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ABSTRACT In the knowledge based global economy of coming decades, quality distance education will be a
cornerstone of broad based economic growth and social empowerment.  Without strategies to improve the quality
of education, Zimbabwe may not be able to take advantage of the technological developments. High quality
education is the most important investment for making progress towards achieving the country’s Millennium
Development Goals (MDG) for 2015. It is against this background that the current study set out to establish the
major challenges faced by the Zimbabwe Open University in its effort to provide quality distance educational
programmes to its learners.  The qualitative study used employees of the Zimbabwe Open University (ZOU) based
at its ten regional centers and the National Center members of staff.  Cases were chosen from the Zimbabwe Open
University staff, former students, and students-representative committee members.  A total of ninety-six respondents
were selected for the study. The study established that the lack of resources and quality management mechanisms
at regional centers were among the major factors affecting the provision of quality education.  The study
recommended that among other issues there is need to provide for well coordinated capacity-building programmes
for both ZOU leadership and staff on quality assurance, development and enhancement.
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INTRODUCTION

Zimbabwe which is one of the countries in
the Southern African Development Community
(SADC) region has made phenomenal strides in
increasing access to university education. From
only one university at independence in 1980,
this has increased to twelve. As Kariwo (2007)
shows, up till 1989, there was only one universi-
ty in Zimbabwe with only 2,000 students en-
rolled and this has since increased to 12 univer-
sities enrolling nearly 40,000 students out of
which four are private institutions. The Zimba-
bwe Open University was established in 1993
(Kurasha and Gwarinda 2010) by the Govern-
ment of Zimbabwe to create and widen access
to University education through distance edu-
cation and open learning.  Through the ‘Educa-
tion for All’ policy, the major thrust was to try
and reverse the bottlenecks of the colonial edu-
cation system that saw very few Africans ac-
cess higher education. As the Southern African

Regional Universities Association (2013) avers,
the impetus behind this development came from
a national education department that realised
there were increasing numbers of people across
the country who were prevented from gaining
tertiary qualifications by the barriers of geogra-
phy as well as by the colonial legacy of under-
development. The Zimbabwe Open University
exists to empower people through life-long learn-
ing and has become the largest University in
Zimbabwe in terms of enrolment figures (Kurasha
and Gwarinda 2010). Open distance learning is a
developing field in education in Zimbabwe and
is emerging as a significant contributor to life-
long learning.  The emphasis in educational ex-
pansion in the country however, seems to have
been on the quantitative delivery with little con-
cern on the quality aspect.

Defining Quality and Quality Assurance

Quality

A survey of the literature on quality shows
that quality is a relative term that can be contex-
tually defined. South African University Vice
Chancellors Association (SAUVCA)’s National
Quality Assurance Forum (2002) defines quality
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as maintaining and applying academic and edu-
cational standards, both in the sense of mini-
mum expectations and requirements that should
be complied with, and in the sense of ideals of
excellence that should be striven for. According
to the Department of Education (1997) Educa-
tion White Paper 3 cited in Council on Higher
Education (2014) the pursuit of the principle of
quality means maintaining and applying academ-
ic and educational standards, both in the sense
of specific expectations and requirements that
should be complied with, and in the sense of
ideals of excellence that should be aimed at.
Harvey and Green (1993) in their seminal work
on quality, identify five conceptions of quality;
quality as exceptional, perfection, fitness for
purpose, value for money and transformation.

According to Harvey and Green (1993) qual-
ity as exceptional denotes quality as special, dis-
tinctive, excellence, elite and unattainable by
most. Parri (2006) argues that this definition sets
a goal for universities and academic communi-
ties to be always the best; belong to the elite
and achieve better outcomes than the others.
This is corroborated by Reju and Olakulehin
(2008) who observe that the term quality con-
notes a degree of excellence. It implies confor-
mity to a given level of excellence which repre-
sents particular standards or specifications. Fur-
thermore, as SAUVCA’s National Quality As-
surance Forum (2002) shows, this view sees
quality as something very distinct in the sense
that it is necessary to excel or exceed in order to
achieve quality, and in order to exceed, there
needs to be others who are exceeded.

The second notion is that of quality as per-
fection. In this notion, specifications are set to
be met perfectly. Unlike quality as exceptional,
according to Harvey and Green (1993), in quali-
ty as perfection, quality is seen as zero defects
and the emphasis is on process and conform-
ance to standards rather than exceeding high
standards.In this notion of quality as Middle-
hurst and Campbell  (2003) show, quality assur-
ance arrangements are designed to ensure that
provision and providers meet certain expecta-
tions often in the form of formal criteria and stan-
dards and that there are levels of comparability
and degrees of consistency in educational pro-
cesses.

At the heart of the value for money approach
to quality, the third conception of quality is the
notion of accountability. As Biggs (2001) shows,

a quality institution in this view is one that sat-
isfies the demands of public accountability, pro-
viding an assurance that the university keeps
its promises to its customers. The customers
range from a government that calls for greater
accountability of public expenditure, to employ-
ers who want to know what they are getting, to
the students who, quite rightly, are increasingly
more demanding of institutions (SAUVCA’s
National Quality Assurance Forum 2002). In this
regard, Maila and  Pitsoe  (2012) note  that not
only are communities or governments concerned
about higher education’s quality, so are employ-
ers of graduate students and their parents, stu-
dents, professors and managers in universities.
This would be an institution that produces, for
example, more graduates with less public funds,
more peer-reviewed publications per capita of
academic staff and a strategic plan that signals
high levels of self-funded activities.

