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The African Researcher, the AVU E)’(‘peﬁehces and the Limits and
Possibilities of Open, Distance and Electronic Learning

Conference Directors, Chairperson, | thank you and the partiCipantsfor giving
me the opportunity to deliver a Key Note Address to this augu‘st‘ meeting.
Ladiés and gentlemen, my simple message in this address is (a) to briefly talk
about the AVU and to highlight the problems faced by Open Distance’ and
Electronic learning institutions on the African continent, (b) to highlight the role
of research in our institutions, networks and countries especially in distance
education, (¢) to highlight the centrality of distance education in increasing
equitable access in the African academy (d) to reflect on some experiences of
the African Virtual University (AVU) that may be instructive to the themevof this
qb’nferenée especially in relation ‘to African initiétiv’es in ODe'L;._a;n_d, (e) to

engage Africanists amongst you as | argue for the need for a ﬁ,’co‘nt'i'nu‘al

dialectical interrogation of existing- disc‘o'urse'sf'and practices in research and

knowledge production in ODeL in Africa in particular and the developihg world
in general. | |

Ladies and gentlemen, the activities of protestors and musicians before the
G8 summit which was to focus on debt relief for Africa, indicated that even.
African higher education is at the crossroads today as we conténd with the

issues of poverty reduction; access and,opp'ortunity; e‘qUity‘; qfuailii:y,,‘E na-tidnals; T

regional and global competitiveness; and the revitalization of tjherf Afr}it:,ah'
university and its research networks. Even the September 10! is'é'fueg‘of the
Economist warns us that the issue for policy makers in highereduéatibn is
how to balance the demand for excellence and mass access. For us on the
African continent, excellence is still an illusive concept in many u.niVer]sities.
We are only beginning to address the issue of access as we experiment with
various modes of distance teaching and open learning and the all to"o‘fa}m:iliar
concept of the entrepreneurial ‘university.
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The AVU was established in 1997. It was conceived and natured in its initial
years in the World Bank. The founders of the AVU wanted to create an
institutioh that would enable African students to access world class knowledge
by utilising the use of ICTs and online teaching and learning in particular. This
model was very problematic as evidenced by the ‘fact that few students were
enrolled in the degree and diploma programs.

At its inception, the AVU was also intended to develop into a full fledged
university offering degrees via the internet or through VSAT technologies and
also utilization of other forms of electronic media. This initiative was seen as
one of the best ways of increasing access to world class content in Science,
Engineering and Technology to a large number of Afriban'students at reduced

‘costs.

The AVU was also seen as an education and training vehicle that could be
used to bridge the digital divide between the North and the South.
Additionally, the approach was also viewed as a v'ery cost ,éffective' way of
delivering content to African students through Learning Centers. The'Se
centers were established throughout the continent in what becahﬁe pOpuiIa"rly
known as the Lead Partner University Model (LPU) which was pa‘rt'of a
network of selected Francophone and Anglophone Universities. The major
content providers were and still are: The Association of Universitcyies‘ and
Colleges of Canada (AUCC)/Laval University in Canada for FrahCO'ph'O‘ne
African Countries and the Royal Melbourne Institute of Tech‘nolbgy (RMIT)
University in Melbourne, Australia and Curtin University from Perth;‘5 Australia:
for selected Anglophone Universities. ,

Ladies and gentlemen, as encapsulated in our vision and mission, the AVU's
intention today is to play a supportive role in the .deveIOpméent,~ within its
Partner Institutions (Pls) of appropriate mixed mode or blendf‘ed ODelL
programs. Our quest is for the development of mixed or blended (tradifional
residential and distance‘ education, online or computer.mediated,) ‘déliVery

Page 3 of 14

Keynote SPee’ch by Kuzvinetsa Peter Dzvimbo, Rector, the African Virtual University
At the 11" International Cambridge Conference, “Reflective Practice in Open and
- Distance Learning: how do we improve?” September 21, 2005




modes that adopt constructivist approaches to student centered learning, are
delivered both onsite and online and which incorporate appropriate
instructional technology, design, training and professional development for
staff in the Pls. For us, this is where the AVU can add value in the
development of both synchronous and asynchronous teaching and learning
either on campus or out of campus. Given the increasing number of students
in some African universities, it is increasingly becoming clear that the
development of virtual campuses in Africa is no longer a thing of the past.
The paucity of resources and demands of the learner is now forcing African
universities to think creatively about how they can deliver their programs to an
ever changlng student profile. It is in this creatlve tension between vision and
reality that the AVU can add value to what African institutions are engaged in
as far as ODel is concerned.

