
Mapping the Interplay between Open Distance Learning 
and Internationalisation Principles

Abstract
Open distance learning is viewed as a system of learning that blends student support, cur-

-
cess, credit of prior learning, and other academic activities such as programme delivery and 
assessment for the purpose of meeting the diverse needs of students. Internationalisation, 
on the other hand, is viewed as a process that blends intercultural international dimensions 
into different academic activities, such as teaching, learning, and research, into the purpose 

distance learning and internationalisation is the blending of university services to achieve 
-

and variety of interpretations of the two concepts, there are differences and common fea-
tures.  The purpose of such an analysis is to open a new window through which institutions 
of higher learning can be viewed.

Keywords: Curriculum design; higher education institutions; South Africa; internation-
alisation; student support; teaching and learning

Introduction
Both open distance learning (ODL) and internationalisation of higher education convey a 

a system of meeting multiple and diverse learning needs of students through course design, 
administrative processes, and learner support (O’Rourke, 2009). Another view that is more 
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asynchronously or synchronously without the constraints of space and time (De Beer & Be-

a system of learning that weaves together student support, curriculum and instructional 
design, and other academic activities such as programme delivery and assessment for the 
purpose of meeting the diverse needs of students.

It is not only the variety of interpretations that lend ODL comparable to internationalisa-
-

pecially the blending or integrative characteristics of certain features of these concepts. For 
instance, a view of internationalisation as a process of integrating an international dimen-
sion into the research, teaching, and services function of higher education, as propounded 
by Knight (2004), depicts the blending feature in the process of internationalisation that is 
similar to one of the key features of ODL. 

Internationalisation literature also presents divergent views about the dimensionality of 

-

-
-

study, (7) international research collaboration, (8) support for international students, and 
(9) international institutional links.

-
tion of how the two concepts converge in a manner that enhances the outputs and outcomes 
of higher education. The purpose of this article is to map out the interplay between these 

and rationale of the two concepts. Shedding light on the interconnectedness of the con-
cepts is likely to strengthen the ability of higher education institutions to design offerings 
and systems that are more customer focused. This discourse is organised into four parts. 

the two concepts. The third part looks into the rationale and goals of the two concepts then 
maps out how the two concepts are related. This is followed by a discussion on implications 
for higher education institutions. 

Globalisation has posed many challenges to the South African economy. The 2008 global 
economic downturn, which was characterised by a fall in gross domestic product (GDP) 
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st century. The pressure is mounting with the New 

compelling pressure from all angles has opened up a space in the higher education sector 
to interrogate the employability of graduates for the new economy. At the regional level, 

harmonisation of the regional education systems and stresses maintenance of acceptable 

policy level and it is at this level where strong messages are being sent for internationali-

entrenches the idea of increasing recruitment of students from the Southern African Devel-
opment Community (SADC) as a process of internationalisation. The outcome of attracting 

In a comprehensive study on internationalisation in South Africa, McLellan (2008) argues 

the government’s position on issues such as

the role of South African higher education in guiding the internationalisation process;

student mobility and government policy on harmonisation;

the role of internationalisation in regional and continental development; and

(2009) encourages South African institutions to engage with internationalisation because 

it attracts to its shores in comparison to other African countries.

would not have been able to study in face-to-face instructional situations or at a traditional 
institution. Out of the 23 public higher education institutions in South Africa, the highest 

-

-
sion of distance education.
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open distance learning is used interchangeably with distance learning, not all distance edu-
cation institutions embrace ODL, but all ODL institutions offer distance education. The 
terms used to describe ODL have differed across different geographical areas and institu-
tions. The Commonwealth of Learning suggests that there is no single phrase that captures 
the essence of ODL. The rather different approaches and different terms that can be used 
to describe the concept may include “learner-centred education, open learning, open ac-

 (Commonwealth of Learning, 2000, p. 
2). To elucidate the point about the variants of distance education, the Commonwealth of 
Learning maps out four scenarios for ODL and points out that most ODL institutions use a 
combination of the four  scenarios.

workshops, and residential schools

-
sion, one-way or two-way videos etc.

their leisure

seems to be comprehensive enough to include key elements of distance learning featured in 
-

particularly relevant for South Africa is an addition of the recognition of prior learning 
(RPL) element which espouses a more inclusive approach to education. The principle of 

from different socioeconomic backgrounds with different needs that should be catered for 
in an open distance learning system.

management of the provision is at the discretion of the 
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learner, supported and facilitated by the provider. This 
ranges from traditional correspondence courses, on-
line learning centres and face-to-face provision where a 

support, is integral to the provision.

