for example, prior learning
and experience, prior qualifications, experience of distance learning,
learning skills and styles, and language background;
special needs – for example, barriers to learning, physical disabilities or
learning difficulties;
resource factors – for example, financial resources, place of learning, times
available for learning, access to electricity, access to media and technologies;

O

experience and knowledge of technology; and

O

success rates of past and present learners.

The course is designed with national needs as well as the needs of
prospective learners and employers in mind.

Reason for concern
Analysis of the needs of the target audience and collection, maintenance and use of learner
information is critical in distance education. Because learners are not very often met face-toface, an extra effort needs to be made to understand the varying contexts and needs of learners.
If learner profiles are not known, the course cannot be designed with needs, knowledge and
experience of the learners in mind, which may result in unnecessary drop-out.

5. Credit rating of programmes
Relevant quality criterion
4.7

The amount and complexity of work required to complete the course
merits the credits which it has been allocated. This also applies to
assessment for recognition of prior learning and experience.
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Reason for concern
For qualifications registered on the South African National Qualifications Framework (NQF),
learning is measured in notional learning hours, rather than chronological duration. It has
been agreed that 10 notional learning hours is equivalent to one credit. This means that
what was formerly documented as a one year qualification, is now registered as a 120
credit qualification – because it is assumed that one year of full-time study requires 1 200
notional learning hours.
Because of the fact that it is credits rather than the duration of the programme that determines
whether or not a qualification can be awarded, some providers have been claiming that
part-time learners can be awarded qualifications in periods that are exactly the same as if
the learners were studying full-time; for example, a 360 credit first degree in three years
part-time1 . The NQF rule of thumb that each credit is equivalent to 10 notional learning
hours is often ignored – more learners will generally be attracted to programmes that appear
to offer more for less time and money. In addition, if the provider offers a programme in
less time, delivery costs will be reduced considerably.
There are norms for the number of credits that can, under normal circumstances, be earned
in a single year of part-time distance education study. International norms state that a parttime distance education learner can be expected to study 12 to 15 hours a week on a
distance education programme for approximately 40 weeks per year – a total of 600 notional
learning hours. This includes time for independent study from course materials, time spent
participating in contact sessions or practicals, and time spent on assessment. If learners are
expected to do more than this in a single year, then either the course is overloaded, or the
amount of work required is insufficient to merit the credits awarded. A possible exception
to this is in programmes in which there is work-integrated learning; for example, in-service
teacher development, in which lesson preparation may be part of the daily work of an
employed teacher as well as a requirement of the in-service programme.

6. Academic level of programme
Relevant quality criterion
6.3

The level of challenge of the assessment in a programme is appropriate
for the level of the qualification to which it leads.

Reason for concern
In a number of programmes, good pass rates are achieved not because the teaching and
support is good, but because the learning and assessment demands are low; for example,
an Honours level programme requiring mainly rote learning or the mastery of a single
textbook. If courses in a programme have good pass rates because learning and assessment

1
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There are increasing numbers of full-time distance education learners at dedicated distance
education institutions such as UNISA, and so of course this issue will not apply to them.
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demands are below the acceptable level for the qualification to which the programme
leads, there is clearly a problem. Currently, the only evidence that is regularly available to
judge level is external moderator reports. There should also be reports from benchmarking
processes. Levels need to be assessed by peer experts in the relevant discipline/field.

Course design and course materials development
7. Course information for learners
Relevant quality criterion
4.3

For each course, there is a publicly accessible and learner-friendly
description of aims and learning outcomes; entry level skills, knowledge
and experience; credit rating and/or notional hours of learning; target
learners; teaching and learning strategies; content outline; items in the
learning package (including elements such as study guides, textbooks,
tutorial letters, audiotapes and videotapes); assessment strategy; and a
year plan containing key dates for learners.

Reason for concern
In many courses, there is little attempt to explain different elements of the course and
provide learners with a guide to different components of the course material. Learners are
not advised even about the sequence in which they should study courses in the programme.
Sometimes learners receive incomplete sets of course materials, receive them in the incorrect
order, or too late to make use of them for assessment purposes.