In reflecting upon the practices of the AVU since 1997, | would like to
concentrate on one area close to my heart. This is the development and
management of knowledge in ODeL. The main vehicle for this activity within
the AVU is what we refer to as the Research and Innovation Facility ‘(R‘IF), |

We see the RIF as a unit which is part of a network on convergence and
clashes of research ideas, coordination of discourses on ODeL and the
development of policies that allow the mutual transfer of knowledge and
intellectual property rights in ODeL on the African continent. It will become ,a’
virtual and physical unit that offers an opportunity for a sustained exploration
of both basic and applied research in ODelL, and a bi-annual 'me,e‘ﬁnggénd
resultant publications on the cutting edge of discursive discourse practices on
ODelL. For the AVU, the RIF will help us make sense of the complex and ever
changing environment in WhICh the African university is operatlng This is our
suggested schema of managlng complexity in higher education and :tralnflng in
which creativity and complexity are critical to enable new meanings,' visions
and ideas will emerge from a diverse array of elements and African
institutions.
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The problematic of basic and applied research in open, distance and

electronic iearni‘ng (ODelL)

Ladies and gentlemen, while some of us are now grappling with the most
efficient ways of delivering open learning, blended learning, distance

‘education and electronic learning, some of our colleagues in the conventional

African university education system are still debating whether to go this route
or not.  While we in Africa are trying to find ways of meeting the excess
demand for tertiary education and training on the African continent, some
developed countries are registering growths of almost eighty per cent
participation rates for the age cohort that is supposed to be in the tertiary
education and training sector. | o

Ladies and gentlemen, the participation rates in African higher education are
as low as .04% of the age cohort in Niger and one per cent for Rwanda In
today’s modern world, this is a serious situation. Pavr‘.tivcipation rates in the
higher education sector in most African countries are generally ‘a;round.one to -
four percent, with South Africa registering around fifteen percentf, This is an
unacceptable situation from a continental perspe.ctive because Africa has to
be a key player in the generation, storage, »management,‘dissemfi-.ha}ti'on-,an‘d
utilization of knowledge, especially if such knowledge will facilitate the
transition of our economies from a focus on natural resources to kndWlédge
based economies. It is also unacceptable if Africa is to be_competi-tiVe-"an'd a

key player in a global economy where other nations are now. expeﬁ(mén,.ting Ly

with nuclear fusion, sophisticated bio—technologyvahd stem cell reséarCh in
genetics. '

OUr African institutions cannot be central in the creation of knowledge biaSed_
economies if our universities are only admitting less than ten p'erce‘nt‘of -thpse
of our children who should be accessing tertiary education and tra‘ihi'n;g. ‘We,
therefore, have to find ways of including the margiina‘l;iZe‘d sot~~that" our
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universities are truly inclusive and become the engines of growth and
competitiveness in our societies. If our universities and our research activities
aré' to be responsive to the imperatives of democratic and socio-economic
development and globalization, the African academy has to make serious
strategic choices in terms of the content, form, orientation and structure of our
institutions and reform imperatives.

Ladies and gentlemen, at the centre of this change imperative is the need for
the African academy to seriously address epistemological concerns and the
role of the university in the preparation and propagation of knowledge, skills,
competencies and modern attitudes. That knowledge must help us

understand and take control of the materiality and spirituality of Africa’s

'current and future existence. Therefore, as engaged academics and

researchers in ODelL, and as organic intellectuals seeking to change the
delivery paradigm, we are at the centre of the development of ‘knOWI\ed"gegthat,

~should enable our institutions and countries to empower ourselves to take

Charge of our destinies. This can only happen if the methods we a'ddpt to
teach our students are flexible, scalable, and cost effective and engender the
development of demand driven programs.

