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Abstract. 
Education has been recognized world over as a veritable instrument for 
development. It is to this extent that the development of all human potentials is 
most considered as a level for shaping the future generation. This paper 
stresses the importance of Open and Distance Education in Nigeria with the 
use of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) as a relevance 
instrument to be used across the country. The paper also took an overview of 
Open and Distance Education and Challenges facing the realization of 
objectives. Some of them include the following among others: That the federal 
government should provide viable machines to strategic centres in each state 
for effective use by the students. Open and Distance Universities in the country 
should be well staffed with operators. The federal government should 
encourage existing structures such as National Open University of Nigeria to 
monitor and ensure standard management. 
 

Distance education originated in different forms and at different times to meet the 
needs of different countries. The idea of Correspondence Education is said to have originated in the 
19th century when institutions were established in some European countries to undertake 
coaching of external students reading for a degree or otherwise. With the founding of the 
International Council of Correspondence Education (ICCE) in 1938 the idea caught the attention 
of educationists throughout the world. 

After the Second World War, the method of correspondence education was adopted 
to suit the special educational needs and requirements of countries in the Afro-Asian region. By 
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the 1960's it was considered a viable alternative system to supplement the conventional system of 
education and gained further recognition. 

Distance Education (DE) by definition is a set of teaching and learning 
strategies or method that can be used to overcome spatial and temporal separation 
between educators and learners.  This method can be integrated into any educational 
programme and potentially used in any combination, with any other teaching and 
learning strategies in the provision of education strategies which demand that learners 
and educators be together at the same or in different places (Shabani and Okebukola, 
2001). 

It is the art of bringing together both the teaching and learning elements of this 
field through a multi-media education process in a situation where the teacher and the 
learners may never meet face to face. It also involves the two peculiar characteristics of 
this field; the development of a subsystem (distance teaching) and a student support 
subsystem (distance learning). It is the only term for international usage, as the other 
terms only refer to the subsets or elements of distance education. 

In short, distance education is equal to distance teaching and distance learning. 

Figure 1: Distance Education Illustrated 

 

 

 

 

 

As Rawson (1974) rightly observed, "distance education" seems to put an 
undue emphasis on the distance between the teacher and the learner who may never 
meet personally. However, while distance teaching tends to be too teacher oriented,  
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distance learning tends to be rather student based; thus making “Distance Education” 
which combines both the teaching learning elements of this form of education, the best 
term for the field. 

 
To Peters (1973), Distance Education is a method of imparting knowledge, 

skills and attitude which is rationalized by the application of division of labour and 
organizational principles as well as by the extensive use of technical media, especially 
for the purpose of reproducing high quality teaching material which makes it possible to 
instruct great number of students at the same time where ever they live. It is an 
industrialized form of teaching and learning. Similarly to Keegan (1993) the purpose of 
this industrialized model of instruction is “to instruct as many students as possible 
regardless of time and location”. While to Holmberg (1977) the term “distance 
education" covers the various forms of learning at all levels outside the immediate and 
contiguous supervision of tutors present with the learners in the same premises but 
which nevertheless benefit from the planning, guidance and tuition of a tutorial 
organization.  To Keegan (1996), distance education is the quasi-permanent separation 
of teacher and learner through the length and breadth of the learning process and the use 
of technical Media, like the print, audio, video and the computers, etc to 
unite the teacher and the learners and to carry the course contents. In 
other words, distance education takes place when the teacher and the 
student are separated by physical distance and technology (including, print, 
voice, video etc), is used to bridge the communication gap. Thus in 
distance education, the instructor bears the responsibility of imparting 
knowledge and skill non-contiguously of learning in a place and time 
governed by the learner's circumstances, thus giving the learner 
considerable responsibility and self-confidence in learning.  
While Nwizu (2001) citing Moore (1986) views it as a set of teaching methods 
in which because of the physical separation of teachers and learners, the 
interactive phase (stimulation, explanation, questioning and guidance) as 
well as the pre-active phase of teaching (selection of objectives, planning 
curriculum and instructional strategies) are conducted through print, 
mechanical or electronic media.  
To Abdullahi (1991) “distance education” is those teaching methods in which 
because of the physical separation of learners and teachers, the interactive as 
well as the preative Phase of teaching is conducted through print, 
mechanical or electronic devices. In short distance education covers the 
various forms of teaching and learning at all levels of the educational 
ladder where the learners are not in physical contact with their teacher or 
teachers.  
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Other terms, which can help to define the field of distance education or 
distance learning, are open-education, non-traditional education, 
university without walls; extra-mural studies; experiential learning, non-
conventional education; open learning; off-campus education, extended 
campuses, external degree and university extension.  
Historically, Bhola (1989) observed that the term acquired universal 
acceptance around 1982 when the International Council for 
Correspondence Education (ICCE), a UNESCO affiliated organization, 
changed its name to the International Council for Distance Education 
(ICDE). 
 
