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Abstract 
The paper investigated Open and Distance Learning (ODL) as an indispensable tool for 
national development in Nigeria beyond 2020. It pointed out that Nigerian education system is 
crippled by lack of equitable access to tertiary education which is due to the limited capacity at 
the conventional university hence, the need for Open and Distance Learning.  It highlighted the 
concept and the history of Open and Distance Learning.  It went further to enumerate its 
importance, one of  which is to provide the much needed tool for fighting poverty and the 
elimination of illiteracy since it equip the recipients with the skills necessary for gainful 
employment and wealth creation etc.  It also highlighted the views of National Policy on 
Education on Open and Distance learning, the concept of development and the challenges to 
Open and Distance Learning in Nigeria. Recommendations were made and it concluded that 
government at all levels; business and private enterprise should support ODL. 
 

Education has continued to be very crucial means to national development and 
a well educated and trained population to contributes significantly to the socio-
economic development of any country. (Marope, 2005). That is why Prof Ado Tenebe, 
the Vice Chancellor National Open University of Nigerian (NOUN), in his opening 
remarks in NOUN Profile (2014) did say that since Independence, Nigeria has 
continued to  demonstrate an irrevocable and unwavering commitment to education as a 
tool for national and personal development as well as unalienable right of her citizens.  
The socio-economic dimensions of providing education for all are huge, bearing in 
mind the population of the country and the competing basis for resources amongst the 
compelling needs of the society.   This is what must have inspired the Alhaji Shehu 
Shagari’s administration to admit that the ever growing demand for education by the 
people cannot be met by the traditional means of face to face classroom instructional 
delivery.  It did appear therefore that the way forward was to embrace Open and 
Distance Learning. Thus by an Act of National Assembly, the National Open University 
of Nigeria (NOUN) was established in July 1983. It was however closed down a few 
months later in 1984 by the Federal Military Government that overthrew the civilian 
government of Alhaji Shehu Shagari. (NOUN Profile, 2014). Seeing the importance, 
Former President Olusegun Obasanjo in 2002, resuscitated NOUN 
 
Concept of Open and Distance Learning 

Open and Distance Learning was before now known as “Distance Learning” 
before it became “Open and Distance Learning” Infact, the concept of Distance 
Learning was from the idea of “Distance Education” which came from “correspondence 
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Education’ which itself, arose from non-formal education” (Idowu, 2012).  He opined 
that Open and Distance learning was motivated by the denial of admission to many 
qualified candidate into tertiary institutions.  However, the search for education 
opportunity by many candidates who were locked out of the conventional institutions 
was finally met with a positive response with the introduction of Open and Distance 
Learning.  
 

According to Distance Learners Net, Distance Learning occurs when there is a 
separation between the instructor and the student, usually due to geographical or time 
concerns that prevent the student from attending an on-campus course. Often, electronic 
means are used to bridge this gap and distribute educational material though distance 
learning programs using printed and mailed materials have existed for well over a 
hundred years. These programs have usually been specially designed to help best meet 
the needs and requirements that arise when learning is taking place outside of a 
traditional classroom setting. 
 

In distance learning, the facilitator does the most to assist the learner to learn 
but the decision or the choice of place of study, medium or media, support mechanism 
and of course, the entry and exit point is the decision of the learner.  Psychologists are 
of the view that learning means acquisition of information and knowledge which lead to 
change in behavior.  This, of course, is the aim of education generally and the purpose 
of distance education.   According Ojo, Ogiden & Olakulehin (2000), they assessed that 
there is no one definition of Open and Distance Learning but rather there are many 
approaches to defining the term.  Most definitions however pay attention to the 
following characteristics.  
 Separation of teacher and learner in time and place or in both time and place 
 Use of mixed media courseware – including print, radio and television broadcast, 

video and audio cassettes, computer based learning and telecommunication. 
Courseware tends to be pre-tested and validated before use; 

 Two way commission – allows learners and tutors to interact as distinguished 
from the passive receipt of broadcast signals. Communication can be synchronous 
or asynchronous. 

