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Abstract 

The challenges of Open and Distance Learning (ODL) is no doubt one of the innovative platforms created for 

knowledge sharing and instruction beyond the classroom setting. However, the process of transition and the 

eventual operation of the online platform present some challenges because students who are already accustomed 

to the face-to-face mode of teaching and learning often display mixed reactions to the transition. Among other 

challenges associated with this online learning platform are the availability of the required technology, the skills 

for its usage, the pedagogical skills of online instructors, and attitudinal disposition to innovation among 

students. In other to harness ODL for functional education in Nigeria, this paper conceptually examined open 

distance learning and some issues of open distance learning (ODL) in Nigeria. The challenges of distance 

learning in the promotion of functional education were discussed while some measures for managing ODL for 

functional education in Nigeria was highlighted. In light of the discussion, it was suggested that ODL system 

could make use of a combination of conventional resources and Information and Communication Technology 

(ICT) techniques shifting gradually to ICT-based programmes using a computer conferencing type. This would 

allow student-to-student and student-to-instructor interaction as well as complement learning, assessment and 

feedback. 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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___________________________________________________________________________
INTRODUCTION  

Open and Distance Learning is the mode of education 

delivery where learners and teachers need not be in 

physical contact possesses high range of flexible 

learning environment enhances access to tertiary 

education; has the capacity to deliver variety of skills 

and uses a variety of media and technologies to 

provide quality education for large number of 

learners. The Federal Republic of Nigeria noted that 

the goals of Open and Distance Learning in Nigeria 

shall be to: provide more access to quality Education 

and equity in educational opportunities; meet special 

needs of employers and employees by mounting 

special courses for employees at the workplace, 

encourages internationalization especially of tertiary 

education curricula, ameliorate the effect of internal 

and external brain drain in tertiary institutions by 

utilizing Nigerian experts as teachers regardless their 

locations or places of work; and encourage life-long 

learning opportunities. 

 

In pursuance of these goals, the National Policy on 

Education recognizes that the Federal Government 

shall: ensure that programmes for Open Distance 

Learning are equivalent in status to those offered by 

conventional face to face mode of delivery in the 

appropriate tertiary educational institution and also 

encourage and regulate open/distance learning 

practice in Nigeria. Furthermore, the government 

shall strengthen the existing coordinating agencies on 

Open/Distance learning which shall: 

a) advise the government on the 

development and practice of 

Open/Distance learning; 

b) promote Open/Distance learning 

nationwide in collaboration with 

Federal, States/FCT and local 

Government Education Authorities; 

c) ensure the maintenance of standards for 

Open/Distance Learning programmes in 

various institutions; 

d) liase with media houses, information 

technology providers and other relevant 

bodies in enhancing Open/Distance 

Learning; 

e) encourage private efforts and other non-

governmental organization in the 

provision of quality education sing 

Open/Distance Learning; and 

f) encourage tertiary institution  

participation in Open/Distance Learning    

 

From the foregoing, it is evident that the open and 

distance learning is a ready alternative for most 

people who do not have access to the conventional 

training in Nigerian universities. It is also designed 

for those who lack adequate time to undergo such a 

programme in the conventional way. Thus, many 

leaners are beginning to see Open and Distance 
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Learning programmes as a viable ways of acquiring 

education even in a more convenient environment. 

However, this paper examines some basic issues 

mitigating the successful implementation of the ODL 

programme in Nigeria. The growing need to 

enhanced access to qualitative education as a tool for 

balanced development in Nigeria generally cannot be 

over emphasized. The problems envisaged may be 

due to the poor educational attainment of the 

members of the society and perhaps due to the 

backwardness of the state educationally in Africa and 

in the face of advanced contemporary society in 

global economy. This may be due to the inadequate 

number of higher institutions. Enhanced access to 

functional education may bring a balanced 

development and job enrichment. This may be the 

concern of ODL and contemporary higher institutions 

for manpower development as to increase the number 

of professionals in all facets of economic 

development. Teachers, Nurses, Accountants, 

Bankers, Economists, Engineers, Politicians and 

Businessmen to mention but a few need access to 

functional education for balanced development. Self-

employed individuals and staff in offices need 

development so as to increase their productivity 

(Besong, 2014).  

