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BACKGROUND

The main motivation for the introduction of distance 
education in sub-Saharan Africa in the early 19th 

century, apart from the sub continent’s problem 
of unsatisfied educational demands, was the need 
to utilize an available international educational 
innovation. In this early thrust, distance education 
institutions which awarded the first set of qualifica-
tions were based on foreign soil, the tutors and the 
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content of instruction were mostly foreign, and 
the course materials were developed outside the 
continent. Even when local initiatives were first 
seen, in the activities of individual entrepreneurs 
and university centres and departments, external 
organizations and outside agencies provided the 
needed technical and technological support, and 
helped in organizing training programmes for the 
personnel involved (Adekanmbi, 2002). Gov-
ernment involvement in distance education did 
not reduce the thrust of international activities. 
Rather, it assisted in the establishment of the Com-
monwealth of Learning in 1988. Over the years, 
international collaboration has taken new turns, 
with collaboration addressing such issues as pro-
gramme development, research and publications, 
technology-based collaborative initiatives and 
among others, the promotion of digitization.

This paper examines the trends observable 
in distance education development in Africa. It 
discusses the nature of international collaboration 
in distance education in Africa and examines the 
trials and challenges it faces. It also investigates 
the extent to which international collaboration 
could have an impact on the use of technology 
in distance education on the continent. The pa-
per further explores the rationale for integrating 
ICTs in distance education and identifies some 
of the existing collaborative efforts in the area 
of ICT-supported Open and Distance Learning 
(ODL). Of particular interest, among others, is 
the African Virtual University (AVU) and the role 
it has played in increasing access to quality ICT-
supported ODL programmes through its unique 
collaborative model. The paper further analyses 
the nature of these efforts and identifies what the 
challenges and prospects are. It also examines 
future directions for collaborative initiatives 
in distance education on the continent, against 
the backdrop of problems which affects many 
collaborative initiatives. This is with a view to 
suggesting strategies through which Africa could 
further benefit from international collaboration in 
ICT-supported distance education.

The thesis of this paper is that international 
collaboration plays a major role in the develop-
ment of distance education in sub-Saharan Africa 
and can influence, among others, the desire for 
ICT integration in distance education practices 
on the continent.

SEttING tHE StAGE

Distance Education: trends 
and trials in Africa

The initial global attempts in tertiary distance 
education in Africa had its landmark in the early 
days of distance education in the UK (1840’s), 
Canada (1919), Australia (1914), USA (1728) 
France and Germany (1856), and other parts of 
the developed world. From about 1915, British 
journals circulated the advertisements of leading 
British colleges such as Wolsey Hall, University 
Correspondence College, Rapid Results College, 
Foulks and Lynch and others (Harris, 1971). The 
colleges helped Africans to prepare for university 
based examinations set by the Universities of 
London, Oxford and Cambridge. Then known 
as colonial examinations, nationalists were later 
to query such offerings, referring especially to 
the foreign content as “problems of possible in-
doctrination and mental enslavement.” Such was 
the nature of the beginning of distance education 
and the internationalization of higher education 
in many African countries.

Although the initial entry of tertiary distance 
education reflected the promotion of foreign 
content, the emergence of conventional universi-
ties in the new African states affected the nature 
of programmes offered. At the Ahmadu Bello 
University in Nigeria in 1967, the focus was on 
teacher education, and in other places, the liberal 
arts were common. The model of instruction was 
generally dual or integrated and conventional 
course offerings were generally replicated. At a 
later stage, open universities emerged in Nigeria, 
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