The focus in the value for money concept is
on efficiency and effectiveness, measuring out-
puts against inputs. Kis (2005: 10) stresses that,
“A central aspect of ‘accountability’ in any form
is that of ‘rendering an account’ of what one is
doing in relation to goals that have been set or
legitimate expectations that others may have of
one’s products, services or processes, in terms
that can be understood by those who have a
need or right to understand ‘the account’”. Fur-
thermore, SAUVCA’s National Quality Assur-
ance Forum (2002) sees value for money as a
market view of quality and argues that with re-
spect to goods and services the ultimate judge
of quality is the customer whose levels of satis-
faction can be regularly evaluated and used for
feedback and improvement. Within the univer-
sity context, customer satisfaction surveys –
usually applied to students and graduates could
be used as one measure of ascertaining value
for money.

In the quality as fitness for purpose con-
cept, according to Harvey and Green (1993),
quality only has meaning in relation to the pur-
pose of the product or service. Meanwhile, for
Biggs (2001:222) the basic question in this no-
tion of quality is, “Are our teaching programmes
producing the results we say we want in terms
of student learning?”  Parri (2006) explains that
such a definition enables the institutions to de-
fine goals in the mission statements– the quali-
ty is assessed and presented through mission
statement and goal achievement. Thus when an
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institution states objectives, it is implicitly claim-
ing that this is what it will do.

SAUVCA’s National Quality Assurance Fo-
rum (2002) argues that working with a fitness for
purpose definition of quality does however raise
the issue of ‘fitness of purpose’ and states that
if the vision and mission of an institution were
generally seen as inappropriate by wider soci-
ety, or if an institution set its sights very low,
then fitness for purpose has little value. The
purpose has to be appropriate in order for fit-
ness for purpose to become a valuable concept
of quality for universities. The purpose must be
to respond to societal needs. The Council on
Higher Education (2004) stresses that the fit-
ness of purpose of the mission, goals and ob-
jectives of an institution should be determined
in relation to institutional responsiveness to the
local, national and international contexts.

Another conception of quality by Harvey
and Green (1993) is that of quality as transform-
ing. This involves giving power to participants
to influence their own transformation through
the development of critical thinking. As Parri
(2005:108), explains, “According to this point of
view, the main customer of the higher education
quality is a student whose understandings, atti-
tudes and objectives change and evolve in the
course of the study process. The better the grad-
uate can manage in the future working life with
the help of the knowledge, experience and skills
acquired at the university, the more fully has the
particular university met its goals.” Quality teach-
ing transforms students’ perceptions of their
world, and the way they go about applying their
knowledge to real world problems; it also trans-
forms teachers’ conceptions of their role as teach-
er, and the culture of the institution itself. The
concept of transformation in the Zimbabwean
context can be linked to addressing the past in-
equitable education legacy.This transformation
agenda has seen a proliferation of universities
resulting in university enrolments increasing
phenomenally since 1980 (Masuko 2003). Fol-
lowing the definitions of quality, the research-
ers  now extend the definitions to quality assur-
ance and enhancement.

Quality Assurance

Filippakou and Tapper (2008) see quality as-
surance as making judgments against defined
criteria, while according to the University of

Aberdeen (2007:2), quality assurance refers to a
range of review procedures designed to safe-
guard academic standards and promote learn-
ing opportunities for students of acceptable qual-
ity. For Kurasha and Gwarinda (2010:1) quality
assurance, “is a process of ensuring that the
students who enter a programme exit with the
requisite standards of competence or set of out-
comes through employing a combination of pol-
icies, structures, resources and procedures
which are used to make educational activities
meet specified performance levels and quality
commitments.”According to SAUVCA’s Nation-
al Quality Assurance Forum (2002) quality as-
surance should be understood as a measure of
the value of what we do and the system of
benchmarks that we use to make sure  standards
are maintained and improved where possible on
a continual basis. It is about making certain there
are systems in place so that the organisation
continues to deliver the right things every time
to meet customers’ requirements (Harvey and
Green 1993). For Woodhouse (2013) quality as-
surance denotes the policies, attitudes, actions,
and procedures necessary to ensure that quali-
ty is maintained and enhanced. Similarly accord-
ing to Kahsay (2012) a quality assurance sys-
tem in higher education may be described as the
totality of the policies, values/attitudes, proce-
dures, structures, resources and actions devot-
ed to ensure continuous improvement of the
educational processes. The Council on Higher
Education (2014) also reiterates that quality as-
surance processes are designed to ensure that
specified standards are met and maintained
through policies, procedures, monitoring and
evaluation.

