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ABSTRACT

Quality assurance has become critical to Open Distance Learning (ODL) worldwide. Yet the ODL
environment is marked by cultural hegemony. An elite group of individuals strategically dominate the
educational arena in order to advance the supremacy of gender, race and socioeconomic status. This
chapter highlights a divide between theory and practice. The e-learning paradigm, known as Open
Distance e-Learning (ODelL) creates opportunities for practitioners and students with respect to acces-
sibility, flexibility, and cost. But it also creates challenges for quality assurance. Most ODelL texts do
not treat quality assurance as discourse, power and cultural hegemony. Policymakers tend to assume
that students have similar learning needs. This chapter (1) explores quality assurance; (2) it sketches
Unisa’s shift to ODeL; (3) argues a case for quality assurance as a practice of hegemony; (4) critiques
quality assurance as an Ideological State Apparatus; and (5) proposes a reengineering of quality as-
surance within alternative frameworks.

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

The idea of quality education is centuries old. Of late, it has become top priority on the agenda of many
educational institutions worldwide. As Frazer (2005:9) writes, “the 1990s may become known as ‘the
decade of quality’, in the same way that efficiency was a major theme during the 1980s”. In industry,
commerce, government and now in higher education the word ‘quality’ is on everyone’s lips: ‘quality
control’, ‘quality circles’, ‘total quality management’, ‘quality assurance’, etc. while much has been written
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about quality education, it is worthwhile noting that the context for determining quality has historically
been limited by the purpose of education and the population for whom formal education was provided.
Since the 1990s, quality assurance has become a critical element in the educational discourses globally.
It is evident from the literature that quality assurance discourses play an important role in shaping higher
educational practices. Particularly, it has become an integral part of the higher educational system and
the day-to-day practice of ODeL practitioners in many countries around the world. However, the environ-
ment in which ODeL operates is not free from cultural hegemony. Cultural hegemony is marked by an
elite group of individuals who strategically dominate the educational arena with the aim of perpetuating
the ideology of the supremacy of gender, race and socioeconomic status.

In the traditional paradigm, quality assurance attributes are linked to contact hours, library holdings,
and physical attendance. At a philosophical level, quality assurance in the traditional paradigm is trapped
in the “fixed iron triangle”. Among others, traditionally, the notion of quality in higher education has
been associated with meritocracy; with belonging to a small, privileged, and exceptional class. With the
increasing acceptance of ODeL for expanded access to higher education, it is critical that quality assur-
ance processes are developed and maintained for ODeL provision to be relevant and more functional
that the products recognized the conventional higher education in emerging open learning environment.

Within this context, ODeL in the 21st century presents challenges to quality assurance, as a social
construct and a policy imperative, that were unimaginable just a quarter century ago. While the e-learn-
ing paradigm creates great opportunities for both practitioners and students in terms of accessibility,
flexibility, and cost, it also creates challenges for quality assurance. One of the most noticeable gaps
in many texts on ODeL is failure to see quality assurance as discourse, power and cultural hegemony.
One possibility is to unpack quality assurance within e-learning context through Gramsci’s, Foucault’s
and Althusser’s lenses. Quite often, policymakers and practitioners assume that students have the same
learning needs — they use a one-size-fits-all approach. Drawing on the work of Anglo-French theorists’
(Antonio Gramsci, Michel Foucault and Louis Althusser) framework, in this chapter we (1) conceptual-
ize quality and quality assurance; (2) we reflect on Unisa’s shift to ODeL focusing on the challenges and
opportunities; (3) we argue that quality assurance is the practice of hegemony; (4) we critique quality
assurance as an Ideological State Apparatus; and (5) propose a reengineering of quality assurance within
alternative paradigms framework.

CONCEPTUALISING “QUALITY” AND “QUALITY ASSURANCE”

Throughout the history of the quality assurance, various iterations of what it means to be a good quality
have come and gone. We need to take cognisance that the concepts of “quality” and “quality assur-
ance” are not unproblematic. Both concepts have very different meanings and interpretations to both
the providers of and the consumers of quality and quality assurance. In essence, the concepts “quality”
and “quality assurance” are to a large extent amorphous and contested. Quality, just like “freedom” or
“justice”, is an elusive concept, instinctively understood but difficult to articulate. Olakulehin (2009)
asserts that the term quality is a difficult concept to define. It can easily be misconstrued because of its
rather nebulous characteristics. Most scholars consider quality as extremely elusive, slippery, dynamic,
multidimensional and relative concept.

Quality can be defined as an embodiment of the essential nature of a person, collective object, ac-
tion, process or organisation. It is remarkable that the most substantive body of literature (Tripathi &
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