 Possibility of face to face meetings for tutorials, learner – learner interaction, 
library study and laboratory or practice sessions; and 

 Use of Industrialized processes – that is in large scale operations, labour is 
divided and tasks are assigned to various staff who work together in course 
development teams. 

 
According to UNESCO (2002), the term Open and Distance learning represents 

approaches that focus on opening access to education and training provision; freeing 
learner from the constraints of time and place and offering flexible learning 
opportunities to individuals and groups of learner.  The concept of ODL is an approach 
designed to make education available to as many people that has the ability, interest, 
willingness and are ready to benefit from quality education which is provided through 
flexible and affordable distance learning. (Jegede, 2012) refers to open learning as the 
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flexibility of and access to instruction by distance education method in order to ensure 
that broad availability of educational opportunities that will reach many segment of the 
population is possible. 
 
History of Open and Distance Learning in Nigeria 

The earliest distance education course was during the time of Sir Isaac Pitman 
in 1840’s. Pitman, by means of postal system, taught his students shorthand by sending 
texts transcribed into shorthand and in turn, received their transcriptions for corrections. 
The University of London was the first university established to offer distance 
education (Alain, 2003). Jegede in NOUN Update (2010), traced the history back to 
colonial era and since then, Nigerians have privately and individually sought to obtain 
degrees awarded by overseas based institutions. At that time, Nigerian students took 
courses in different programmes through Correspondence institutions like Wolsey Hall 
College, Bennett College, and Rapid Result College. Among the beneficiaries of these 
were Alvan Ikoku, Eya-Ita, H.O Davies, E.O Ayaji, J.B Ogunlesi. (Omolewa, 1982)  
However, after the attainment of independence in 1960, and the establishment of local 
universities, all such individual efforts which fell within the scope of private studies and 
other non-formal studies organized by conventional universities as non-residential 
programmes came under the open and flexible learning schemes.  Through the efforts of 
Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria (1967-1976), University of Lagos (1974), The 
National Teachers Institute (NTI), Kaduna (1976), the distance learning educational 
programme was introduced in Nigeria.  Although the initiatives of these existing 
conventional higher institutions on distance education were quite commendable, they 
nevertheless, could not address the needs of a wide spectrum of Nigerians who were, 
and are still yearning for unfettered access to higher education opportunities.  
Consequently, the Federal Government, under the leadership of President Shegu 
Shagari established the first National Open University on 22nd July, 1983 by the Act of 
1983. 
 

However, it was closed down on 25th April, 1984 by the Federal Military 
government that overthrew the civilian government of Alhaji Shehu Shagari.  In 
recognition of its tremendous role in tackling the country’s educational problems and 
providing flexible, accessible and affordable education for all as well as wide disparity 
between the number of those desiring for higher education and those who are actually 
offered admission, it was resuscitated by the Former President Olusegun Obasanjo in 
2002. The development actually made government to see the need to properly and 
adequately fund education as well as the need to take advantage of emerging 
development in the field of Information and Communication Technologies which have 
revolutionalised the techniques and methods of instructional deliveries in the distance 
learning mode. 
 
Importance of Open and Distance Learning 

Open and Distance Learning (ODL) is increasingly becoming popular because 
of its flexibility and learner friendly approach, particularly to those who could not get 
access to the formal education system. Distance learning is more cost-effective and can 
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take place while one is still in full time employment (Moran & Rumble 2004).  This is 
evident because people who otherwise could not the conventional system of education 
as  a result of limited space, can confidently enroll in their dream programmes and  
even study at their own pace. Nwoge (2013) in his paper, listed the advantages of ODL 
to include 
 Access to equity for comprehensive national development.   
 Provide the much needed tool for fighting poverty and the elimination of 

illiteracy since it equips the recipients with the skills necessary for gainful 
employment and wealth creation; 

