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Foreword.........................................
The publication of the overview on existing technological infrastructure 
and the use of ICT in education in sub-Saharan countries as well as 
other forthcoming studies undertaken by the Working Group on Distance 
Education & Open Learning on best practices and cost-effectiveness of 
distance education in sub-Saharan Africa are in line with the Group’s 
plan of activities. I am sure that all stakeholders of education in Africa 
will welcome this initiative as a valuable contribution to the dearth of 
information on ICT and education in the region. 

In fact, the Report comes at an opportune time when we all realize how 
crucial it is for decision making regarding educational changes to be 
informed by relevant research and analytical work. Based on current 
literature, this desktop study on ICT in sub-Saharan countries will, no 
doubt, provide decision makers with some useful insights into the major 
issues and challenges of introducing technology in education. In Africa 
more than in other developing countries, competing priorities such as 
the combat against HIV/AIDS, poverty and illiteracy, and local constraints 
including poor technology penetration, unaffordability of equipment and 
lack of capacity plead for caution and rigour in planning, implementing 
and measuring change. In this regard, the Report also underlines the 
importance of well-costed projects and the selection of pedagogically 
sound technologies in order to optimize teaching and learning.

Although the choice of ICT should equally take into account the widely 
used “older” technologies such as print, radio and television, it is 
becoming more and more evident that “leapfrogging” technologies, 
wherever possible, remains the primary alternative for quicker response 
to the daunting challenge of access and equity. The rate of 26 per cent of 
secondary enrolment and 3.9 per cent of tertiary participation in Africa, 
for example, compares very unfavorably with that of most developing 
countries outside Africa where it has reached up to 51 per cent and 10.9 
per cent respectively. One can only acknowledge that this disparity is set 
to widen if no just-in-time and adequate measures are taken. 

For both technological and pedagogical reasons, many African countries 
are ready to envisage adopting state of the art technologies in order 
to leapfrog into the future. The former view that developing countries 
should follow every stage in the historical development of distance 
education from correspondence courses to online learning is no longer 
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predominant. Complementary and convergent use of technologies 
for what each can do best should be advocated. However, the major 
constraint of most African countries is limited access to new technology 
due to high cost of establishing, using and maintaining the necessary 
infrastructure, lack of adequate local expertise and low computer literacy 
rate among user groups.

Given these impeding factors, African initiatives to promote the use of ICT 
in education will depend, in a large measure, on creative partnerships 
between public and private as well as local and regional organizations, in 
particular to lessen costs of operation. It is considered, for example, that 
Africa can meet the challenge of improving the quality of Mathematics, 
Science and Technology education at secondary and tertiary levels, on 
the one hand, and increase access to primary teacher education by 
subsidizing costs of equipment and reducing communications tariffs for 
education institutions through such collaborative ventures. Success and 
sustainability of projects will, however, be subject to in-country policy 
development and institutions’ legislative framework..

Ultimately, the realization must strike home that ICT in education should 
not be promoted for its own sake, but used judiciously, it can focus on 
improving educational outcomes in the most cost-effective way.

L .S. Obeegadoo
Minis ter of Educat ion and Scient i f ic Research, Maur i t ius and

Leader of the ADEA Work ing Group 
on D is tance Educat ion and Open Learn ing
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1. Introduction .................................
Ideological arguments are made for open learning, economic ones 
for distance education. If it can produce similar results to those of 
conventional education at a lower cost, then distance education has a 
powerful appeal.

There are two cornerstones to the argument that distance education 
may have economic advantages. The educational cornerstone is the 
theory of media equivalence: that there are no significant differences 
in the effectiveness of different educational media … The economic 
cornerstone [is that] distance education allows a division of labour, 
in which a group of teachers and producers manufactures teaching 
material, an organizational machine distributes it, and another group 
provides a minimum of individualised tutorial support to the students. 
Economies of scale become possible, provided there are enough students 
to justify the manufacturing cost of the first group and student contact is 
kept down to contain the costs of the second (Perraton 2000).

The Association for the Development of Education in Africa (ADEA 
2002) notes that with increasing demand for access to educational 
opportunities at all levels, and often decreasing budgets in real terms 
for educational provision, there has been a growing interest in the open 
and distance learning in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) as an increasingly 
important and credible part of education delivery strategies designed 
to enable greater access to quality education.

Hülsmann (2000) identifies the following three critical success factors 
for the efficient and effective provision of distance education and open 
learning (DEOL):

@     A clear policy;
@     An appropriate institutional culture; and
@     The consideration of costs.