 

Unfortunately, the few higher institutions in the state 

cannot absorb those qualified or yearning for 

qualitative and functional education including the 

teaming population of secondary school leavers who 

are qualified for admission but do not have access for 

functional education for one reason or another. 

Functional education means producing, professionals, 

staff development for professionalism, technicians 

and lawyers to fit in the current call for science and 

technology in a competitive global economy. The 

pertinent question hitherto is how can ODL be 

managed for functional education in Nigeria? This 

study sought to provide answer to this question by 

reviewing conceptual issues on open distance 

learning, identifying some models and types of open 

universities, clarifying issues on open and distance 

learning and functional education in Nigeria; 

discussing the challenges of distance learning as well 

as management strategies for managing the 

challenges  

 

Basic Issues 

The basic issues in this paper were discussed under 

two major sub-headings: Open Distance Learning and 

Functional Education in Nigeria.  

 

Open Distance Learning (ODL) 

The terms „open learning‟ and „distance learning‟ 

according to the United Nations Educational, Social 

and Cultural Organizations, UNESCO (2000) 

represent approaches that focus on opening access to 

education and training provision, freeing learners 

from the constraints of time and place, and offering 

flexible learning opportunities to individuals and 

group of learners. Some of the more commonly used 

terms related to Open and Distance Learning include 

the following: correspondence education, home 

study, independent study, external studies, continuing 

education, distance teaching, self-instruction, adult 

education, technology-based or mediated education, 

learner-centred education, open learning, open 

access, flexible learning, and distributed learning.  

 

In the National Policy on Education, the Federal 

Republic of Nigeria described ODL as life-long 

learning, life-wide education, adult education, media 

based education, self-learning . Several founding 

fathers of distance learning had earlier come up with 

different definitions. For instance, Onwe (2015) 

defined distance learning as a method of imparting 

knowledge, skills and attitudes, which are 

rationalized by the application of division of labour 

and organizational principles as well as by the 

extensive use of technical media, specially, for the 

purpose of reproducing high quality teaching material 

which makes it possible to, instruct great numbers of 

students in the same time wherever they live. It is 

simply an industrialized form of teaching and 

learning.  

 

Onwe (2015) described distance learning as a 

systematically organized form of self-study in which 

students‟ counselling, presentation of learning 

materials and securing and supervising of students‟ 

success are carried out by a team of teachers each of 

whom has responsibilities. In the opinion of 

Holmberg (1981), distance learning refers to that kind 

of education which covers the various forms of study 

at all levels which are not under continuous and 

immediate supervision of tutors present with their 

students in lecture rooms on the same premises, but 

which nevertheless, benefits from the planning, 

guidance, and tuition of a tutorial organization. More 

recently, the UNESCO (2000) submitted that distance 

learning is any educational process in which all or 

most of the teaching is conducted by someone 

removed in space and/or time from the learner, with 

the effect that all or most of the communication 

between teachers and learners is through an artificial 

medium, either electronic or print.  

 

By implication, in distance learning the normal or 

principal means of communication is through 

technology. The Commonwealth of Learning, Onwe 

(2015) however argued that there is no one definition 

of Open and Distance Learning. Rather, there are 

many approaches to defining the term. Most 

definitions however, pay attention to the following 

characteristics (Onwe (2015) Separation of teacher 

and learner in time or place, or in both time and 

place; 
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i. institutional accreditation; that is, learning is 

accredited or certified by some 

institution or 

agency. This type of learning is distinct 

from learning through your own effort 

without the official recognition of a 

learning institution; 

ii. use of mixed-media courseware, including 

print, radio, and television broadcasts, 

video and audio cassettes, computer-

based learning, and 

telecommunications. Courseware tends 

to be pre-tested and validated before 

use; 

iii. two-way communication allows learners and 

tutors to interact as distinguished from 

the passive receipt of broadcast signals. 

Communication can be synchronous or 

asynchronous; 

iv. possibility of face-to-face meetings for 

tutorials, learner–learner interaction, 

library study, and laboratory or practice 

sessions; and 

v. use of industrialized processes; that is, in 

large-scale open and distance learning 

operations, labour is divided and tasks 

are assigned to various staff who work 

together in course development teams. 