What can be inferred from the definitions in
the preceding paragraph is that quality assur-
ance is essentially a checking mechanism using
predetermined criteria on the effectiveness of
programmes or interventions. These definitions
according to Ndebele (2014) imply that quality
assurance might result in simple compliance
(what is sometimes known as the ‘tick box’ phe-
nomenon) where improvement of learning is no
longer a priority but rather the priority is satisfy-
ing authorities. Filippakou and Tapper (2008)
argue that viewed in this light quality assurance
could be destructive should the quality goals
be pursued through the imposition of a narrow
evaluative framework.
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In contrast to quality assurance, quality en-
hancement according to Filippakou and Tapper
(2008) is about instilling in every member of staff
the desire to improve quality and giving them
the time, the incentive, the means, to actually
improve quality that might or might not involve
quality assurance. This is corroborated by
Gvaramadze (2008: 445) who argues that “Qual-
ity as enhancement focuses on the continuous
search for permanent improvement” and Uni-
versity of Aberdeen Quality Assurance Hand-
book (2007) which defines quality enhancement
as taking deliberate steps to bring about contin-
ual improvement in the effectiveness of the
learning experience of students. QAA Scotland
(2012) defines enhancement as taking deliberate
steps to bring about improvement in the
effec-tiveness of the learning experiences of stu-
dents. As Parri (2006) argues, improvement is
probably the most widely spread aim of quality
enhancement. It enables the institution to get
necessary input, refine the process and raise
the standards of output in order to meet the goals
set. The Council on Higher Education (2004)
uses quality development and enhancement
concurrently and states that these include the
policies, systems, strategies and resources used
by the institution to develop and enhance qual-
ity. Biggs (2001) underscores the importance of
quality enhancement when he argues that an
institution needs not only to design its teaching
delivery system in accordance with its espoused
theory, but also to establish built-in mechanisms
that allow it, like the individual reflective teach-
er, to continually review and improve current
practice.

Biggs (2001) further distinguishes between
assuring quality either in prospect or in retro-
spect. He explains that retrospective quality as-
surance looks back to what has already been
done and makes a summative judgment against
external standards. “The agenda is managerial
rather than academic, with accountability as a
high priority; procedures are top-down, and
bureaucratic…… the procedures adopted ad-
dress “value for money”,  and are frequently
counter-productive for quality in the sense of
providing rich teaching contexts and enhanced
learning outcomes” (Biggs 2001: 222). Most in-
dicators of performance in retrospective quality
assurance tend to concentrate on administra-
tive procedures and processes, rather than on
the actual academic project.

Prospective Quality Assurance according to
Biggs (2001) is concerned with assuring that
teaching and learning does now, and in future
will continue, to fit the purpose of the institu-
tion and encourages continuing upgrading and
improvement of teaching through quality en-
hancement. Prospective QA is not concerned
with quantifying aspects of the system, but with
reviewing how well the whole institution works
in achieving its mission, and how it may be im-
proved (Biggs 2001: 223). This is corroborated
by Kis (2005: 10) who writes that quality proce-
dures for improvement purposes aim at promot-
ing future performance rather than making judg-
ments on past performance and that the criteria
and procedures used are intended to strength-
en the conditions, motivations, scope and level
of information of higher education institutions
towards quality improvement. In conclusion
therefore, quality university education implies
processes of ensuring that students who enter
into specific programmes exit with the required
and requisite standard of competencies expect-
ed of them at that level. 

Quality Assurance in Distance Education

The concept of distance education might be
construed in different ways depending on con-
text. According to the National Commission on
Higher Education, (1996) quoted in Middlehurst
and Campbell (2003), in South Africa, distance
learning describes educational programmes that
provide interactive study materials and de-cen-
tralised learning facilities that students can ac-
cess according to need. Sikwibele and Mungoo
(2009: 3) see distance education as planned and
regular educational provision where there is dis-
tance between the instructor and the learner and
isolate five features of distance learning namely,
“(a) absence of a teacher, (b) use of mixed media
in teaching and learning, (c) correspondence,
(d) independent learning, and (e) possibility of
face-to-face meetings with tutors.”

The expansion of distance education as an
alternative to the traditional face to face tuition
mainly as a result of the increased demand for
higher education and developments in technol-
ogy has fore grounded the issue of the quality
of these distance education programmes (Stella
and Gnanam 2004; Belawati and Zuhairi 2007;
Sikwibele and Mungoo 2009; Jung et al. 2011;
Deved•ic et al. 2011). As Belawati  and   Zuhairi



ACHIEVING QUALITY DISTANCE EDUCATION 321

(2007) show, quality has always been an issue in
distance education and distance learning and
over the past few years, there has been signifi-
cant growth of quality assurance activities aimed
towards improving higher education on institu-
tional, national, regional, and global levels. They
further add that public and institutional stake-
holders seeking accountability in higher educa-
tion have encouraged governments to establish
national quality assurance structures. Deved•ic
et al. (2011) add that despite a long and general-
ly successful track record distance learning is
still required to prove that the quality of student
learning is at least equivalent to face-to-face
teaching

In Africa, open distance education has revo-
lutionised higher education. According to Olu-
bor and   Ogonor (2008), from South Africa to
the Sudan, Nigeria to Tanzania, Rwanda, Kenya,
Zimbabwe, nations are experimenting with open
distance education models in order to help meet
growing demands for higher education places
and meet the countries national development
goals with diminishing resources and compet-
ing sectors of the economy. As this happens,
eyebrows are raised in relation to the quality of
distance education provision by academic com-
munities and other stakeholders who have been
accustomed to the traditional face to face tu-
ition. Deved•ic et al. (2011) indicate that inter-
nally, Open and Distance Learning (ODL) insti-
tutions are being challenged to undertake con-
tinuous improvement from within and external-
ly, stakeholders such as users, consumers, edu-
cational funders persistently question the qual-
ity, accountability, effectiveness and efficiency
of educational endeavours in which they have
interest. Furthermore, they add that for many
ODL institutions funding and student enrolment
levels depend on the quality of their bottom line
performance and the quality of the services they
offer.