Sadly – despite many claims to the contrary – sound and rigorous 
financial planning is a serious omission in several new projects and 
institutions seeking to harness the potential of distance education 
methods. Analysis of the current or short-term running costs of a 
distance education programme or institution is, in general, not the 
most problematic aspect of this omission and many (but by no means 
all) planners have a handle on these dimensions of distance education 
practice. Far less common, though, is rigorous planning for the long-term 
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sustainability of a programme or institution. Obviously, this is problematic 
in any context, but it is of particular concern when financial resources 
are very constrained, which is usually a feature of distance education 
programmes in developing countries. At the 34th Annual General 
Meeting of the Distance Education Association of Southern Africa (DEASA) 
held on 4–5 October 2003, representatives of four of the five member 
countries present noted that absence of programme-based budgeting 
and financial reporting was a problem or a serious problem.

Some financial problems are beyond the control of financial planners. 
For example, in many countries, even modest course fees are beyond 
the reach of many potential learners. Similarly, national communication 
systems (roads, telecommunications, postal systems) are often not 
sufficiently reliable or pervasive to meet the requirements of effective 
distance education provision. Moreover, there are many other problems 
that arise from ineffective financial planning. 

The following common features of struggling distance education 
programmes are commonly symptomatic of weak financial planning:

@     Face-to-face tutorial support is seen to be critical to learner success, 
but too expensive to implement.

@     There are few reliable and sustainable strategies for making ongoing 
investments in course materials design and development.

@     Professional development for educational and administrative staff 
members is sporadic and limited, resulting in insufficient skills 
amongst personnel to sustain distance education systems.

@     Administrative systems either do not exist or are highly 
underdeveloped.

@     Innovation in distance education relies heavily on unsustainable 
sources of funding, particularly donor funding.

This summary report presents and explains the logic of costing DEOL 
programmes as well as various factors that influence costs and 
approaches to costing. It focuses on exploring ways in which to avoid 
the symptoms of weak financial planning. Key concepts and approaches 
to financial planning for distance education are outlined. The report 
then explores some key mistakes that have been made in financial 
planning in different contexts. Twelve case studies of costing in DEOL 
programmes were conducted and summarised results are presented 
here. Appendix B of this report includes case studies showing costing 
of actual DEOL programmes which provide helpful examples that the 
reader may wish to refer to. 



2.
 S

om
e K

ey
 C

on
ce

pt
s

15Costing Distance Education and Open Learning in Sub-Saharan Africa: 
A Survey of Policy and Practice

2. Some Key Concepts.....................
While there are numerous approaches to costing distance education, 
each of which is tailored to specific institutional requirements, many of 
them have several commonalities. The following is a short explanation 
of approaches to costing distance education, focusing on a few pertinent 
concepts that underpin good costing.

Differentiating Between Effectiveness and 
Efficiency
In considering sound educational investment, it is essential to distinguish 
between effectiveness and efficiency. Cost efficiency is about “cheapness” 
of educational provision – usually expressed in terms of per student costs. 
Cost effectiveness represents striking the optimal balance between cost, 
student numbers and educational quality, a balance which will be entirely 
different for different educational contexts.

In many ways, the concept of cost effectiveness represents the balancing 
act that constitutes open learning: making courses cheaper to widen 
access but also having to ensure quality of provision and the learner 
support that will turn access into success. There is no magical formula 
that leads to cost-effective education; rather, cost effectiveness needs 
to be measured on an ongoing basis in relation to changing contextual 
requirements.

The Difference Between Actual Costs and 
Notional Estimates
Many approaches to costing distinguish between actual and notional 
costs. Actual costs are an accurate reflection of what an item or activity 
costs at a specific time. Such costs can only be accurately calculated 
retrospectively, as there are various factors (that are in themselves 
dynamic) that determine actual costs at a specific time. Notional costs, 
on the other hand, reflect an average cost of what an item or activity 
is likely to cost. These differences may seem obvious, but the process 
of extrapolating notional costs from historical data is often ignored in 
financial planning. 

The difference also becomes critically important in planning broader 
resource usage. To illustrate, consider how much time learners spend on 
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different learning tasks (the notional hours of learning). Actual hours of 
learning refers to the amount of time a specific student spends engaged 
in an educational course. This can seldom be accurately predicted, and 
thus requires careful measurement for each student. 