-

with the four scenarios of ODL propounded by the Commonwealth of Learning (2000). 

learners’ needs are met. 

Author

“... is based on the needs of individual learners, not the interests of the 
lecturer or the institution. It gives students as much control as possible 
over what, when, where and how they learn. It especially uses educa-
tional technology, and it changes the role of a lecturer from the only 
source of knowledge to that of a manager and facilitator of learning.”

“...combines the principles of learner centeredness, lifelong learning, 

recognition for credit of prior learning, and the provision of learner 
support.”

Louw, 2007 (cited in Swane-
poel, De Beer & Muller, 2009, 

“...a multidimensional system aimed at bridging the time, geographi-
cal and transactional distance between student and institution, stu-
dent and teacher, student and peers, and student and material.”

O’Rourke (2009, p. 7) “ODL was developed to serve learners who must overcome a range of 
challenges in order to obtain access to successful learning opportuni-
ties, and has continued to evolve to meet multiple and more diverse 
learning needs. Strategies for meeting diverse learning needs are situ-
ated in material development, learner support and responsive admin-
istration.”
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Open and Distance Learning -
cant element of the management of the provision is at the discretion 
of the learner, supported and facilitated by the provider. This ranges 
from traditional correspondence courses, on-line provision and inter-
active CD ROMs, to open learning centres and face-to-face provision 

-
port, is integral to the provision.”

-
tion of internationalisation as a process, even though the study did not deal with universi-

-
erations, and on the incrementally increasing commitments to foreign markets.” The pro-

“incrementally increasing commitment to foreign markets.
-

knowledge, commitment decisions, current activities, and market commitment, interact to 

The internationalisation of a higher-education 

an international dimension in all aspects of its holistic 

and research and to achieve the desired competencies.

-
-

tion activity. This stage is posited to be followed by the student mobility stage then curricu-

-
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Table 2

Author

Knight (2003, 
p. 7)

“...is a multifaceted process of integrating an international, intercultural or global di-
mension into the curriculum, research and service functions.”

“the process of integrating an international, intercultural and global dimension into 
the purpose, function and delivery of higher education”

Krause, Coates 
service is operating within an international sphere”

(2007, p. 29)
“The internationalisation of a higher-education institution is a change process from 

teaching and research and to achieve the desired competencies”.

McLellan (2008, 
p. 7)

-
tivities to help prepare individuals and institutions for participation and survival in an 
increasingly interconnected global environment”

operate within an international and intercultural sphere through its academic activi-
ties.”

international strategy design phase, (2) implementation of the internationalisation process, 
and (3) evaluating the internationalisation strategy. The authors proceed to measure some 

the items in the measures represent the domain of the constructs being measured. 

-
nition of internationalisation. She states that internationalisation is  “the process of in-
tegrating an international dimension into the research, teaching and services function of 
higher education.” Arguably, Knight’s decision (2004) to include the international, intercul-

-
tionalisation as the process that involves integrating the triad into the purpose, functions, 
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-
ternationalisation has become central to universities’ mission, and the focus is on ‘systemic 
internationalisation’ more than on mobility.”

-

institution is strategically positioned to operate within an international and intercultural 

A careful look at the goals of ODL as depicted in Table 3 shows that ODL is a way of re-

-

education.  

-
ogy and globalisation. As environmental, socioeconomic, legislative, and ethical issues gain 
more prominence, the demands for governments to respond to the pressures of democra-
tising economic institutions have increased. The dynamics of the new world environment 

to remain relevant and to survive in the global economic environment.  Table 3 shows that 
ODL espouses the values of more autonomous ways of studying and working, accessible 
education for all, and continuous professional development. 

Access to learning and the goal to meet the needs of learners are the two most prized goals 

basis of physical distance, personal constraints, or because of full-time employment or fam-

of population irrespective of race, gender, age, creed or class or other forms of discrimina-
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Table 3

Goals and Rationale for ODL

ODL goals Rationale

To facilitate transforma-
tion of all sectors of the 
economy

-
cation.

To support a democratic ethos and culture of human rights.

To achieve millennium development goals and education for all.