8. Lead time for course materials development
Relevant quality criterion
5.1

The development of course material is based on a project plan which
describes, for example, finances and other resources, delegation of
responsibility among those involved, and an adequate time schedule
for the work.

Reason for concern
Since materials need to be ready at the beginning of a course/programme, lead time and
upfront financing are needed not only for developing and evaluating course materials, but
also for producing and distributing them. Internationally, norms for materials development
are between 10 and 100 hours for every hour of learner learning. In South Africa, most
course writers (often without any staff development) are expected to produce materials at
a rate of below one hour for every hour of learner learning. International experience illustrates
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unequivocally that it is impossible to produce materials of a reasonable educational quality
with such a small investment of time. It is not only the materials writing person hours that
should be considered in course materials development. Planning, writing, critical reading,
developmental testing, layout, editing, proofing and production need to be taken into
consideration – these processes cannot be done simultaneously.

9. Materials review
Relevant quality criterion
5.8

The materials are periodically reviewed in the light of ongoing feedback
from learners and tutors and advances in knowledge and research.

Reason for concern
Because of the difficulties of revision of printed/published course materials, often distance
education courses are used for too long and are not updated. They often have reference
lists where the most recent references are15 to 20 years out of date. Aside from changes in
the discipline/field, the courses often do not even reflect changes in the world (for example,
there are Geography textbooks that still refer to East and West Berlin). There need to be
standardized procedures or timelines for curriculum and course review.

Assessment
10. Formative assessment
Relevant quality criteria
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6.1

Assessment is recognized as a key motivator of learning and an integral
part of the teaching and learning process. It is used to inform teaching
practice and improve the curriculum.

6.4

There is a range of formative and summative assessment tasks and
methods which ensure that all learning outcomes are validly assessed.

6.14

There are clear procedures to receive, record, process, and turn around
assignments within a timeframe that allows learners to benefit from
formative feedback prior to submission of further assessment tasks.
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Reason for concern
Although it is key to any educational programme, formative assessment is crucial in distance
education. This is because learners with limited time engage with materials primarily in relation
to tasks set for assessment. However, many distance education courses do not provide
opportunities for formative assessment. Absence of formative assessment denies learners what
is often the only opportunity to receive individualized feedback on their work. Furthermore,
if formative assessment does not contribute to the final mark, then the motivation for learners
to do the tasks diminishes – it must be remembered that distance education learners are
usually fitting their study into already full lives, and if an activity is not compulsory, there is the
tendency to overlook it. The following indicates some of the varieties of less than satisfactory
assessment practice in South African programmes at the moment:
O

O

O

There are assignments, but they are not compulsory and do not count for the year mark.
Only the examination mark counts.
There are assignments, which though compulsory, are not marked individually. Learners
mark their own assignment against generic tutorial letters/answer sheets. However, it is
only if learners submit the assignment that they are given entry to the examination.
There is one assignment, and it is marked and feedback provided to the learner, but the
assignment does not count towards the final mark. Only the examination counts.

11. Quality assurance of tutor marking
Relevant quality criteria
6.11

Where part-time tutors are involved in assessment, they are trained for
the task, and academic staff monitor and moderate both formative and
summative assessment to promote reliability and fairness.

6.13

Marking procedures for both formative and summative assessment
promote consistency and accuracy of marking, grading, and provision of
feedback to learners.

Reason for concern
Because of the large numbers of learners in some distance education programmes, academic
staff often delegate marking of assignments to tutors, and do not maintain sufficient control of
standards. Even with experienced staff, there is great variability in the approach to marking,
but with large numbers of learners, and part-time staff, there is an even greater chance of
variability. Best practice in standardization of tutor marking characteristically involves organizing
marking sessions for each assignment in which course co-ordinators assist groups of tutors to
work collectively through a number of assignments in order to work out a common approach
to grading and to ways of responding to common problems. These marking sessions also
provide an opportunity for internal moderation, usually by course co-ordinators. Marking
sessions also tend to improve turnaround time as much of the marking is done in the
sessions, and it is easier to control how long the rest of the marking takes.
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Course delivery and learner support
12. Materials delivery systems
Relevant quality criteria
9.10

Production and delivery of course materials is fast, accurate, and reliable.
Where existing systems prove inefficient, creative alternatives are found.