Colleagues, knowledge and education in general give us the ‘_ca-pacity and
freedom to choose how to interact as individuals and members ofCivi\l:soCie’ty. ,
Here | would like to engage fellow Africanists in this room to the question of

whether the African academy is at the centre of knowledge-;gg‘ne_ration

globally, or whether we are at the periphery especially in relation tofODye‘L'and

research in this field. | pose this simple question to my fe'llowafricanist‘s

because we all have to answer it if we are truly to be organic initei»lleétuais' in
the proper Gramscian sense. Furthermore, colleagues, are our‘_~tiéd~itioha'l
African institutions the centres, the active sites and the “hubs” of ‘new
knowledge-generation in distance education and technology '}fo,ru‘s‘e*'in] our
distance education centres and the university? Orare we dependent useré'of
knowledge from the Oxbridge and Ivy League institutions of the developed
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and post industrial societies? My sincere apdlbgies to those of you who may
be from Oxford and the lvy League American Universities.

Ladies and gentlemen, as Albert Einstein once noted, “The important thing is
not to stop questioning. Curiosity has its own reason for existing.” For us on
the African continent and in the field of ODeL, knowledge in this schema
constitutes a continuous dialectical effort to question the basis of our
existence and reality. This is why basic and applied research become
fundamental to the existence of our universities and research networks,
because it is’ integral to the generation of knowledge essential to freeing the
some of us from “wonder” and affording us the freedom to change and
improve our present and future reality. Here ladies and gentlemen, | am not
arguing for an instrumentalist perspective to the role of education and
research in higher education and ODelL in particular. Rath‘ejh that our
activities as researchers and educators should shape and be reshaped in a
dialectical process by society and the economy on the African continent as we
search for better and more reliable ways of utilizing ODeL. |

Ladies and gentlemen, the arguments for increasing access to equitable and -

- quality higher education and training in Africa are stronger today than they

were ten years ago. While this is not to obfuscate the fact that primary and
secondary education are equally important, the role of ODeL as one of the -
vehicles for achieving this goal is critical. | would like to note at the 6Utset fha‘t'-
| am not argumg for the abolition of the conventional resndentlal umversuty |
am arguing for the expansmn of a differentiated, flexible and creatlve system
of higher education and tra,mmg in our countries on the continent ~and indeed
globally. It is within this perspective that | would like to briefly statexth”eirole
and experiences of the African Virtual University, the AVU. 8 ‘

- Colleagues, having begun by offering internationally accredited programs from

Canada and Australia, through African institutions, the AVU, in conjunction
with these partners, has radically re-thought an approach which proved to be
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costly, difficult to scale, economically unsustainable and in terms of 'stude_nt
numbers, did not lead to a significant skill transfer. Current thinking in the AVU
-turned to the question of why African institutions are unable to expand access
to théir own programs. It quickly b‘ecéme clear that the real problem is not the
absence of programs on African campuses but the availability - of these
programs in modes other than the traditional classroom based methodologies.
Ladies and gentlemen, the AVU now operates in 27 _00untrie‘s and is

~physically located in 57 learning centres within the African partner ‘Vinstitutions

which constitute the AVU network. Each of these centres is poised to
eventually be fully integrated into the governance structures of the
participating universities as we contextualize content from Australia and
Canada, whilst simUItaneous’ly expanding_ access to programs offered by

~ African instivtution"s in a variety of ODeL modes, to augment the traditional

classroom and face to face methbdol.ogi’es.

The AVU experience in ODeL.: a brief exposé of limits and possibilities

~ Ladies and gentlemen, the AVU is not a university in,thé traditiéh‘al‘sen’s'e b‘f,}
the word: we see ourselves as an educational institution that is part of 'aw‘

network and works with African partner institutions to support initiatives in
ODeL. The AVU takes cognizance of'progreSsive developrhents Occufrlrihg in
African universities towards increasing access to their programs by‘m'éking
use of different modes of distance education and electronic \Ieam?ing; r"Thﬂev‘
AVU, as a part of this network of African universities, wi‘II‘ enh‘é‘hce'
institutional capacity by the universities through a selective"knov'vlédgé

transfer and technical know-how from its African and international partners.

Colleagues, we are very much aware that African institutions are themselves
members of other networks. Our aim is toy enhance these ,wmmu'hitie‘js» of
practice so that we bring to the’ surface and challenge and finte‘rrfogatfe
prevailing mental models, and together, foster more systematic patte’tné of
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thinking regarding distributed, blended or mixed modes of teaching and

learning.