Several challenges to quality assuring dis-
tance education provision are cited in the litera-
ture on distance education. These include among
others, lack of training in distance learning meth-
odology, lack of standard criteria to measure
quality for such services, inefficient administra-
tive systems, poor organisational support and
lack of motivation of the academics (Stella and
Gnanam 2004; Belawati  and  Zuhairi  2007; Reju
and  Olakulehin 2008; Sikwibele and  Mungoo
2009; Nyerere et al. 2012).

With regard to the issue of adequately trained
human resources, Watkins (2000) notes that, im-
proving education quality especially at universi-
ty level has become a widespread priority and in
this, the human element in universities is pivotal
and that successful reform in education is real-
ized through the potential of the human resourc-
es of the university.  University lecturers among
other members of staff continue to be fundamen-
tal to quality education delivery in universities
and the quality of education will depend on large-
ly the quality of delivery services among mem-
bers of staff. Echoing the need for training, Bela-
wati and Zuhairi  (2007) argue that,  “People in
organizations undergoing change will talk about
quality, but may not know exactly what ‘quality’
means, specifically how to initiate, provide, and
improve upon quality processes, products, and
services continuously.”

Because one institution may offer distance
learning across different context and geographi-
cal areas, the issue of standard benchmarks or
criteria to measure the quality of services offered
becomes problematic. In this regard, commenting
in relation to centralized quality assurance mech-
anisms, Stella and Gnanam (2004:154) aver that,
“The crux of the problem related to quality assur-
ance of distance education lies in identifying suit-
able benchmarks which will make the assessment
clear to both the quality assurance agency and
the distance education institutions.”

Another key challenge relates to the issue
of poor organisational support to both the aca-
demics, tutors in the field and the students them-
selves. Citing Kember (1989), Sikwibele and
Mungoo (2009) state that distance learners some-
times experience feelings of isolation and stress
due to lack of organizational support, which may
eventually lead to non-completion. With regards
to staff in distance education, Reju and Olakule-
hin (2008) note that the process of quality as-
surance in open and distance learning should
commence with academics who have passion
for and commitment to distance education as a
mode of learning, empathy with learners and skills
to participate in a learning mode that demands
just as much in terms of creativity and profes-
sional expertise from the academic as it does
from the student. Such a commitment by aca-
demics does not seem to be reciprocated by the
employers with the necessary incentives. A Na-
tional Education Association (NEA) survey in
the United States cited in Nyerere et al. (2012)
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reported that teaching staff members’ top con-
cern about distance education was that they
would do more work for the same amount of pay.
The study found that most teaching staff mem-
bers spent more time on their distance courses
than they did on traditional courses, but received
no extra compensation for their distance courses.

Zimbabwe, which is subject of this study,
like any other country that has been striving to
guarantee access to university education
through distance learning, has made significant
improvements in providing access to
many. Table 1 gives statistics of the Zimbabwe
Open University enrolment from 2004 to 2007.

It is however realized that the focus on ac-
cess often overshadows the issue of quality,
yet quality stands at the centre of every univer-
sity education. In addition, in most of the re-
search studies carried out in Zimbabwe, the fo-
cus on quantitative development, access to ed-
ucation and education for all has often over-
shadowed the issue of quality in education. This
paper is an attempt to contribute to the knowl-
edge gap in this field of quality in higher educa-
tion in Zimbabwe.

Objectives of the Study

This study on quality distance education
aimed to establish the major challenges affect-
ing the provision of quality education with spe-
cific reference to the Zimbabwe Open
University. The specific research questions ad-
dressed in this study are:

What are the challenges facing the Zimba-
bwe Open University in its effort to provide
for quality educational programmes to the
students?

What are the organizational mechanisms or
policies put in place to provide for quality
distance education to the students?
Do regional centers have sufficient re-
sources to provide for quality distance
education?

RESEARCH  METHODOLOGY

The research design chosen for the current
study is the qualitative research, which uses a
naturalistic approach that seeks to understand
phenomena in context-specific settings such as
the regional centers, resource centers and the
national centre.  The research design conceived,
involves a clear focus on the research questions
and what information most appropriately answer
specific questions and which strategies are most
appropriate for obtaining the required informa-
tion.  Qualitative research designs according to
Patton (2001) are generic investigative method-
ologies described as ethnographic, naturalistic,
anthropological, field or participant observation
research. Qualitative research methods are used
to better understand any phenomenon about
which little is yet known because they use a
naturalistic approach that seeks to understand
phenomenon in the context specific settings
such as real world setting (Patton 2001). 