 

In its broad sense, Farrell (2014) contends that open 

distance learning embraces open learning, distance 

education, flexible learning, online learning, e-

learning, and virtual education. According to him 

open learning practices allow entry learning with no 

or minimum barriers in respect of gender, age, etc. 

Distance learning, on the other hand, deals with 

training or teaching people who are separated by time 

and space from their teachers utilizing certain 

mediating processes to transmit learning content. 

Flexible learning involves providing learning 

opportunities which can be accessed at any time and 

place with much emphasis on scheduling of activities 

than to any specific mode of delivery. Online and e-

learning are terms used to describe applications of 

ICTs to boost distance learning, implement open 

learning policies among others while virtual learning 

combines both online and e-learning but it is web-

centric and not limited to learners outside 

conventional learning setting (Besong, 2014). 

 

Distance learning started as early as the first century 

AD when St. Paul used his letters or epistles to the 

young churches around the Mediterranean. This was 

a powerful form of distance learning as can be judged 

by the substantial growth of the Christian Church. St. 

Paul„s epistles are, because they continue to be read 

today, among the most successful applications of 

distance learning in history. The next phase in the 

history of ODL started with the age of printing and 

posting. An Englishman, Isaac Pitman, is credited as 

an early pioneer. He began teaching shorthand by 

correspondence in Bath, England in 1840. Students 

were instructed to copy short passages of the Bible 

and return them for grading via the ―new‖ post 

system.  

 

In the United States of America (USA), several 

activities preceded the organization of ODL. Anna 

Ticknor started the society to encourage studies at 

home for the purpose of providing educational 

opportunities for women, which provided 

correspondence instruction to 10,000 members over a 

24-year period. American University level ODL 

began in 1874 at Connecticut, Wesleyan University 

where bachelors and graduate degrees could be 

obtained in absentia. One of the first universities to 

deliver distance learning in an organized manner was 

Pennsylvania State University, which established its 

first distance learning network in 1886 using the US 

mail to communicate with its distributed students. 

Subsequently, a number of universities in the United 

States of America embraced distance learning as a 

mode of delivery. The first US Open University was 

New York State„s Empire State College, which 

commenced operations in 1971 (Oladejo&Gesinde, 

2015).  

 

Several models of distance learning have since been 

proposed for adaptation by various institutional and 

no institutional educational administrators. A few of 

them as presented by Otto (2010) are: The 

Examination Preparation model, The Correspondence 

Education Model, The Multiple (Mass) Media Model 

and the Group Distance learning Model.The 

Examination Preparation model appears non-famous 

in the literature, its prerequisite is a university which 

limits itself to holding examinations and conferring 

degrees, and which abstains from teaching. The 

students or learners have to teach themselves. This 

model was institutionalized when the University of 

London Was founded in the mid-19
th

 century for the 

benefit of those persons who could not afford to be 

enrolled at Oxford or Cambridge University. 

 

The Correspondence Education Model is the oldest 

and most widely used model. It is a combination of 

the examination preparation model and a regular 

teaching by presenting written or print texts, and by 

assignments, their correction, and by a regular and ad 

hoc correspondence between the teaching institution 

and the students. The model is simple and relatively 

cost effective to administer. It is used to a great 

extent by distance teaching Universities that are 

multi-media and open. The University of South 

Africa is a good an example of the universities that 

use this model (Babalola, 2014). The Multiple (Mass) 

media model emerged in the 1970s. It is 

characterized by a regular and integrated use of radio 

and television, together with print materials and the 

systematic support of the students by means of study 
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centres. This model supported the movement toward 

open learning and open universities (Babalola, 2014). 

 

The Group Distance learning Model is similar to that 

of the multi-media model, as radio and television are 

used as teaching media, especially for transporting 

lectures held by professors. But these lectures are 

received by groups of students (not individual 

students) attending obligatory classes where they 

follow the explanations of an instructor, discuss what 

they have heard and watched, do their assignments 

and take their tests. No special printed teaching 

material is developed and distributed. Apart from 

flexibility, easy access, and cost effectiveness, Open 

and Distance Learning programmes are 

learner/student-centred. They differ from those of the 

conventional university system where both 

instructional activities and course materials are 

lecturer-centred. It follows that academic 

programmes in an ODL institution seek to satisfy the 

needs of learners and provide functional education 

for learners.  