In short ladies and gentlemen, we want to work with African institutions in the
development of intellectual capital for ODel and together, continually shape
the future delivery of higher education and training in Africa, in an affordable,
scalable, flexible, cost-effective and sustainable manner by using innovative
education methods. One key approach is the AVU In-Country Strategy.

Ladies and gentlemen, the AVU In-Country Strategy is the road map that we
intend to use initially to contextualize existing programs from Australia and
Canada an'd then to S¢alefupexisti‘ng local programs where u'nivérSities have
excess demand and limited supply. It is our strategy for localizing programs
that are currently constrained by a lack of human, financial and material
resources. Capacity enhancement for the In-Country Strategy as far as
localization of foreign and existing programs is concerned, is.planned in key
areas which include the following:

1. Curriculum planning, development and evaluation in ODelL; |

2. Materials development and how to digitize content;

3. Quality assurance, accreditation, assessment, measurement and
examinations; | ;

4. Delivery and technology platforms that are relevant to African
educational and technological conditions;

5. Choice of learning management systems and Enterprise ResoUrcé_
Planning Systems germane to ODel; ‘ |

6. Governance models that assist in the conceptualization, setting up and
location of virtual campuses in traditional and residential; and |n open
or dual mode universiﬁes;

7. Business and financial management and funding ’stfate,giesvar ODeL
initiatives; :

8. Personal and professional development in ODeL;
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9. Project development, management and evaluation in ODel; and

10.Basic and applied research in ODeL.

Ladies and gentlemen, in this schema, inter-institutional support will take the
form of curriculum contextualization consortia in Anglophone and
Francophone Africa. It is within these formal communities of practice that we
will be able to find the best collaborative approach to making use of national,
regional and continental expertise and experiences.

Colleagues, to achieve this goal of building a community of practice, we are
committed to the authentic and supranational development of an infrastructure
of imagination as far as ODel is concerned. Such an infrastructure will

“include virtual and physical facilities of orientation, reflection 'éndexpvloration

as envisaged in the AVU’s RIF. As Wenger, E. (2003) argUes; the orientation
of the RIF will be in the location of researchers on the African higher
education and training landscape; their location in time and in the increased
use of electronic means of communication and sharing kn‘bwledge; the
location of researchers in meaning, in order to explain findings and research
problems in ODel; and the deconstruction of power hierarchies within and
between African universities and researchers as far as blended and_ s-ihgl.e‘
modes of teaching and learning that are flexible and cost-effective, are
concerned. |

Ladies and gentlemen, the RIF will spearhead iterative reﬂective activities
such as facilities for comparisons in research, retreats, converSatiOn:s,
sabbaticals and other breaks in rhythm of intellectual discourses. It will also
encourage the exploration of ideas by facilitating opportunities for envisiening ‘
possible futures and possible trajectories; trying out new things; creating
alternative scenarios in research on ODeL; pushing research boundaries; and
developing simulations of what can work in African initiatives on ODeL. The
RIF, for us, will be pivotal in building a reﬂexive, transformative and
emancipatory educational discourse for the development of,:autocﬂhthonous '
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and indigenous African commun‘iti'e's of practice and local virtual and physical
infrastructures of learning and teaching that benefit the entire network in
ODel. (Wenger, E. (2003:237)

As a virtual and physical unit that offers an opportunity for a sustained
exploration and interrogation of new ideas for both basic and applied research
in ODeL through an annual meeti'ng and regular publications on the cutting
edge of discursive discourse and practice on ODel, we see the RIF as a
useful contribution to African research networks, which can be regarded as a
shared history of learning a /la Wenger, E. (2003:86). These shared histories
are constituted by the convergences and clashes of research ideas,
coordination of discourses on ODeL and the development of policies that
allow the mutual transfer of knowledge and intellectual propérty ‘right“s‘ in ODel
on the African continent. |

Ladies and gentlemen, the selective use of ICTs will contin’ue’t’o‘ bé a marked
feature of the AVU’s educational strategy. However, what has"f,Undarﬁe‘mally, |
changed is how we integrate technology into the AVU learning arCh‘ite’fcture;
We are no longer accentuating technology so that it dictates =pedégogy nor -
student support and delivery models, nor even access to digit'a’:l resources. In
the new strategy adopted by the AVU, it is the needs of the 'lé,(a‘rn‘er,( the
educational content including discipline requirements, the institutional and
national ICT contexts that will determine the appropriate technology. ~This is
why we now talk of a Ie’arhin.g architecture Which enables USto‘Iajy down the
basic general elements of designin‘g te'chnological and educatibn}alamédels. |
The new AVU technology model will enhance both the a-synchrOn'OUjéfaﬁd
synchronous delivery of leayrning and teaching materials, -us;ing- VSAT
technologies. |