9.22

There are emergency methods of communication for use in the event
of a failure of the primary channel of communication, and these are
fail-safe.

Reason for concern
In a distance education programme in which the main means of communication of the curriculum
is the course materials, it is only when learners receive the materials that they can start learning.
Failure to produce and despatch materials on time is non-delivery of the programme.
If programmes use sophisticated technology (such as satellite broadcasts, video-conferencing, or
the Internet for online discussions) the teaching and learning is dependent on ensuring connectivity.
This means that the technical infrastructure (for example, ISDN lines, electricity, Internet service
provider connections) that facilitates the delivery is functional. If there are technical problems, the
teaching and learning does not happen - it is just the same as if no course materials had been
delivered.

13. Integration of contact sessions into course design
Relevant quality criteria
7.9

There are sufficient contact sessions to ensure that learners are able to achieve
the outcomes of the course.

7.10

Contact sessions are integrated into the course design, rather than being an
add-on extra.

Reason for concern
There appears to be a lack of understanding of the particular character of learner support in
distance education programmes. In distance education, learner support is not simply individual
counselling or administrative support or support for particular learners who may be struggling. It is
support for every learner, it directly affects the success of the learner on the course, and is part of
teaching and learning on the course. It is more like the official lecture programme at face-to-face
institutions – a recognized element of the curriculum. However, in many distance education
programmes in the country, this kind of learner support is not built into the design of a course.
Instead learner support is an optional extra, very often for an additional fee. What should happen
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is that whatever is needed to help learners achieve the outcomes of the course is included in the
course fee and integrated into the course design. Contact sessions/tutorials can, of course, be
conducted using various forms of technology, rather than requiring tutors to meet learners faceto-face. They can be individual tutorials or group tutorials. Academic learner support should be
initiated by the provider, rather than by the learner and it should be integrated into course design.

14. Size of contact sessions or tutorials
Relevant quality criteria
7.1

Learners are encouraged to create and participate in ‘communities of learning’
in which the individual learner thinks and solves problems with others
engaged in similar tasks. This is facilitated through a range of learner support
mechanisms – peer support sessions, tutorials/contact sessions, teaching on
assignments, support in the workplace (mentoring), email and Internet
communications, for example.

7.9

The tutor/learner ratio is sufficiently small to enable tutors to know their
learners as individuals, be able to support them in their study and monitor
their progress.

Reason for concern
In a number of distance education programmes in the country, contact sessions take the form of
lectures to large numbers of learners at a central venue. Typically in this approach, lecturers from
the central campus go on a tour of main learning centres around the country and have one or two
hours at each centre with 50 to 100 learners. The two hours are usually focused on ‘examination
preparation’. In these kinds of sessions, although learners can ask questions, there is very little
opportunity for real interaction. In such a large group learners do not get to know each other or the
lecturer, and learners are faceless and nameless to the lecturer. Clearly in such a situation, the main
aim of learner support – the development of communities of learning in which the individual
learner thinks and solves problems with others engaged in similar tasks – cannot be achieved.

15. Telephone support
Relevant quality criterion
7.13

There are opportunities for individual academic support for learners either
by telephone, by appointment, or online.

Reason for concern
Individual academic support, even if not extensive, should be available if particular learners
need more guidance than is provided in contact sessions, tutorials, or tutorial letters. Although
providers may claim that they offer such support, the mechanisms for offering it should be
interrogated. For example, often, although providers claim that they offer telephone support
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for learners, it is clear on further investigation that the times at which it is offered make it
almost impossible for the target learners to access it. For example, in many in-service teacher
education programmes, telephone consultation times are 8h00 to 15h00 on weekdays.
This is exactly the time that teachers are occupied at school and cannot take advantage of
the service. This is particularly problematic if the telephone support is the only way in
which learners can contact the provider.

Programme monitoring and evaluation
16. Means to determine inactive or at risk learners
Relevant quality criterion
9.17

Records of course results and other management information can be
analyzed to:
O

give completion rates for each group of learners

O

identify at risk learners

O

identify inactive learners.

