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Open and Distance Education in Australia, Europe and the
Americas: National Perspectives in a Digital Age, edited by
Adnan Qayyum and Olaf Zawacki-Richter, is published
within the SpringerBriefs in Open and Distance Education
series as a two-volume comparative work that examines the
evolution, diversification, and institutionalization of open
and distance education (ODE) in the context of digital
transformation.

The volume is edited by two internationally recognized
scholars whose academic work has significantly shaped
research and practice in online and distance education. Adnan
Qayyum is an Associate Professor of Education Innovation
in the Distance Education program at Athabasca University.
He has a Ph.D. in Educational Technology from Concordia
University in Montreal. Adnan has taught and researched
in the Lifelong Learning and Adult Education program at
Penn State University, and in the Educational Technology
Program at Concordia University. He was also Director of the
Distance Education unit at the University of Manitoba, and
a researcher and instructional designer of distance education

and technology at the University of British Columbia. Olaf

Zawacki-Richter is a professor of educational technology at the University of Oldenburg in Germany. He is

the Dean of the Faculty of Education and Social Sciences and Director of the Center for Open Education

Research (COER). Olaf has over 25 years of professional experience in the field of open, distance, and

digital education. He has also served as a consultant and advisor, including work for the United Nations’

International Labor Organization, the Office of Technology Assessment at the German Bundestag, and the

German Science and Humanities Council. The other volume is called Open and Distance Education in Asia,

Africa and the Middle East and consists open and distance education systems in those continents.
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REVIEW OF THE BOOK

Open and Distance Education in Australia, Europe and the Americas: National Perspectives in a Digital
Age is systematically structured to support both descriptive and comparative analysis of open and distance
education (ODE). As part of a two-volume set, the book is organized around country-based chapters, each
designed to illuminate how ODE is embedded within specific national higher education systems.

The volume opens with an introductory chapter authored by the editors, which establishes the conceptual
framework, methodological rationale, and comparative logic guiding the entire project. This chapter
contextualizes the global expansion of ODE in terms of scale, institutional diversification, and technological
change, while also identifying significant research gaps at the macro-system level. By framing ODE as a
historically situated and policy-sensitive phenomenon, the introduction provides a strong analytical lens for
the chapters that follow.

The main body of the book consists of national case studies, presented alphabetically, covering Australia,
Brazil, Canada, Germany, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Each country chapter addresses a
shared set of guiding questions related to:

* the role and function of ODE within national higher education systems,
* institutional models and key providers,

* historical development trajectories,

* regulatory and policy frameworks,

* enrollment patterns and participation rates,

* relationships between public and private provision,

* and anticipated future developments.

Although no rigid template is imposed, this common analytical framework ensures coherence and comparability
across chapters while allowing authors flexibility to emphasize context-specific dynamics. As a result, the chapters
vary in emphasis—some foreground historical evolution, others focus on policy, governance, or institutional
strategy—yet collectively contribute to a nuanced comparative understanding of ODE.

A distinctive structural feature of the book is the inclusion of commentary sections following each country
chapter. These commentaries are written by different experts from the same national context and serve to
complement, contextualize, and further validate the main analysis. Rather than functioning as critiques, the
commentaries provide alternative perspectives and highlight additional dimensions of ODE development,
enriching the overall analytical depth of the volume.

The book concludes with a comparative synthesis chapter, in which similarities, divergences, and emerging
patterns across national systems are systematically examined. This final chapter identifies key models of
interaction between ODE and higher education systems, emphasizing how national governance structures,
funding mechanisms, and academic cultures shape the scope and sustainability of distance education. In
doing so, the structure of the book effectively moves the reader from contextualized national descriptions
toward higher-level comparative insights.

Part I: Australia

This chapter outlines the historical development and current structure of open and distance education (ODE)
in Australia, showing how it evolved from correspondence-based provision into a mainstream mode of
higher education. It explains how Australia’s geographical conditions initially drove the adoption of distance
education and how digital technologies later expanded its use among diverse learner groups. The chapter
highlights key phases of development, the role of dual-mode universities, and the central contribution of
Open Universities Australia in widening access. It also addresses quality assurance mechanisms and concludes
by emphasizing that online and distance education in Australia is increasingly positioned as a strategic tool
for flexible, inclusive, and lifelong learning rather than a marginal or cost-saving alternative.
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Part lI: Brazil

This chapter examines the late emergence and rapid expansion of distance education in Brazil within the
context of its historically conservative higher education system. It traces the development of distance education
from early correspondence and broadcast-based initiatives to large-scale expansion after the legal recognition of
distance degrees in 1996. The chapter highlights the decisive role of public policies such as the Open University
of Brazil system and the dominance of private providers in recent growth. While distance education has
significantly widened access—particularly in teacher education—the chapter also discusses persistent challenges
related to regulation, institutional instability, academic resistance, and quality assurance.