Aims and Objectives of Distance Education. 
The aims and objectives of distance education in contemporary society as highlighted 
by Osi (1997) include: 
• To encourage and widen the dimension of research; 
• To advance the frontiers of learning; 
• To promote the expansion of knowledge; 
• To enhance peoples right to education at all levels, according to UNESCO 

Declaration of Human Rights in Education. 
• To assist both illiterate and semi-illiterate youths and adults to realize their 

educational potentials. 
• To create consciousness and awareness needed to mobilize the people for joint, 

collaborative action through learning and doing; 
• To bring about a change of system that will benefit the individual as well as the 

generality of the people. 
Distance education has been gaining a lot of grounds as the number of available 
spaces in the formal system can no longer accommodate all the prospective 
entrants. According to Barikor (2003), the advantages which provide a rationale for 
increasing demand for distance education include the following: 

i.      It afford workers the opportunities to study while still keeping their jobs to enable 
them fund their education and solve some other financial problems; 

ii.    Learners can gain access to high quality instructional packages which distance 
could have made impossible for them to reach; 

iii. It enables teachers and trainers (or host institutions) to reach learners they would 
otherwise have been unable to reach; 

iv. It offers many other benefits that are not obtainable from classroom instruction, for  
example, learners having control over where, when and how to study. 
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Development of Distance Education in Nigeria 
Mackenzie, Postgate and Scupham (1975) report that one of the first uses of 

correspondence within a public school system was in the province of Victoria Austria in 
1914 when wives of some forest rangers living in remote mountain section asked for 
assistance in the education of their children. From the texts, they started exchanging and 
communicating with their teachers through the assignments which-were given to them. 
At the end, these children reached the level of reading and writing. 

 
Distance Learning in Nigeria started in the form of correspondence colleges in 

Britain such as Woosley Hall and Rapid Results College. Elekwa (1998) maintained that 
in the 1950s and 1960s, only a small proportion of primary school leavers proceeded to 
the few available secondary schools.  

 
A number of those who could not go to secondary schools found jobs as junior 

civil servants or primary school teachers. Most of these took correspondence courses 
offered by the correspondence colleges to obtain the General Certificate in Education 
(GCE), to gain entry into tertiary institutions. Others engaged in other correspondence 
courses that led them to professional qualifications in accountancy and other business 
and technical areas. 
Before Independence, the correspondence course of the University of London and other 
institutions overseas started and gained ground in Nigeria. Udo (1993) states that among 
the earliest Nigerian graduates of correspondence education were Eyo Ita and H.0. 
Davies who passed the London Matriculation in 1925.  A few others who obtained 
University Degrees from London by Distance Education were Simon Adebo (1927), 
Alvan Ikoku (1929). J.S. Ogunlesi (1923), S. A. Banjo (1933) and E. 0. Baji (1927). 
These people, and thousands more have grown to become eminent professionals and 
leaders in the country. 
Today many educational institutions have introduced various forms of distance learning 
programmes. These include:. 
1. The correspondence and Open Studies Unit (COSIT) of the University of 

Lagos, which handles both diploma   and first degree courses. 
2. The National Teachers Institute (NTI) Kaduna which handles both the Teachers 

Grade 11 (T.C, 11) AND Nigeria Certificate in Education (NCE) programmes by 
distance learning. 