 It is flexible and gives the learner ample choice to determine when, how and 
where to take his studies; 

 Provide viable alternatives to the conventional mode in our crisis-torn 
educational system. Distance learning provide stable environment and learning 
culture that is devoid of interruption arising from prolonged strikes; 

 Since it is ICT driven, it provides spillover effects on the economy as more 
people are able to acquire Information Technology skills for the production of 
goods and services which enable them to contribute to national economic 
growth; 

 Enhances national and international capacity for human capacity development 
 

Open and Distance learning holds a number of potentials from various 
stakeholders in education and development process. To the learner, ODL means more 
freedom of access and thereby, a wider range of opportunities for learning and 
qualification.  It is often a cheaper means of attending school for students since some 
people may not be able to leave their places of work to go to school full time. For 
employers, ODL offers the possibility of organizing in service training for their staff 
without necessarily releasing them for long periods of productive time.  For government 
and educational policy makers, the system is a panacea to the perennial problem of 
provision of equitable and accessible education at an affordable and cost effective way 
(Ojo, Ogidan & Olakulehin 2000), in their paper Cost Effectiveness of Open and 
Distance Learning in Nigeria: Response from focus group discussions). 
 
Views of National Policy on Open and Distance Learning 
  The National Policy on Education has described education in Nigeria as an 
instrument “par excellence” for effective national development. (FRN,2004)  The 
policy defined ODL as a mode of teaching in which learners are removed in time and 
space from the teacher. It equally uses a variety of media and technologies to provide or 
improve access to good quality education for large number of learners wherever they 
maybe. So in distance learning, distance is never a barrier because the mode of study is 
flexible meaning that learners learn at their own pace. The policy outlined the lifelong 
learning accruable from ODL to include provision of opportunities for those who have 
graduated from school but desires to update their knowledge and skills in disciplines or 
courses of their choice for their continuing professional entrepreneurial development; 
opportunity is equally available for mature students to enroll and as well as those who 
have deficiencies in their subjects to remedy before they proceed for further studies.   
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The benefits are enormous which include access to quality education and equity in 
educational opportunities. ODL meets special needs of employers by mounting special 
certificate courses for their employees at their work place. With ODL, an employee can 
still engage in full time employment and at the same time, engage in his or her study.  
 
 Having known the concept, the history, importance and views of National 
Policy on Education on ODL, it is important to note that development according to 
Cambridge Dictionaries is the process in which someone or something grows or 
changes and become more advanced.  Education is the avenue through which human 
beings acquire knowledge, skills, attitudes and values that are necessary to shape a 
sustainable future. Naomi (1995) opined that development is usually taken to involve 
not only economic growth, but also provision of health care, education, housing and 
other essential services all with a view to improving the individual and collective 
quality of life. Development can be seen as an avenue to improve the conditions of 
human existence. This is supported by UNESCO (2009) hence opined that the key to 
sustainable development is through teaching and learning. This is supported by Schultz, 
(1961) who observed that education not only improves individual choices available to 
mankind, but an educated population provides the type of skilled labour necessary for 
industrial development and economic growth. The United Nations Development 
Progamme (UNDP,1991) defined development as a process that goes beyond the 
improvement of quality of life, ITencompasses better education, higher standards of 
health and nutrition, poverty reduction, cleaner environment, increasing access to and 
equality of opportunity, greater individual freedom, and the facilitation of a richer 
cultural life, which are all truly desirable ends in themselves. (United Nations 
Development Programme, 2003). The UN Development Programme goals in third 
world countries are extreme eradication of poverty and hunger. This was supported by 
(Rashid & Kester 2004) who noted that development occurs when people are more able 
to achieve what makes their lives valuable to them.  What people value will vary from 
one individual to another and may include such ideas as being well fed and nourished, 
achieving a sense of self-satisfaction, self respect, being literate, being able to do things 
better, or earn a better living.  
 