Part lll: Canada

The Canadian chapter presents open and distance education as a well-integrated and mainstream component
of a decentralized, province-based higher education system. It describes the coexistence of single-mode distance
universities, dual-mode institutions, and strong inter-institutional networks that support collaboration, credit
transfer, and open educational resources. Emphasis is placed on Canada’s leadership in online learning innovation,
research, and OER initiatives. The chapter concludes that despite challenges related to faculty development and
institutional coordination, Canada has developed a mature and sustainable online learning ecosystem.

Part IV: Germany

This chapter analyzes the development of distance education in Germany through the parallel trajectories
of private-sector provision and limited public-sector engagement. It explains how historical, political,
and federal structures have shaped a fragmented system in which private distance education dominates,
while public universities treat online learning largely as a supplementary activity. Key institutions such
as FernUniversitat in Hagen and earlier initiatives like Funkkolleg are discussed. The chapter concludes
that distance education in Germany remains marginal in public higher education but continues to expand
rapidly in the private sector, driven by lifelong learning demand.

Part V: United Kingdom

The UK chapter traces the long-standing tradition of distance higher education from the University of
London’s external degrees to the global influence of The Open University. It examines how policy reforms,
funding mechanisms, and technological change have reshaped open and distance education over time. While
quality assurance frameworks have strengthened legitimacy, declining public funding—particularly for part-
time learners—has posed significant challenges. The chapter argues that although distance education is now
institutionally recognized, its future depends heavily on sustainable funding and policy support for adult
and flexible learning.

Part VI: United States

This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of the evolution of distance education in the United States,
emphasizing its institution-driven and market-oriented development. It outlines technological generations,
the rise of for-profit providers, and large-scale enrollment growth in online programs. The chapter critically
questions whether distance education has produced a true paradigm shift or merely extended existing
academic structures. Persistent faculty resistance, quality concerns, and issues of cost and equity are
highlighted, leading to the conclusion that distance education is central to U.S. higher education but has
not yet reached a full systemic “tipping point.”

CONCLUSION

Overall, Open and Distance Education in Australia, Europe and the Americas represents a substantial and
timely contribution to the literature on online and distance education. By foregrounding national contexts
and macro-level structures, the book successfully shifts the focus from narrowly defined technological
innovation to broader questions of governance, policy, access, and institutional transformation.
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One of the bookK’s key strengths lies in its comparative methodology, which enables readers to understand
why distance education occupies a central role in some higher education systems while remaining peripheral
in others. The analysis demonstrates that the expansion of digital technologies alone does not determine the
trajectory of ODE; rather, historical legacies, regulatory frameworks, funding models, and academic cultures
play decisive roles. This insight is particularly valuable for policymakers and institutional leaders seeking to
design sustainable and context-sensitive ODE strategies.

Another notable contribution is the book’s ability to balance historical depth with contemporary relevance.
By situating current developments, such as online learning, blended education, and MOOCs within longer
traditions of distance education, the volume avoids presenting digitalization as a rupture and instead frames
it as part of an ongoing process of educational change. This perspective enriches current debates on the
future of higher education in the post-pandemic era.

Despite its strengths, the book’s macro-level focus may leave some readers seeking more detailed discussion of
micro-level pedagogical practices or emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence and immersive learning
environments. However, this limitation reflects a deliberate editorial choice rather than a conceptual weakness,
as the book’s primary aim is to analyze systems, structures, and policies rather than instructional design.

In conclusion, this volume, together with its companion second volume, offers a comprehensive, analytically
rigorous, and internationally comparative account of open and distance education in a digital age. It is a highly
valuable resource for researchers, graduate students, policymakers, and senior university administrators interested
in understanding how ODE is shaped by national contexts and how it may evolve in response to global pressures.
As such, the book deserves a prominent place in the scholarly literature on distance and online education.
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