The technological limits and possibilities to ODeL. in Africa |
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Ladies and gentlemen, our biggest technological challenge has been the
availability of bandwidth and connectivity for the effective and efficient delivery
of our programs. As we all know, most of our universities in Africa do not
have access to reliable and affordable bandwidth. It is common knowledge
that some of our universities make do with less than one megabyte of
bandwidth. Indeed we know that an ordinary household in Europe and North
America has more bandwidth than an average African university with 30 000
students. The solution that the AVU and its partners have put in place is the
development of a consortium to purchase bandwidth.

As a result of this a’ppfoach we have managed to purchase bandwidth for 11
African Universities plus the head quarters of the Association of African
Universities, and the Kenya Educational Network (33 tertiary educat‘idnand
training -ihistitutionrs‘) at an all time low price of,US$2.3~ per kilobyte per second
per month. Funding has been provided by the Partnership of Higher

Education in Africa made up of the Ford, Rockefeller, Mc Arthur, Camegie,
and Hewlett Foundations. We are now in the process of publicizing 'this«brice
so that- more African universities can join the Consortium or even form
regional consortia for bandwidth and connectivity. This ‘situatiion‘ Will;h‘ai'/e‘-very

~ positive effects on key aspects of our activities such as the Digital“L‘ibrary‘for~
students and researchers across the AVU network. Academics will have

much easier access to the ubiquitous World Wide Web and millions of digital
resources available on the internet for free. From now onwa'rdS~,~u$é,~_f’s‘wi'I'I‘ not
have to spend inordinate amounts of time in front of a computer to just to
download a page!

Concluding remarks

In concluding my remarks, | would like to inform my Afric‘:anistpolleag,,Ues
present this evening that Michael Gibbons’ Mode | and 1l resea!rchain ODel is
critical in the creation, development, storage, dissemination and management

- of knowledge on the African continent. However, for us to be able tgo achieve
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- this goal as individual institutions and as networks across the continent, we

need to think differently and to be nimble and to move away from state
control. For us to understand what we really mean by thinking differently, it is
instructive to quote Edward de Bono (199:129) on the story of the‘person who
invented the Fosbury flop in high jump.

“We can seek to do better and better at what we are doing now-or we can
change the way we do something. As a student, Fosbury did not seek to get
better and better at traditional Western-roll method of high jump. Instead he
invented the Fosbury flop, which is a different approach. He won the Olympic
high jump and changed the method forever.” |

If the African research networks, our universities and our research agendas

~on the continent are to move us from the periphery to the centre of the global

knowledge process, then we must all change the way we see our strategic
role in African higher education and training and the value we‘add,,t0~' various
research initiatives in African universities in the area of distance téédhing and
open learning. In the example above, Fosbury turned the style of high jump
upside down: literally. As a network, as communities of practice, we have to
find a niche in the African higher education research landscape by.édnducitih.g‘ ,
an “outside-in” analysis of how we can create and add value to theburgeohing ;
networked African open, distance and electronic learning enviranfnent. In
other words, ladies and gentlemén, it ié necessary to continually rén'e'w, and
regenerate the epistemological predilections and ideological paradifgmsvthat
frame the ’w'ay we operate in the African higher education r'esea"rc‘:h Iandscape. :

Ladies and gentlemen, in this schema, the art of progress is to preserve the
order we inherited amidst charige, and to preserve the change we are wokrkin‘g
on amidst order in Africa’s research networks and universities as far as ODel
is concerned. It remains a certainty that “...change, (planned or otherwise)
unfolds in non linear ways; that paradoxes and contradictions abound: and
that creative solutions arise out of diversity, }un'certaintyy and chabs”. As
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Einstein once said, we should not worry about the future, because the future
is here with us. If you never fail, you will never succeed. Therefore, we will
create the future higher education landscape in Africa because the task before
us needs endogenous and transformative solutions. We know that he or she

who dares wins.

Thank you for listening.

Kuzvinetsa Peter Dzvimbo
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