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PREFACE

Towards a Culture of Quality is third in the line of quality assurance publications that 
the Commonwealth of Learning has brought out as part of its Perspectives on Distance 
Education series. 

The first, Quality Assurance in Higher Education appeared in 1994 partly “to provide 
a basis for the continuing attempt to develop quality assurance systems for distance 
education” and to “attempt to develop quality assurance systems for the Indian 
open universities and for the distance teaching components of conventional Indian 
universities.”1 The collection presented four case studies (three from Australia and one 
from New Zealand) and the possible lessons that India could learn. That India did learn 
these lessons rather quickly is clear from the fact that today it has one of the largest 
systems of open and distance education in the world, with 12 open universities and 104 
dual-mode institutions!

The second collection entitled Quality Assurance in Higher Education: Selected Case 
Studies appeared in 1997, bringing together seven case studies (one each from Germany, 
Norway, United Kingdom, Israel, India, Hong Kong and Canada). Highlighting the 
importance of the context wherein the issues of quality assurance are being tackled, 
its aim was “to demonstrate that it would be of value to learn more about modern 
quality assurance systems for distance education in an international context…(as)….
no quality assurance system can be transplanted from one institution to another across 
organisational, social, and cultural boundaries. The development must be home-grown, 
recognising its context.”2 What appeared radically new in 1997 has become almost a 
“given” within ODL institutions, which recognise that one size does not fit all! 

This volume is consistent with the thrusts of the earlier publications, yet differs by 
reflecting the new reality of the present decade. Like the first collection, it presents a few 
cases of best practice which may serve as exemplars for institutions developing their 
quality assurance systems. As in the second collection, it brings together 12 cases from 
different countries (two each from Australian and Indian institutions and one each from 
institutions in Botswana, Canada, the Caribbean, Hong Kong, Kenya, Nigeria, Uganda 
and the United Kingdom) that emphasise the importance of context in designing systems 
to suit specific needs. 

Similarities end there. While the earlier books were focused on higher education, this 
volume demonstrates that ODL methodologies have been successfully harnessed to 
service the entire spectrum of education and training, both basic and secondary on the 
one hand and postsecondary on the other. Additionally, this book attempts to move 
beyond external processes of quality assurance to internal mechanisms that promote 
the growth and sustenance of a culture of quality within institutions. The genesis of the 
quest for such essentials lies in the realisation that case studies, as individual and isolated 
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narratives of experiences, do provide an insight into those fundamentals which are so 
essential for building a culture of quality. The ultimate intention is not just to discover 
and display individual cases of good practice, but to establish a quality culture. 

While the nineties was seen as a decade in which quality concerns dominated discussions 
of distance education, with the phenomenal proliferation of open and distance learning 
(national and cross-border) across the Commonwealth and the world, today quality 
matters more than ever. We estimate that there are now over six million distance learners 
across the Commonwealth! It is time for ODL institutions to progress beyond formal 
quality assurance processes towards a culture of quality. 

How do we promote a culture of quality within institutions of open and distance learning? 
What would be the elements of such a culture? How are different institutions handling 
such challenges? Do such institutions require a different kind of leadership? Do they 
need a more decentralised, dialogic and democratic style of management? How does 
one generate a sense of ownership among the staff so that they are motivated to align 
themselves to institutional goals and give their best? What resources and training are 
needed? How can monitoring and evaluation become part of all processes, systems and 
sub-systems? What makes an institution reflect on its practice and commit to a continuous 
quest for excellence? Can the use of new ICTs help? With the increasing convergence of 
face-to-face, ODL and eLearning systems, is there need for separate quality assurance 
mechanisms or are the same criteria applicable to all systems? Are quality assurance 
agencies exclusive clubs? What level of credibility have they established? Who will 
accredit the accreditors? 

These are some of the questions that this book invites you to address. We think it timely 
that the existing best practices are publicised, partly in recognition of their contribution 
and partly as models for other practitioners and policy-makers to emulate/adopt/adapt. 
The rich experience and wisdom of its authors and editors make this book a valuable 
addition to the growing corpus of literature in the field of quality assurance in ODL. The 
Commonwealth of Learning hopes this book will buttress its efforts to foster communities 
of practice and cultures of quality and, through them, to bring quality education and 
training to marginalised and under-represented groups everywhere.

Sir John Daniel 
President and CEO, Commonwealth of Learning

 
 
 

1	  Deshpande, P. M. &  Mugridge, I. (1994). “Preface”  in P. M. Deshpande & I. Mugridge,  
(Eds.)  (1994) Quality Assurance in Higher Education.. p. iii. ,Vancouver: The Commonwealth of 
Learning.  
2	  Tait,  A. (1997). “Introduction”  in A. Tait,  (Ed.) (1997) Quality Assurance in Higher 
Education: Selected Case Studies. p. 2. Vancouver: The Commonwealth of Learning. 
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