Sampling Strategies

Sampling procedures in qualitative research
are not so rigidly prescribed as in quantitative
studies.  In quantitative inquiry, the most domi-
nant sampling strategy is probability sampling,
and the major purpose of probability sampling
is subsequent generalization of the research find-
ings to the population. Contrarily, purposeful
sampling is the dominant strategy in qualitative
research. Patton (1990) notes that purposeful
sampling seeks information-rich cases, which can
be studied in depth.  In this study the qualita-
tive principle of appropriateness that requires
purposeful sampling and a good informant-one
who is articulate, reflective and willing to share
with the interviewer was used.  The sampled
people were selected according to the aims of
the study.  Categories such as gender, status,
role or function in the Zimbabwe Open Univer-
sity (ZOU) were also considered in the selection
of respondents.  The logic was in selecting in-
formation – rich cases from the Zimbabwe Open

Table 1: Student population at ZOU by Region
from 2004 – 2007

Region   Male Female Total

Bulawayo 953 552 1 505
Harare 3 794 2 143 5 937
Manicaland 1 405 585 1 990
Mashonaland Central 933 314 1 247
Mashonaland East 901 362 1 263
Mashonaland West 950 375 1 325
Masvingo 1 580 668 2 248
Matabeleland North 500 334 834
Matebeleland South 337 214 551
Midlands 1 183 618 1 801
Source: Zimbabwe Open University Statistical Records 
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University regional offices for study in depth.
Information-rich cases are those from which the
researcher could learn a great deal about issues
of central importance to the purpose of the
study. The use of purposive sampling in the
current study was appropriate in the sense that
the researchers selected unique and appropri-
ate cases that are especially informative due to
their association with the day-to-day activities
of the Zimbabwe Open University. More respon-
dents were drawn from regions where the num-
ber of staff members is larger.  Also more respon-
dents were drawn from the national centre, which
has the largest number of employees.  The se-
lected respondents were people seen to be linked
with the day-to-day activities of ZOU.  The total
number of respondents was made up of 16 di-
rectors and their deputies, 14 administrators from
regions and faculties, 28 lecturers from different
faculties, 34 records clerks and stores clerks and
14 accounts clerks drawn from regions and the
national centre.

 
Data Collection and Analysis

 In the current study the interview formed an
integral part of the investigation in the Zimba-
bwe Open University regional offices, the na-
tional centre and at the resource centers.  Data
was collected through face-to-face interviews
with regional office staff, national centre staff
and cluster staff members in the respective work
places.  The management, analysis and interpre-
tation of data from interviews involved the mas-
tery of a special set of interpretive practices and
narrative techniques.  According to Creswell
(2007) qualitative researchers use an emerging

qualitative approach to inquiry, the collection of
data in a natural setting sensitive to the people
and places under study, and data analysis that
is inductive and establishes patterns and themes.
In this case inductive data analysis was used
where critical themes emerged out of the data.

  RESULTS  AND  DISCUSSION

The results section begins with data on the
breakdown of the distribution of the respon-
dents for the study by region as shown on Ta-
ble 2. Data is then presented and discussed ac-
cording to the following emerging themes; the
impact of resources on the delivery of quality
education; the economic impact on the delivery
of quality distance education and the economic
impact on the delivery of quality distance
education.

 Whilst the distance and open university ed-
ucation development record in Zimbabwe indi-
cates significant progress, the reality is a uni-
versity education system characterized by low
quality and limited development of life long skills
due to a number of operational and methodolog-
ical problems.  While improving the quality of
university education has been a widespread pri-
ority, the in depth analysis established that there
is need for more to be done in the quality assur-
ance mechanisms at the Zimbabwe Open Uni-
versity.  A significant quantitative improvement
has been achieved, while more still needs to be
done to improve on the quality of education
provided. In this regard Deved•ic et al. (2011)
advise open distance learning providers to pay
close attention to quality in terms of products,
processes, production, delivery systems, and
philosophy.

Table 2: Respondents for the study

Region Regional       Administrators                Lecturers     Assistant  administrative
directors  Stores Acc Records

Bulawayo 1 1 3 2 2 1
Midlands 2 1 2 1 1 1
Manicaland 1 1 2 1 1 1
Masvingo 2 1 3 2 2 1
Mash. Central 1 1 2 1 1 1
Mash. West 1 1 2 1 1 1
Mash. East 1 1 2 1 1 1
Mat. North 1 1 2 1 1 1
Mat. South 1 1 2 1 1 1
Harare 2 1 4 2 2 1
National Centre 3 Faculty Admin. 4 Deans of Faculties 4 4 4 4
Total 16 14 28 17 17 14
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The Impact of Resources on the Delivery of
Quality Education

Translating universal educational opportu-
nities into meaningful educational developments
depends on whether the necessary educational
resources are available to provide for the acqui-
sition of skills, knowledge and reasoning abili-
ties, which is the focus of University education. 
On comparing the information from interviews
conducted in the ten regional centers, there is a
clear indication that effective distance learner-
ship requires varied and adequate learning ma-
terials.  This situation calls for urgent attention,
including the re-thinking and restructuring of
policies governing the procurement, production
and distribution of instructional materials like
tutorial letters, modules, and other related learn-
ing materials. Deved•ic et al. (2011) emphasise
that learning resources and student support is
important and institutions should ensure that
the resources available for the support of stu-
dent learning are adequate and appropriate for
each programme offered. On the issue of appro-
priateness of materials for the programmes on
offer, commenting on the Virtual Open Distance
Learning (VODL) curriculum at Bindura Univer-
sity of Science Education in Zimbabwe, Mpofu
et al. (2012) are concerned that the curriculum
offered was adopted from the conventional pro-
grammes and courses and  was not adapted to
the needs of distance learning. In the same vein,
the European Students Union (2013) argues that
quality assurance should have multiple purpos-
es, primarily among them being the enhance-
ment of quality in the learning-process, includ-
ing study programmes, learning opportunities
and facilities and resources available for
students.