 

Functional Education 

Functional education is quite different from the 

concept of education. While Education simply refers 

to the process by which knowledge and skills are 

acquired, Functional Education is more 

encompassing, meaningful and most desirable. This 

is because it is the type of education that equips the 

recipient with the knowledge and skills needed for 

that performance of productive task. It is one that 

helps the society meet their developmental needs 

(Asaju & Adagba, 2014). Obanya (2014) defined 

functional context education as one in which “the 

situation in which the child is growing, and the one 

he is going to live in, should determine the way 

education is carried out, including what is taught and 

how it is to be taught and learned”. He added that the 

purpose of education if it must hold any meaning is to 

acquire the skills of understanding life situations, 

adapting to it and acting to influence it by 

contributing to its development.  

 

Functional education could have different variants, 

namely: as applied in literacy programmes, 

vocational education, science education, teacher 

training, and in educating persons with disabilities. 

Whichever variant that is applied must lead to solving 

day-to-day problems as they come, as well as 

improve living conditions of recipients (Obanya, 

2014). Etesike (2012) defined it as “a practical or 

pragmatic education rather than a decorative 

education”. It is the education that will yield positive 

results for both the individual that acquired it and the 

society at large. It is the education that is geared 

towards the development of the human resource 

potentials of the society. To realistically live and 

appropriately face daily challenges prevalent in one‟s 

immediate environment, man needs a functional 

education to be developed and appropriately 

equipped. Functional education need to be designed 

to prepare and equip members of the society for an 

acceptable, profitable and worthwhile life in any 

community that they may find themselves. It is only a 

functional education that will equip man with the 

appropriate skills that will enhance his productivity in 

the society. 

 

Functional education is a holistic and educational 

experience that is focused on the identification of 

situational problems, gathering of information to 

make decisions in a world of challenges and realities 

of life, enhancing users and end users to acquire 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes to showcase new 

concepts as a vehicle of globalizing such countries or 

state for meaningful co-existence, sustainability and 

developments (Adewale, 2014). Functional education 

should be capable of producing Nigerians who can 

manufacture raw materials, machines, and tools 

needed for local and international markets, invent 

new designs, discover drugs capable of curing 

diseases hitherto incurable and transform the nation 

from consumption to a manufacturing status 

(Udoh&Akpan, 2014). Buttressing this fact, Ukeje 

(2014) stated that: “the educational processes are 

geared primarily to preparing candidates for 

examinations. Through this process of education, the 

products acquire knowledge and facts with little real 

understanding and without saleable skills”. The result 

of this dysfunctional education is that schools turn 

out graduates without useful knowledge and skills 

and who become alienated from their own 

environment.  

 

Challenges of Open and Distance Learning in 

Nigeria 

In spite of the enthusiasm generated by the new thrust 

in open and distance learning, overall problems that 

may impede proper implementation are better 

understood and taken care of. These problems are 

discussed as follows:  

1. Lack of consistency in programme/policy 

implementation: It is a known fact that success in 

any educational policy is contingent on the 

involvement of all stakeholders and sponsorship of 

funding agency, that is, the government. A 

succeeding government truncated the attempt at Open 

University in the early 80‟s. Thus, successive 

governments in Nigeria must not only allow the 

continuation of open and distance learning 

programme, it must be supported through adequate 

fund.  

2. Problem of electricity: Since successful distance 

learning cannot be assured without the use of 

communication and technological tools (e-mail, fax, 

Internet, television, radio, etc.), then the problem of 

electricity comes into focus. Several rural areas in 

Nigeria are yet to have electricity, while the urban 

arrears experience epileptic power supply. This will 
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create problems for effective integration of most 

technological media in the delivery of distance 

learning programme. Poverty among Nigerians 

makes alternative sources of electricity non-visible to 

most Nigerians.  

