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Introduction
The advent of South Africa’s first democratic government in 1994 signalled the beginning of significant policy changes in education, including a notable emphasis on distance education. Distance Education was identified as a key mechanism for facilitating access, participation and redress, especially in higher education.

Distance education plays a significant role in South Africa, particularly in teacher and higher education. It affords access to a large and diverse student population, of both mature students and increasingly also school leavers unable to access face-to-face universities, whose education needs might otherwise go unmet.

Higher Education
In 2008, there were 310 259 public higher education students studying though distance education in South Africa. These constituted some 38.8% of all higher education headcount enrolments in the country.  This figure has fluctuated between 40,5% in 2000 to a low of 34,4% in 2005. Most, but increasingly not all, of these students were studying part-time.  Not surprisingly, the bulk of distance education students ( 85%) were registered with South Africa’s only single mode institution,  University of South Africa (Unisa – 261 294). However there were also significant enrolments at other institutions – for example North West University (21 268), University of Pretoria (13 939) and University of KwaZulu-Natal (6 847) (DoE 2010a: 33). The Department of Education observes: “Black African students had an overall share of 62,5% (305 605) of contact programme enrolments and 67,5% (209 350) of distance programme enrolments” (DoE 2010a: 34). 

According to data supplied by the Department of Higher Education and Training, over the period 2000 – 2008, distance full-time equivalent (FTE) enrolment has fluctuated from a high of 31%% in 2000 to a low of 24% in 2005 (this follows the re-organisation of the higher education landscape in 2004). Since then the distance education contribution has risen steadily, reaching 29% in 2008 and is projected to rise to 30% by 2013.



Source: DoHET: 2010

As the graph below shows, the long-term trend is upwards across most disciplinary areas – although apparently less so in the areas of Science, Engineering and Technology. This data probably does not reflect, however, a growing use of blended and on-line learning approaches in these disciplines.


Source: SA DoHET 2010

Whereas institutional student success rates in 2008 for individual courses in face-to-face education ranged between 69 and 91%, with a mean of 77%, for distance education this rate ranged between 26 and 97% with a mean of 59%. Given that the vast majority of distance education students are working, this lower success rate is to be expected. There is, however, some evidence from studies of the throughput of different cohorts of students, that only a small proportion, and in some cases an alarmingly small proportion, of distance education students in three-year qualifications actually complete their qualifications.  
Although enrolment in distance higher education has grown over the period 2000 – 2007, the contribution of the sector to graduate output actually declined from a high of 29% (26 796/ 92 819) in 2000 to a low of 20% (24 366/ 124 615) in 2006. It is conjectured that this may in part be attributed to the closure of a number of small high quality distance programmes following the reorganization of the higher education landscape in 2004, as well as the consequent increase in numbers in fewer institutions whose systems have not readily adapted to accommodate either the increased enrolment or the growing number of younger students enrolling for distance education and who probably need additional guidance and support. Unisa (2009: 49) reports, for example, that in 2008 more than 52% of its headcount enrolments were aged 29 years or younger.

There are a number of accredited private providers of distance higher education including some based outside of South Africa. Of the 77 private higher education providers who are registered with the Department of Education, and the 32 which have provisional accreditation (DoE 2010b), most have a limited focus and offer contact-based and/or blended learning opportunities. 

Further Education and Training and Schooling

Distance education at this level is, in the main, provided by private institutions such as Intec, Damelin and Lyceum Colleges, for students in grades 10 to 12 who don’t want to or are unable to study at a face-to-face school. (The largest of the private providers is Intec, which reports a 111% enrolment increase in recent years and offers courses ranging from Industrial Psychology through Pet Grooming to Game Ranging. See www.intec.edu.za.) Unfortunately, comprehensive information about the private FET sector is not readily available. However, information recently provided to the National Association of Distance Education and Open Learning in South Africa indicated that there was a headcount of 54 000 enrolments across all educational sectors

There are also a range of exciting initiatives to support schooling using different media. For example, a non-profit organization called Mindset supports teachers and learners through the extensive provision of digital video and text materials, especially in English, Mathematics and Physical Science. Mindset is pioneering advanced satellite technology to deliver the resources to schools equipped with receiving storage devices. (See www.mindset.co.za.)