3. The Abia State University Institute for Distance Education (IDEA) which runs 
first degree    programmes by distance learning. 

4. The Distance Learning Centre of the University of Abuja. 
5. The University of Ibadan external degree programme;  
6.       The Federal Polytechnic, Oko, UNIAIR programme for National Diploma (ND) 

and Higher National Diploma (HND). 
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7. The Imo State University Institute for Continuing Education Programme (ICEP), 
which runs first degree program  by Distance Learning and today the popular; 

8. National Open University of Nigeria (UOUN) 
 
Prospects and Problems of Distance Education 

Distance education like all other human endeavours, has a number of prospects 
or benefits as well as problems or costs attached. 
Distance Education, like independent study, has the following in-built characteristic 
advantages in the present realities; 
a) It can be operated anywhere that there are students, even if there is only one 

student; whether there are teachers at the same place and at that time or not; 
It places greater responsibility for learning on the learner rather than the 
teacher, as learning takes place largely through the student's activities; 

b) It frees faculty members from custodial duties so that more time can be devoted 
for more and  affective academic work; 

d)        It involves the use of outside experts who otherwise may be unavailable in some 
critical  areas of need. Such offers the possibility of getting expert knowledge, 
using the most appropriate teaching media and methods of proven effectiveness 
at little or no extra costs to the user or learner. 

e) It offers learners more opportunities in courses, formats and methodologies to 
 choose from; 
f) It has the tendency to mix and combine media and methods so that each subject 

can be taught and learnt in the best possible way; 
g) The tendency to redesign and develop courses to fit into an ever changing 

technology is self-evident; 
h)  Distance Education preserves and enhances opportunities for adaptation to 

individual needs and differences; 
i)  Teaching is individualized. The evaluation of students achievement is kept 

simple without barriers as to place, the rate at and method by as well as the 
sequence within which the student studies; 

j)  It enables the students to start, stop and learn at their own time, rate and pace, 
thus making the learner autonomous, provide continuing professional 
development for graduates in small countries like Mauritius where the number 
of students are too small to justify launching of a face to face course. 

k)  It expands the limited number of spaces, places and programmes available in 
our conventional higher educational system.  

1)  Learning is made convenient for the student in the comfort of his own 
environment because the learner and teacher are separated; 

m)  Its openness improves access to education by all. It is indeed an important 
means of extending formal and non-formal education to people who otherwise 
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would not have had the chance of getting them like women, workers, and the 
handicapped, the lonely and even prisoners.  

n)  It is an effective way to overcome obstacles in situations where there are 
shortage of higher educational institutions, lack of qualified teachers and 
inadequate facilities in the existing institutions, etc. As often experienced in 
poorer nations like Nigeria where still less than 10 percent of her qualified 
citizens have access to higher education. 

o)  The characteristics (or circumstances) of the learners (e.g. ability to pay) do not 
often determine the character, content availability and the quality of distance 
education programmes, when once delivered (Robinson, 1989). 

p)  It provides ample opportunity for continuing professional development for 
professionals and life long learning for all. 

Nwizu (2001:25), summarized the values of distance education as follows: 
1. The provision of equal opportunity for education 
2. Liberalization or democratization of education 
3. Meeting of the high demand for higher education by individuals 
4. Achievement of education for all. 
5. Increasing access to education 
6. Increasing the supply for needed manpower 
7. Providing opportunity for work-study 
8. It is cost effective in the face of limited resources. 