To increase employment. 

dismantle geographical 
barriers of time and space To offer learning and support to isolated students and students in remote ar-

eas.

To bridge time, space and personal constraints.

To overcome physical distance.

To solve time or scheduling problems.

To facilitate speedy and personalised communication.

To meet multiple and diverse learning needs.

To promotes self-regulated learning.



Mapping the Interplay between Open Distance Learning and Internationalisation Principles
Msweli

Vol 13 | No 3   Research Articles June 2012

To meet the needs of 
learners in a world de-

social trends
Quality of life

Tolerance of cultural diversity

More autonomous ways of studying and working

Social and environmental responsibility

Integration of spirituality and work

Freedom of speech

Respect for all life on earth

Continuous professional development 

Knowledge sharing and 
collaborative learning to-many, and many-to-many interactions, synchronously or asynchronously.

To facilitate effective partnerships and collaborative sharing

To promotes collective knowledge creation and collective learning

To promote collaboration.

To enhance collaborative and team work skills.

To respond to globalisation and its implications. 

To make best use of limited resources (space, lecturers).

To facilitate human capital development and lifelong learning.

To improve employability of graduates in global markets

To meet national development need.

-
egory may vary from country to country. 
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-

-
my. Income to fund higher education has become one of the key drivers of internation-
alisation because institutions can no longer rely on fee income from local students.  The 

international students’ fees as a lucrative option to increase revenue. Many countries 

-
tion of education, make a strong case for internationalisation.

2. Academic rationale, which includes international ranking and international research 
collaboration, is one factor that drives internationalisation. It is inconceivable to of-
fer education that meets the needs of the globalised labour market without attracting 
students and academics from the international pool. International research collabora-
tion, which could be considered one of the key drivers of internationalisation, ensures 
that institutions allocate resources for international activities such as student and staff 

-

prepare graduates to perform successfully in an international arena will be character-
ised by a “multiplicity of cultural styles, with concomitant demands on teaching and 
learning strategies” employed in a physical or virtual teaching environment. The aca-
demic rationale for internationalisation is also connected to the international standing 
of an institution; as such, most universities place a greater emphasis on developing the 
image of their institutions to make them attractive to the international market.

3. 
with the role universities play in promoting intercultural competence and social cohe-
sion. Intercultural competence, or in other words the ability to work effectively within 
various cultures, can be enhanced when academic units and faculties infuse intercul-
tural dimensions in teaching, learning, research, and community outreach activities 

4. Political rationale relevant to internationalisation of higher education institutions in-
cludes foreign policy as well as regional and international trade agreements that pro-

sustainability of universities in their domestic countries. 
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Table 4

Goals and Rationale for Internationalisation

Internationalisation goals Rationale

To increase economic and income gener-
ating opportunities.

To generate alternative sources of income.

To enhance the international dimension 
of teaching and research so that scholars 

country’s competitiveness

To attract and retain the brightest students and scholars 
who will contribute to the host country’s competitiveness on 
the international stage.

To enhance human capital of a country.

To enhance the social and cultural devel-
opment of the citizens

To enhance international and intercultural understanding of 
students and staff.

To solve global problems related to health, environmental 
and crime issues.

To achieve stronger economic and 
political alliances with neighbours and 
international stakeholders To foster closer co-operation bilaterally or regionally.

Internationalisation and qual-
ity in South African universities

The GATS sets general rules and national schedules which list individual countries’ com-
mitments to access to their domestic markets by foreign suppliers. As a result, universities 

Similar to internationalisation, ODL is driven by economic, social, cultural, and academic 

interrelated processes. Internationalisation is one such process in the dynamic ODL sys-
tem.  
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Transformation 

OPEN DISTANCE 
LEARNING GOALS 

Access to 
learning 

To meet the needs of learners 
in a world defined by new 
values and social trends 

Collaborative 
learning 

Internationalisation 

goals 

 Economic 
 Social  
 Cultural 

 

 Figure 1. Internationalisation goals as a subset of ODL goals.