Supplementary education aimed at learners in both public and private schooling is also offered through the Learning Channel, which flights educational television programmes with supporting newspaper supplements. (See www.learn.co.za.) 

In addition the Open Learning Systems Education Trust (OLSET) worked closely with Provincial Departments of Education in the past to produce and deliver high quality audio and integrated print support materials which were consistent with the pedagogy of the new constructivist curriculum. OLSET targeted poorly resourced primary schools located in disadvantaged urban and remote rural communities. OLSET was recently closed down.

However, in recognition that the education system needs to address an estimated three million young people who have exited formal schooling but have not met the requirements for or who are unable or unwilling to enter higher education, a significant increase in FET provision and in the use of distance education in this sector is anticipated.

Adult and Community Education
The acronym ABET is used in South Africa to refer to Adult Basic Education and Training. The acronym attempts to highlight the integration between education and training – a marriage which was arranged by the wide range of post-apartheid legislation and which is grounded in the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) via the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) Act of 1995. It allows for the recognition and accreditation of learning achievements on the part of even basic level learners. It permits portability, accessibility and transferability of skills, knowledge and abilities.

A significant example of training adult educators using distance education to roll-out ABET programmes was the ABET Institute at the University of South Africa (UNISA), which has trained over 37 000 ABET educators. 

Many of these educators have recently been recruited to participate as tutors in a major government mass literacy initiative, the Kha Ri Gude campaign, which started in 2008. The approach is essentially a distance education one, utilising the tutors mentioned earlier together with highly structured materials which include inbuilt sequenced activities to provide the essential teaching. The campaign reached 360 000 students in 2008 and 620 000 in 2009 (DoE 2010c: 2). The materials are available in South Africa’s 11 official languages as well as Braille. Provision has also been made for those with hearing disability.

Policy Environment
Recent developments in the education sector in South Africa have been informed by the notion of a continuum of practice with traditional classroom-based provision at one end of the scale and correspondence type distance learning at the other. The education policy framework then provides regulatory guidelines applicable to all modes of provision. However, South Africa currently has a funding policy within which financing for public higher education is informed by whether or not a programme is classified as contact or distance. These assumptions are currently under review and it is expected that a specific open and distance learning policy and a new higher education funding framework will emerge within the next year or two.

Quality Assurance
Since 2004, the Higher Education Quality Committee (HEQC) has developed an approach to the quality assurance of distance education that reflects the notion of a continuum of practice rather than distinct modalities. This approach is as follows:

· Quality assurance mechanisms for contact and distance educations and programmes is the same. This means there is one set of institutional audit criteria and one set of programme accreditation criteria for all modes of delivery. However account is taken of different modes through infusing particular concerns into the criteria, through the interpretation of the criteria and through the training given to evaluators to alert them to particular distance education issues;
· Programmes moving to distance education and online delivery are viewed as new programmes and require new accreditation;
· In order to promote quality in distance education, the HEQC supported NADEOSA, the National Association of Distance and Open Education Organisations of South Africa (see www.nadeosa.org.za) , to publish a volume, Designing and Delivering Distance Education: Quality Criteria and Case Studies from South Africa, which not only identifies a range of criteria but also exemplifies good practice relating to these criteria. In addition, NADEOSA and SAIDE (see www.saide.org.za) have collaborated with the HEQC to produce a Good Practice Guide for Distance Education.

Conclusion
The above analysis makes clear that while distance education plays an important role in South African education, especially in providing access and redress to hundreds of thousands of South Africans, its potential is still to be fully realised. In particular two key issues need to be addressed: the first is ensuring quality in higher distance education across the system rather than in a few isolated pockets, and the second is the rigorous development of the role that distance education can play in expanding further education in South Africa. The first process is firmly underway, while the second is in its infancy.
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