Thus distance education provides access to learners who would either because 
of work, commitments, geographical location or poor quality or inadequate 
supply of human and material resources or prior learning experiences be denied 
access to traditional full time educational opportunities. 
As such, distance education, to Aboho & Agbe (2003) is the only solution for 
offering access to higher education for all in Nigeria as it comes through all the 
available media, print, mechanical or electronic devices, etc. Thus distance 
education can be used to extend all forms of learning, be it formal, technical, 
vocational, agricultural, rural development, adult, primary, secondary, teacher 
training, and university education to people who otherwise would have no 
chance of getting it on account of time, location and other barriers. Distance 
education   epitomizes education as a human right, emphasizing the fact that 
everybody has right to education; training and development and so should be 
given the opportunity inspite of the variations in the backgrounds of the learners 
(Neil 1981). 

 
Problems of Distance Education 
Despite the above idealistic characteristics, not every student can succeed in distance 
education because it is not an easy method of learning as a result of the following 
problems: 
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a. Developing interest and motivation which comes through social stimulation and 
interaction with the teacher and other learners is usually difficult to come by; 

b. Learning readiness is usually hard to attain as usually witnessed by the non-
start, under-achievers and the drop-out rate in this type of programme; 

c. Difficulty in grasping the structure of the subject matter at a distance with the 
absence of peer group clarification or pressure. Others are: 

d. Learning abstract facts in analytic and instructive thinking  
e)         The absence of immediate feedback i.e. no benchmarks on progress or failure 

for evaluating progress in learning 
f) The issue of loneliness and inferiority complex. 
g) Its dependence on non-human communication media and capital intensive 

structures characterize the distance system with high initial costs, besides the 
risks to theft and occasional power failure 

h)      To Hobart (1995) Distance education programmes “are costly to develop, and 
require considerable skills in both their development, application and 
administration”.  
 
While Harry, John and Keegan (1993) observed that besides the lack of 

communication" which has been a DE characteristic problem, “complexity   of 
relationship” is by far more complex in DE than in traditional education. Similarly, in 
terms of "evaluation of open and distance learning" Thorpe (1990)   observed that the 
tutor groups can be quite small and the extent to which the tutors are "deviating from 
the mean” is usually hard to identify. 

 
The net effects of these problems to Thorpe and Grugeon (1987) often result in   

high Rate of withdrawal and non-completion of courses and the programmes especially 
at the early stages of distance courses. These are some of the common problems that 
may be facing the learner in this discipline. However, it is quite evident that the 
prospects of distance education far outweigh its problems. 
 

Conclusions    
Open and distance learning is the most modern form of instructional delivery in 

the twenty-first century. Not too long ago, it was considered inferior education; but with 
the impacts of the media and the new information technologies, that view is now abated. 
Modern electronic technology has now made it possible to teach without the teacher's 
direct presence. That is, a student “time-shift” his/her lectures to a time 
suitable/comfortable (this can be learning the materials after the live lesson). 

 
A student can also “place-shift” where to take his/her lesson (experience the 

class lesson from some place away from the live teacher) Heinich, Molenda, Russell 
and Smaldino, 2002). To implement open and distance learning today, a teacher must have 
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to plan well. He/she must consider who the learner is and what is expected of the learner 
after instruction; what media are appropriate flexibility and adaptability of the media; 
where are the likely places for the delivery of the instruction. 

 
Finally, we must remember that although we do not have an agreed upon 

definition of open and distance learning, it is generally agreed that distance learning 
includes the separation of teacher and learner, trie involvement of an educational 
organization, the use of media and new information technologies and the provision of 
two-way communication between the teacher and the learner (Efebo, 1995). 
 

Recommendations 
 Open and distance education is very viable in Nigeria since many young men 
and women have graduated some years back.  Yet, the following recommendations are 
proffered for further action. That the federal government should provide high quality 
machines to all the centres in the country for effective use by the students.  As good 
staffing in any institution has to go with good products, the federal government should 
train and employ quality teachers who have good knowledge on ICT for effective 
implementation of the programme.  Now, the National Open University is in full swing 
across the states, therefore, the federal government should encourage the provision of 
structures with good monitoring to ensure standard and management.  Programmes 
delivery should be carried out through a well thought-out organizational framework 
such that functions and persons are harmonized for the achievement of the goals.  
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