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INTRODUCTION

The main concern of this chapter is the compari-
son of open and distance learning (ODL) with the 
traditional, face-to-face educational approach. It 
aims to pinpoint the advantages and disadvan-
tages, as well as the similarities and differences 
of both approaches, and answer the question of 
when and under what circumstances one particu-
lar method has an advantage over the other. This 
question makes educationalists anxious when it 
comes to designing a new curriculum, so in this 
chapter we consider open and distance learning 
as a multidisciplinary evolution and part of a 
broader framework. 

In order to address this question, we first con-
sider the needs that led to the evolution of open and 
distance learning (ODL), thus proving its necessity 
in the contemporary world. Second, we consider 
the technologies that make its application possible 
and use them to help define the core points of 

space, time, and flexibility that differentiate ODL 
from the traditional educational framework. The 
grid of similarities and differences between these 
pillars is discussed in detail. Finally, we conclude 
by pinpointing cases where the application of an 
ODL method is recommended, at the same time 
emphasizing various sensitive points that require 
further investigation and evaluation.

HISTORY

Open and distance learning is not a new concept. 
Its roots can be found in the industrial revolution 
due to the accelerated development of economies 
culminating in present-day, information-based 
economies and globalization, where information 
has become the fourth component of productiv-
ity, next to nature, labor, and capital. During this 
relatively short period (the second half of the 19th 
and the 20th century), new terms such as special-
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ization, knowledgeable workers, and management 
emerged (Laudon & Laudon, 2000). This was the 
result of rapid and fundamental changes in the 
working domain, where, especially nowadays, it 
is common to cut back employment posts because 
they no longer correspond to contemporary needs, 
while there is lack of supply in occupying the new, 
demanding positions that have emerged.

It is clear that the traditional methods offered 
by schools and universities could no longer ef-
fectively help in the area of continuous vocational 
education and specialization, so mankind had to 
find a more versatile solution. Consequently, one 
arrives at the first core polarization point where 
educational needs that have emerged cannot be 
fulfilled through traditional methods. Concepts 
such as the aforementioned continuous education, 
specialization, and life-long learning, together 
with post-graduate studies and the globalization of 
available knowledge make it clear that nowadays 
“the sciences,” as described by Aristotle, are not 
a few, but are spread over a broad spectrum of 
human knowledge.

ExAMPLES

Given the great variety of existing ODL-environ-
ments and the diversity of the needs they are sup-
posed to cover, there is a great deal of difficulty 
in distinguishing between the real similarities 
and diversities they provide, compared to the 
traditional ways of providing education. We shall 
attempt to make an “approach of the mean,” that 
is, for most cases, not accounting for existing 
ODL variations.

There is a broad spectrum of ODL environ-
ments starting with Anadolu Open University 
in Istanbul—which, in terms of students (about 
470,000 persons) is one of the largest in the world, 
but where only basic means of instructional 
material are used (mainly printed material and 
audio cassettes) (HOU, 1998)—and culminating 
with the American and Spanish Open Universi-

ties—which use videoconferencing and Web-
based instruction. After printed material, radio 
and television broadcasts occupy an outstanding 
position worldwide, directly opposing the notion 
of “freedom of time” that we discuss later.

First, we provide some representative examples 
from the domains of traditional education and 
open and distance education:

1. Aristotle University of Thessaloniki (AUTh, 
http://www.auth.gr) is one of the greatest 
educational institutes in Greece and a typi-
cal, traditional university. It was founded in 
1925 and has been through various changes 
before arriving at its present form. Today 
it consists of 38 Departments, organized 
into 10 Faculties and three independent 
departments. According to AUTh itself, 
“each department covers the cognitive 
field of one science (subject) and offers one 
specific degree title. The department has 
the responsibility for the educational and 
research activity in the cognitive field of the 
science covered,” while “each department is 
divided into sections, which coordinate the 
teaching of part of the cognitive field covered 
by the department, which corresponds to 
a particular field of that science” (AUTh, 
2000).

2. The University of the South Pacific (USP) 
has its main campus in Suva, Fiji, smaller 
campuses in Vanuatu and Samoa, and serves 
12 nations: Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, 
Marshall Islands, Nauru, Niue, Samoa, 
Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, 
and Vanuatu. The countries are comprised 
of Melanesian, Polynesian, and Micronesian 
cultural groups and an enormous variety of 
languages (about 200) (Mugler & Landbeck, 
2000). Obviously USP is obliged to provide 
distance learning curricula to its under-
graduate students and open and distance 
learning to the postgraduates, as well as 
further training. 
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