Reason for concern
It is relatively easy to present inflated learner numbers for distance education programmes,
if it is only registration information that is used. Learners can be registered but dormant in
every other way and not costing the provider any money to service. There need to be ways
to determine whether or not learners are active; for example, by submission of assignments
or participation in contact sessions. Otherwise, accepting a subsidy for these learners, or
using the numbers to advertise the popularity of the programme, is dishonest.

17. Acting on monitoring information
Relevant quality criteria
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11.5

The provider engages in benchmarking and uses appropriate monitoring
and evaluation techniques to gather and analyse data to use as a basis
for setting priorities and planning for quality improvement.

11.6

There are demonstrable processes and ongoing efforts to improve quality
of teaching and learning according to priorities identified through
monitoring and evaluation processes.
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Reason for concern
There is far too little investment of either time or resources in monitoring of programmes.
This is an issue for all programmes, whether face-to-face or distance. But it is more critical
in distance education: increased complexity of systems and remoteness of learners from
the centre mean that it is difficult to pick up informally when things are not happening.
Formal monitoring systems have to be developed to provide information to management
at the centre, so that action can be taken before it is too late. There are customarily three
problems with monitoring systems:
O

plans for monitoring are over-ambitious – too much information is collected, and the
nature of the information is difficult to analyze;

O

data is collected but never analysed and reported on;

O

no action is taken on the basis of the reports.

18. Throughput rates
Relevant quality criterion
13.8

Sufficient numbers of learners complete individual programmes and
courses successfully to justify the cost in time and person-power of
designing programmes, courses, and the learner support system. Pass,
throughput and retention rates are monitored.

Reason for concern
Although pass rates on individual courses are generally relatively unproblematic, throughput
(number of originally-enrolled learners that complete the whole programme successfully)
in distance education programmes is generally low. Low throughput rates in distance
education are predominantly, but not exclusively, in longer programmes (360 credit degrees
or diplomas), and in ‘difficult’ programmes, such as a Bachelor of Science. There is an
argument for being lenient on distance education programmes with regard to throughput
rate – opportunities for flexibility, taking individual courses rather than the whole programme,
for ‘interest’, and the strains of part-time study could account for higher drop-out rates
than are customary in full-time study.
However, a number of other factors could also be responsible for low throughput, including:
O

O

inadequate learner support;
admissions policies that are too open, allowing access to programmes to learners without
the necessary background to succeed in them;

O

course materials that do not teach properly;

O

insufficient formative assessment and/or little feedback on assessment.
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It is the responsibility of programme staff to ensure that appropriate learners are admitted to
programmes, and that teaching, learning, assessment and support systems are good enough
to provide those learners with a reasonable chance of success.
This is important, not only from the point of view of the learners, but also from the point of
view of cost-effectiveness of the programme. To take a hypothetical example: if the purpose
of the programme is to add to the pool of Science graduates in the country, and R2 million is
budgeted for the delivery of a programme to achieve this purpose for 200 potential graduates,
then R10 000 is being spent on each graduate. If only 5% of the initial intake of learners
graduate, then the cost per successful learner rises to R100 000, which is clearly unaffordable.

Finances/planning
19 . Programme planning, budgeting and financial reporting
Relevant quality criteria
3.8

Programme planning and budgeting are aligned, with potential income
clearly identified, and appropriate levels of resource set aside for course
design and development, for administrative systems and for supporting
learners.

9.27

Proper evaluation systems are in place to compare estimated goals and
budgets with actual achievements.

Reason for concern
Research into the costing of large-scale distance education programmes indicates that when
learner numbers are 500 or above, it begins to be possible to run such programmes on
learner fees alone, combined with reduced subsidies from government, even where there
is substantial learner support provided. This makes it possible for these programmes to
cross-subsidize other programmes. Although some cross-subsidization across programmes
may be necessary in order to achieve the provider’s mission, often the provider makes no
investment at all in the improvement of quality of large scale programmes. This is problematic
because learners paying the fees do not get the benefit of their investment. There is a need
for programme-based budgeting with regular financial reporting so that resources can be
tracked and a reasonable proportion used for quality improvement for learners whose fees
are paying for the programme.
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