3. Poor telecommunication facilities and lacks of 

access: Just like electricity most Nigerians do not 

have access to telephone and other 

telecommunication facilities. Even, telephone lines in 

the urban centres are not adequate to serve the 

teeming population. Services for those who have 

access are in most cases epileptic. These may make 

the integration of telecommunication in the delivery 

of distance learning difficult. In addition, poor state 

of telephone has led to increase in dial-up cost for 

most Nigerians. Even with the recent introduction of 

GSM in August, 2001, access is still limited and 

services are yet to be perfect and service charge may 

make GSM unattractive for distant learners.  

4. Poor Postal System: The postal system in the 

country is not yet up to international standard, in 

terms, of safety of goods, quick delivery of 

correspondences, accessibility to remote areas, and so 

on. Although of recent improvements have been 

made in the post services by NIPOST, the level of 

services, cannot guarantee efficient two-way 

communication between distant learners and distance 

learning institutions.  

5. Poor economic situations and its effects on 

middle level manpower: The poor state of the 

nation‟s economy has pauperized most Nigerians. 

Even an average middle income earner cannot afford 

basic technological and communication gadgets. 

Thus, computer related telecommunication facilities 

might not be useful for most Nigerians, as computer 

is still a luxury in institutions, offices and homes. 

This may make the integration of necessary on-line 

resources (e-mail, newsgroups, world-wide-web, 

among others) into distance learning in Nigeria 

difficult.  

6. Poor ICT Penetration: ICT is the main medium 

for delivering lectures in a distance learning system. 

There are basically two types of learning technology 

for this purpose: synchronous and asynchronous 

learning technologies (Day, 2011). In synchronous 

technology, all the learners are “present” at the same 

time of lesson delivery. Thus situation demands a 

time-table so that all the learners are ready to 

participate in receiving lectures at the same time. 

Examples of this type of learning technology are 

video conferencing, web conferencing, educational 

television, direct broadcast, internet radio and the 

telephone. On the other hand, asynchronous learning 

technology is used when learner‟s access course 

materials at their own convenient periods and this 

make the mode of lesson delivery more flexible. 

Certainly, the learners do not need to be together at 

the same time. Examples of the learning technology 

used here are message board forum, e-mail, video and 

audio recordings, print materials, voicemail and fax. 

Like most African countries basic ICT infrastructures 

are inadequate. A study by Nigerian Information 

Technology Professionals in America in 2002 

indicated that given current ICT penetration it may 

take Nigeria 50 years to catch up with America on the 

aspect of Pc count per households (Udoh & Akpan, 

2014); the most significant problem being the cost of 

Personal Computers (PCs). These problems if not 

addressed will impede proper implementation of open 

and distance learning in Nigeria.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Open and distance learning can provide the needed 

access for Nigerians who are presently disadvantaged 

through the conventional educational system. The 

peculiarity of the ODL form of education requires 

that many issues have to be considered before it is 

harnessed to promote functional education in Nigeria. 

Challenges such as inconsistency in policy 

implementation and technological deficiencies have a 

lot of bearing on the result-oriented operation of ODL 

efficient and effective lesson delivery in Nigeria. It is 

concluded that the enthusiasm shown by government 

towards ODL can only be sustained through proper 

planning and monitored implementation. In the light 

of the foregoing discussion, the following 

recommendations are made:  

1. Learners and instructors should be taught 

how to make effective and appropriate use 

of multimedia techniques. This exercise 

should be conducted at different periods.  

2. The ODL system should be redesigned to 

make use of a combination of conventional 

resources and ICT techniques shifting 

gradually to ICT-based programmes using a 

computer conferencing type. This would 

allow student-to-student and student-to-

instructor interaction as well as complement 

learning, assessment and feedback.  

3. ODL is a capital-intensive form of 

education. It is ICT-driven and it is 

supposed to serve learners over a wide 

geographical distance. Adequate funding of 

ODL system by the Nigerian government is 

thus a necessity. This implies that 

government should contribute financially to 

the ODL form of education as it is done in 

the conventional form of university 

education.  

4. The federal government needs to invest 

more in ODL, through budgetary allocations 

and cost sharing at higher levels of 

education considering the invaluable roles it 

plays in the overall African development. 

They should analyze costs carefully and 

support long-term financing. 

5. Partnerships and networking among ODL 

institutional providers should be created 

within the continent on one hand, and with 

the private telecommunication sector, and 
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Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) 

to share knowledge and reduce costs 
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