For the Zimbabwe Open University, a key
player in university distance education, provid-
ing every student with a full learning kit com-
prising of enough modules, tutorial letters, as-
signment questions and other related materials
for a semester is an ideal but difficult task.  The
lack of learning materials like modules in the re-
gions and resource centers was the key issue
raised in the interviews. Quality assurance, which
according to Harvey and  Green (1993) is about
making certain that there are systems in place so
that the organisation continues to deliver the
right stuff every time to meet customers’ require-
ments seems to be lacking. Commenting on the
issue of resources at the Zimbabwe Open Uni-

versity, Kurasha and Gwarinda (2010) confirm
that, “…while some members of the public were
skeptical of, if not hostile to, degrees offered
through distance education in general, the uni-
versity itself found several challenges in terms
of resources.” A more recent survey, however
conducted by the researchers just before the
finalisation of the paper shows that significant
progress has been made in the provision of re-
sources since the establishment of the Quality
Assurance Unit at the university. Students are
now being provided with adequate modules,
tutorial letters and assignment questions.

Table 3 shows that almost all the ten region-
al centers are not fully supplied with the pre-
requisite resources to provide for quality learn-
ing outcomes.  The regional centers are the cen-
ters for programme implementation: all supervi-
sion, activities and assessment take place at the
regional centers.  In all the ten regional centers
covered by the study, the material resources were
in serious short supply.  The study established
that in all the ten regional centers there is a crit-
ical shortage of library facilities, and computers
for both learners and lecturers. A recent snap-
shot survey however shows that all lecturers
are now adequately provided with computers
and that satisfactory quantities of computers
are now available in computer laboratories that
are connected to the internet in some regions.
Out of the ten regions only three regions had
sufficiently furnished libraries, the other seven
regions are using small houses for their library,
which is not conducive for effective distance
learning. These findings agree with findings by
Mhishi et al. (2012) on Bindura University’s Vir-
tual Open Distance Learning programme where
the shortage of reading materials during their
studies, notably of textbooks, modules, and oth-
er reference books, as well as the shortage of
library facilities, was identified as the major hand-
icap by 68.4% of the pre-service trainee teach-
ers interviewed. Similar echoes are made by
Mpofu et al. (2012) who found that at Bindura
University in Zimbabwe, the problem of electric-
ity created problems of integration of ICT tools
(e-mail, fax, internet, television, radio) into the
Virtual Open Distance Learning (VODL) pro-
gramme. They also found that basic communi-
cation infrastructure to enable VODL to make
use of these technologies was not in place at
the centres and that the residential session cen-
tres lacked enough laboratory space to cope with
the de-mand of practical subject training.
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On aggregating information from regional
centers under-resourcing in some regions in
terms of infrastructure, learning materials,
emerged.  A study by Nyerere et al. (2012) in
Kenya also shows that some of the student re-
spondents felt that their study centres were not
adequately utilized in providing them with study
materials as they had to travel to the main cen-
tres for the materials. While all the ten regional
centres in this study had computer laboratories
for students and lecturers, in some regions, for
example Matabeleland North and South while
lecturers were connected to the internet, inter-
net facilities for students still needed to be in-
stalled. Four out of ten regional centers were
operating from permanent premises.The other
six regional centers are operating from tempo-
rary premises, signalling the need for permanent
premises for all regions. A study by Nyerere et
al. (2012) in Kenya also found that programme
delivery was not consis-tent across all the geo-
graphical regions represented in the study and
that infrastructure outside of major cities re-
mained inadequate. Working with quality as per-
fection notion, in which according to Middle-
hurst and Campbell  (2003) quality assurance
arrangements are designed to ensure that provi-
sion and providers meet certain expectations
often in the form of formal criteria and standards
to ensure levels of comparability and degrees of
consistency in educational processes, more still
needs to be done to achieve comparability and
consistency in educational processes in all the
ten regional centres of the Zimbabwe Open
University.

Good teaching and learning infrastructure
such as well-ventilated classrooms, library facil-
ities, and internet laboratories are important for
effective tutoring and learning.  One of the fac-
ulty deans noted that, achieving quality univer-
sity education would require unprecedented
development and refurbishment of infrastruc-
tures in most of the regional centers.  One of the
regional directors interviewed noted that proper
physical structures are a key-enabling factor in
improving the quality of university education.
He noted that the quality of university educa-
tion might not improve since demand and ex-
panded access continue to exceed supply and
resources for infrastructure and educational
materials continue to diminish.  This is in line
with Watkins (2000) who notes that learning can
be constrained by dilapidated infrastructure, in-
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adequate facilities, and limited supply of learn-
ing materials and weak tutorial sessions, which
inhibit rather than nourish the potential of
students.Eight out of ten regional centres in this
study reported that they were operating under
critical shortages of printing ink, bond paper and
the necessary equipment for research activities
for lecturers. To make distance education work,
Deved•ic et al. (2011) advised that a providing
institution’s plans for offering programmes of
study by distance learning should be financial-
ly underwritten for the full period during which
students will be studying the programmes.