The metaphoric view of ODL as a system and internationalisation as a process provides 

suggests that there are different components or variables that have to work together to 
-
-

process is ordinarily static and it delivers tangible outputs; whereas, a system is dynamic 
and produces outcomes (level of performance) that might be associated with a process or 
output.  Figure 2 depicts a typical ODL system with different components as well as some 
of the desired outcomes of an ODL system. 
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ODL outcomes 

 Increased participation rate of learners from 
designated groups 

 Increased equity in access 
 Increased student outputs 
 Increased graduate outputs (master’s/doctoral) 

OUTCOMES

 

LEARNER 

Institutional 
strategy and 
management 
responsibility 

Evaluation and 
innovation: 

 Process 
evaluation 

 Strategy 
evaluation 

 Research 
and 
innovation 

Design: 

 Instructional 
material  

 Teaching and 
learning process 

 Staff training and 
development  

Learner support: 

 Administrati
on support 

 Academic 
support 

 Peer-to-peer 
support

Programme delivery: 

 Communication 
and media 

 Physical and/or 
non-physical 
venue 

 Training and 
development 

Figure 2. An illustration of a typical ODL system with its corresponding outcomes.

As depicted in Figure 2, the ODL system is centred on meeting the needs of learners and 

illustration also shows that training and development is an integral part of the different 
components of the ODL system. The system is characterised by a continuous evaluation 
process that should inform strategy review processes. 

Figure 3 depicts the different activities of the internationalisation process and some of the 
desired outputs of internationalisation.
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Strategy design and mission 
statement that integrates the 

international dimension 

Curriculum design 

 International and 
intercultural 
dimension 

Research and 
community outreach 

 International and 
intercultural 
dimension 

INTERNATIONALISATION OUTPUTS 

 Internationalised strategy 
 Internationalised curriculum 
 Staff exchange 
 Student exchange 
 Regional and international partnerships 
 Collaborative research projects 

International research projects

Figure 3

As Figure 3 shows, the key outputs derived from the internationalisation process include an 

-
tem, each component of the ODL system must be internationalised.

Figure 4 shows that each component of the ODL system can and should be internation-

to education and training and increased student outputs. 
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Integrate 
international and 
intercultural 
dimensions into the 
strategy

Integrate 
international 
and 
intercultural 
dimensions into 
the 
instructional 
design and 
programme

Integrate 
international and 
intercultural 
dimensions into 
learner support

Integrate 
international and 
intercultural 
dimensions in 
research and 
innovation

Strategy 

Evaluation and 
innovation 

Design 

 

Learner 
support 

Programme 
delivery 

ODL outcomes 

 Increased participation rate of 
learners from designated groups 

 Increased equity in access 
 Increased student outputs 
 Increased graduate-level outputs  

Learner 

Figure 4. Illustrating the interplay between ODL and internationalisation.

system, the ODL strategy of the institution shapes the different components and processes 
within the system and the manner in which resources are allocated.  In such a scenario 
senior management works with different functions throughout the institution in the devel-
opment of corresponding operational plans that deal with instructional material design, 
teaching, and learning strategy. Such strategies are informed by the learner needs and the 
outcomes that the institution seeks to achieve. This study suggests that the entire ODL sys-
tem is dynamic rather than linear and is continuously informed by research and innovation. 

The second contribution that this study makes is in showing that internationalisation is 
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a process embedded in each component of the ODL system. The manner in which inter-
nationalisation is linked to ODL, as illustrated in Figure 4, suggests that internationalisa-
tion is as dynamic as ODL. As Figure 4 shows, there are internationalisation dimensions 
in each component of the ODL system. This study puts forward an argument that for an 

to be perfectly internationalised at all levels.  Arguably, all higher education institutions, 
whether they embrace distance learning or open distance learning, are national institutions 
operating in international spaces locally, regionally, and abroad. As such, internationalisa-
tion has to feature at the very least in the teaching, learning, and research processes of all 

skills for the globalised world would want to ensure that all elements of the ODL system are 
internationalised.

-
ponents of the ODL system as delineated in Figure 2, and, secondly, to test the empirical 
validity of the proposition that a combination of internationalisation dimensions with com-

participation rates of students from designated groups, increased student outputs, and 
increased graduate outputs at master’s and doctoral levels. Although it is apparent that 
the distinction between ODL and internationalisation is somewhat diffused with respect 
to economic, social, and cultural rationales, it is critical to understand the process of in-
ternationalisation as it affects ODL institutions in South Africa. In South Africa, the higher 
education sector is still engaged in debates on how to internationalise while simultaneously 
dealing with local, regional, and global environmental factors shaping higher education. 

how internationalisation is linked to the strategic focus of ODL institutions in South Africa.
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