Challenges 
 Issues that hinder the attainment of educational development via ODL in 
Nigeria beyond 2020 including the following: 

 Social acceptance of ODL products:  There is abundant skepticism as the 
quality of graduates produced through the ODL mode (Pityana, 2004). 
Many establishments ignorantly reject graduates of ODL because they feel 
that they do not possess the needed qualification for the job when compared 
with their counter parts in conventional universities.   

 Challenges of trained personnel in the philosophy, methods and principles 
of ODL many personnel are now employed in the ODL system but only a 
negligible  receives formal training in the principles and philosophy of 
ODL.  Although NOUN has been encouraging its personnel in this regards 
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through their Post Graudate Diploma in Open and Distance Learning 
(PGDDE) 

 Under utilization of Information Communication Technologies (ICT) in 
Nigeria. Although the crux of the matter lies in the epileptic supply of 
electricity in the country.  This if not addressed, will make a mess of the 
whole objective of ODL in utilization of ICT as a medium of Instructional 
delivery. This view was supported by Idowu (2012) that no one can 
meaningfully run and ICT – based ODL project without adequate supply of 
electricity. 

 
How could Open and Distance Learning Lead to Development in Nigeria Beyond 
2020? 

Open and Distance Learning is a massive way of educating people of all 
sections in society. Sultana & Kamal (2002) opined that for a faster growth of a 
country, human capital should be available along with physical capital. That is because 
improvement and expanding education are essential ingredients of any national 
development policy. Although in developing countries like Nigeria, they are unable to 
offer education to all sections of people in society through formal education system and 
this is a result of lack of infrastructural facilities. With Distance education, this wide 
gap can be abridge. This is because Open and Distance mode allow students from 
different ethnic and geographical setting to acquire education at their own pace.  
 

ODL  has brought hope in the lives of so many Nigerians who were hiterto 
denied the opportunity to go tertiary institutions of their chose. Thanks to ODL mode 
that rekindle this hope to as many who are will and ready to benefit from quality 
education provided through flexible and affordable distance education.  According to 
the Vice Chancellor, National Open University of Nigeria, Prof. Vincent A. Tenebe in 
NOUN Profile, (2014), stated the Justification of Open and Distance Learning in 
Nigeria. They include : 

 Provision of Education for all and promotion of lifelong learning. 
 Filling the gap created by the closure of out reaches/satellite campuses. 
 Cost effectiveness. 
 Improved economic of scale. 
 Flexibility of delivery system 
 Maximum utilization of academic personnel 
 On the job teacher training 
 Poverty eradication, vocational and lifelong education. 
 Reaching the unreached 
 Propagation of national orientation 

 
 It is worthy to note that no nation can rise above the level of its education. 
Education is the life of any nation. In fact, it is the bulwark of any nation’s defense. The 
conventional institutions are trying their best but due to the teeming population in 
Nigeria, their efforts are not equitably distributed to as many people who desire to 
enroll in the system.  

Academic Excellence 



7 
 

 There is therefore, need for Government at all levels to support ODL mode by 
provision of sufficient fund for its sustainability in the country. Employers of labour 
should not treat ODL products as inferior. More advocacy is needed to educate people 
on the aim, mode and benefits of ODL mode because so many Nigerians a quite 
confused in the operations of Distance Education in Nigeria.   
 
Conclusion 
 It has been established that ODL is an indispensible tool for development in 
Nigeria beyond 2020.  This is because development could not come to any nation 
without education. Most candidates who search for higher educational opportunities 
were locked out of the conventional institution due to limited chance for them in the 
institutions.  These and other problems are being solved by the introduction of ODL.  In 
other words, ODL offers higher education opportunities to those denied same in 
conventional higher education institutions.  ODL therefore equips them with skills, 
knowledge and habits that would enable them to contribute meaningful to the 
development of the nation even beyond 2020. 
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