While ODL is seen as an educational pro-
cess in which tutors and learners are separated
in space for some time of study and in which
learning materials take over some of the tradi-
tional roles of the tutor, the students may fail to
purchase the necessary materials to provide for
quality learning outcomes.  One of the directors
from the national centre noted that, learning
materials play a central role in open distance
education, and provision is made in the univer-
sity system for students to interact with tutors
as a means of support.  This basic requirement
could however not be met due to inhibiting trans-
port costs for students to travel to regional cen-
tres for tutorials.  Equally the same regional staff
cannot afford travelling costs to resource cen-
tres to interact and provide student-support
services. In this regard, lessons can be learnt
from the United Kingdom (UK) where according
to Tait (2014) significant in the construction of
the learner support system of the Open Univer-
sity in UK was the creation of a range of study
centres where support was delivered on as local
a basis as possible, together with a regional cen-
tre infrastructure to support them along with
other devolved operational tasks.   Similarly, re-
spondents in a study by Nyerere et al. (2012) felt
that they did not receive adequate student sup-
port services, and they did not receive feedback
on their as-signments and examinations on time.
In the same vein, in a study by Sikwibele and
Mungoo (2009) interviews with the teachers who
were learning through distance education re-
vealed that their greatest challenge was the min-
imal learner support from tutors and citing
Kember (1989) explain that learners also experi-
ence feelings of isolation and stress due to lack
of organizational support, which may eventual-
ly lead to non-completion.

The Economic Impact on the Delivery
of Quality Distance Education

While high quality university education is
the most important investment for making
progress towards achieving the Millennium De-
velopment Goals adopted by the Zimbabwe
Open University and other distance education
associations, Zimbabwe was facing a period of
time during which total output of the economy
was declining and could not sustain quality ed-
ucational programmes.  A sustained input and
growth in distance education to improve the
service to students and enhance the effective-
ness of the organizations itself has been greatly
affected by economic downturn and inflation in
Zimbabwe.  Quality distance education entails
that a student who enters an education pro-
gramme exits with the required standard of com-
petence and cognitive development as institut-
ed by the university. This can prove difficult
under deteriorating economic conditions. In this
regard, Kurasha and Gwarinda (2010) comment-
ing on quality assurance at the Zimbabwe Open
university assert that financing quality assur-
ance remains an uphill struggle at the university
in the prevailing economic environment but ef-
forts must be increased to sustain it. One of the
regional directors indicated that the total direct
costs of open distance learning in Zimbabwe
have exceeded the levels of expenditure by cen-
tral government.  This has resulted in the excess
being borne by the students through payments
of fees but still this has not made a difference
since the majority of students are failing to raise
the required fees. One of the directors at the
national centre noted that it was now recognized
that university education institutions in Zimba-
bwe were severely under-funded in relation to
what the universities were trying to achieve. On
the issue of state underfunding of the Zimba-
bwe Open University  and the limitation of the
university’s own resources Kurasha and Gwarin-
da (2010:5) note that , “With ten Regional Cen-
tres in addition to the National Centre, ZOU
needs the requisite personnel to monitor and
evaluate all operations to ensure uniformity and
unity of purpose...the state, while appreciating
the necessity of requisite human resources, is
only able to meet the need at a very slow pace
while the university itself is unable to do much.”

Although some students may be able to meet
the costs and find the necessary funds to fi-
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nance their education the significant majority
are failing due to the existing economic environ-
ment.  A programme coordinator from one of the
faculties noted that the high levels of course
repetition and programme drop-out point to low
levels of system inefficiency and ineffective-
ness.  He noted that in more than 60% of the
regions more than 40% of the students repeat
two or more courses due to pressure exerted by
the economic environment. In addition, ZOU
draws most of its students from adults in em-
ployment who raise their fees from that employ-
ment. Most students are making a sacrifice to
continue with education, given the need to fi-
nance their household expenditures under a dif-
ficult economic environment. In this regard, cit-
ing Kember (1989), Sikwibele and Mungoo (2009)
note that learners engaged in distance educa-
tion are usually adults and isolates variables
linked to attrition, such as income, the learners’
ability to integrate the demands of off-campus
study with family, work, and social commitments.

Staff Training and Development

The quality of distance education, like the
quality of any product depends on the provider
of the product.  From a business analogy, the
most fundamental requirement for good quality
products is the presence of a well-motivated and
skilled manpower. It is well known that universi-
ties, like any other educational institutions in
Zimbabwe, have been hit by skills flight in the
face of the melting economic environment. One
of the programme leaders at the national centre
noted that ZOU as institution has failed to at-
tract highly qualified and experienced lecturers
for most of the distance education programmes
especially commerce and science where the uni-
versity competes with industry and internation-
al non-governmental organizations. The Human
Resources Director noted that many qualified
and senior lecturers and data capture clerks left
for more attractive packages with non-govern-
mental organizations or for overseas to lecture
in other universities. The need to train the new-
ly recruited novice lecturers who might not have
experience in distance education therefore be-
comes critical. Sixty percent of the lecturers in-
terviewed noted that it was common knowledge
that an improvement in the quality of university
education depends on the quality of the lecturer
who is at the heart of every university educa-

tion system. The study established that noth-
ing was currently in place to motivate lecturers
in form of development or staff orientation to-
wards the new concept of distance open learn-
ing.  It was surprising to note that seventy per-
cent of the lecturers interviewed in this study
were not computer literate yet as Stella and Gnan-
am (2004) show, Distance Education programs
are increasingly delivered through satellites,
computers or other technological means. Lec-
turers who are illiterate in the use of information
communication technologies might result in one
of the quality concerns in distance learning pro-
grams which according to Hope and Guiton
(2006) is the limited use of technology and more
dependence on traditional methods of instruc-
tion which might not be suitable distance edu-
cation students. The study established that so
far lecturers had marginally benefited from ac-
tivities of the department of training and devel-
opment. One of the lecturers noted that there
were no Internally Driven Lecturer Development
(IDLD) activities to promote effective learner-
ship. Deved•ic et al. (2011) advise that institu-
tions should have ways of satisfying themselves
that staff involved with the teaching of students
is qualified and competent to do so. Similarly as
Nyerere et al. (2012) show, having well-trained
and competent staff is important in providing
quality open distance learning, yet in the effort
to get open distance learning programmes into
opera-tion in Kenya, insufficient preparation,
time, and funding had been given to staff train-
ing. In the same vein, a study conducted in Zim-
babwe by Mpofu et al. (2012) showed that a
majority of the lecturers facilitating open dis-
tance learning had no experience in distance ed-
ucation methodology. As Reju and Olakulehin
(2008) so cogently put it, it must be noted that
the process of quality assurance in open and
distance learning commences with the academ-
ics that should not only be qualified, but must
also have passion for and commitment to dis-
tance education as a mode of learning. In this
regard, Atenas et al. (2014) advise that engaging
with open practices requires expertise, support,
time and commitment and universities need to
provide both the support for developing the ex-
pertise and the time for academics to explore
this new world as in general academics are pos-
itive and committed to embracing new practices,
but they are also scared and worried, as new
technologies are not their natural environment.
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In addition to appropriate training qualita-
tive improvement in the form of teaching is also
greatly affected by the motivation and commit-
ment of lecturers. A survey of regional lecturers’
responses indicated that most of the lecturers
were not satisfied with their working conditions
and this could be negatively affecting their de-
livery of instruction. One of the lecturers indi-
cated that work overload on the part of lecturers
was one of the factors which had negatively
affected their participation in research and pub-
lication activities, which are core business for
the lecturer. Echoing these findings, Nyerere et
al. (2012) cite a National Education Association
(NEA) survey in the United States which report-
ed that teaching staff members’top concern
about distance education was that they would
do more work for the same amount of pay.

CONCLUSION

The study concludes that the Zimbabwe
Open University has played a significant role in
widening access to higher education for the pre-
viously marginalised population. While such a
quantitative expansion is lauded the study con-
cludes that in the domain of quality, more still
needs to be done. Inadequate resources were
identified as a major constraint to the universi-
ty’s quality assurance while the training and ori-
entation of new staff and staff inherited from the
University of Zimbabwe (a traditional face to
face tuition institution), needs to be accelerat-
ed. Lecturer development through Internally
Driven Lecturer Development (IDLD) would be
a good starting point. Resources permitting, the
building of the university’s own infrastructure
in all the ten regions would go a long way in
standardising services for its students.

LIMITATIONS  OF  THE  STUDY

Like any other study, this study was not with-
out limitations. As the university under study
had sites across the country, the major chal-
lenge was accessing all stakeholders who could
have enriched the interview data. The sampling
method used however ensured that views ob-
tained were representative of the general uni-
versity population. One other limitation was the
fact that one of the authors was a staff member
at the time of the study, bringing in the issue of
objectivity versus subjectivity when research-

ing one’s own context. The involvement of the
second author served as a moderation for any
bias that might have resulted.

RECOMMENDATIONS

In light of the discussion and conclusion,
the following recommendations are advanced;

Well-coordinated capacity-building pro-
grammes should be developed in order to
provide Open Distance Learning institutions
comprising top management, administrators
and students representatives with skills and
competencies to enhance the quality of
Open Distance Learning.  There is need to
establish a Lecturer Development Centre
(LDC) for open distance lecturers to assist
in the delivery of development support pro-
grammes for lecturers. Such a centre could
offer credit bearing qualifications in higher
education studies in general and quality
assurance in particular.
Adequate physical resources, equipment,
learning facilities and sound management
practices are seen as preconditions for the
provision of quality distance education.  In
the prevailing harsh economic environment,
it is important that Open Distance Learning
institutions seek co-operation from poten-
tial stakeholders like commerce and indus-
try to assist in uplifting standards of edu-
cation through financial sponsorship.

Resources being available, central govern-
ment should establish a dedicated higher edu-
cation quality assurance fund for the assurance,
enhancement and development of quality teach-
ing and learning. The Zimbabwe Council on High-
er Education would be the appropriate body to
administer such a fund.  

RECOMMENDATIONS  FOR
FUTURE  STUDIES

Fertile ground exists for research in quality
assurance distance education.  Further research
could be conducted on the impact of on-line
tutoring in open and distance education. In ad-
dition further research can be conducted on how
distance learning institutions could partner with
face to face  institutions in order to share infra-
structure of these institutions. Finally research
could be conducted on the benefits of open ed-
ucational resources and the extent to which dis-
tance education students access and use these.
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