Despite the impossibility of accurately predicting how long different 
learning activities will take different learners, it is critical to estimate 
notional hours of learning during planning because this estimate affects 
all other resource and financial planning (in particular, personnel costs). 
In such exercises, educational planners seek to estimate the “average” 
time that the “average” learner would spend on a particular course. 
Although such estimates can never be entirely accurate, they are 
critical to effective planning. Moreover, they can become increasingly 
accurate over time by measuring actual hours of learning across a range 
of students and using these measurements to revise future estimates. 
Likewise, establishing means of comparing actual and notional costs is 
an important component of improving financial planning processes and 
ensuring that they are sufficiently detailed and accurate to be useful.

Fixed and Variable Costs
One of the most common distinctions made in costing approaches is 
between fixed and variable costs. Fixed costs refer to actual or notional 
costs of an item or activity that remain constant when other variables 
(such as student numbers) change. Variable costs are dependent on 
other factors. They change as student numbers or the level of activity 
changes. 

The most obvious example of a fixed educational investment in distance 
education is that of course design and development. This cost remains 
constant no matter how many students are added to a course. By 
contrast, the process of producing and disseminating these course 
materials may be considered to be variable, as it will increase in direct 
proportion to increases in student enrolments. Some costs will vary 
according to different parameters. For example, the cost of running 
tutorial sessions will increase as new groups of students are formed, 
rather than as individual students enrol. 

Some costs may share characteristics of both fixed and variable costs. For 
example, investments in designing administrative systems for distance 
education are generally regarded as fixed (although the costs of running 
the administration are not). However, when a distance education system 
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expands beyond a certain size, additional fixed investments will be 
required to redesign the administration.1

Direct, Indirect and Overhead Costs 
The direct costs of a distance education course are all those costs 
associated with a specific course. These include items such as course 
materials, educator and tutor time, and student administration, as well 
as costs of course design, coordination and learner support. Indirect 
costs are course-related and they are not specific to that course alone. 
Students may, for example, make use of a telephone help-line or use 
a venue that is used for other courses and by other students. Although 
these costs are related to an individual course, they are also distributed 
across several courses.

Where indirect costs are summed or simply allocated as a percentage of 
direct costs, they are referred to as overhead costs. What is considered 
to be overhead costs differs in various approaches to costing. Most 
frequently, overhead costs are used to distribute costs common to all 
courses within an institution without having to calculate unit costs for each 
element. These might include costs associated with office and building 
infrastructure (e.g., repair, maintenance and rental), electricity and water, 
gardening, cleaning, security and so on. Such costs are necessary to 
run an educational institution and are distributed accordingly as indirect 
costs or overheads.

Unit Costs and Cost Centres
Various units of analysis are used to measure costs in distance education 
depending on what is being considered. For example, an appropriate 
unit of analysis for course materials may be a book or a page. The unit 
cost is the cost associated with one unit of analysis. The unit of analysis 
selected depends on what the financial planner is seeking to cost. For 
example, if the planner is seeking to compile a broad budget for a new 
distance education course, he or she might select a unit of analysis that 
incorporates all costs associated with designing and developing a study 
guide. For micro-level planning, the planner might break this down into 

1. For a more comprehensive discussion of fixed, variable and semi-variable costs. consult 
G. Rumble (1997) The Costs and Economics of Open and Distance Learning (London: 
Kogan Page).
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smaller units of analysis such as design of a single graphic, copy editing 
of a single page or desktop publishing of a single page. 

In developing costing approaches and models, a series of unit costs 
are frequently clustered or grouped around specific areas of activity or 
items. Costing is calculated according to agreed categories such as costs 
associated with a course, a department or a student. Costs may also be 
grouped according to function, such as by teaching and learning strategy, 
course design, course materials production or dissemination. Such 
groups or categories of costs are referred to as cost centres. Different 
institutions develop different approaches to costing and, therefore, use 
various cost centres. 

Cost Drivers
A cost driver is anything that influences costs, and it can drive costs in 
either direction: up or down. There are different cost drivers, depending on 
which aspect of distance education is being considered. In the example 
of course materials, one cost driver in relation to the costs of producing 
course materials (per page or per book) is the number of students. 
Increases in student numbers will drive up overall costs associated with 
producing, storing and distributing course materials. However, it may 
also help to reduce the unit costs of this activity, as certain economies of 
scale will start to take effect with increased student numbers.

Personnel Costs
Personnel costs are all costs relating to the time spent by people on 
specific activities (whether those people are employed on a full- or part-
time basis or as sub-contractors). These include functions such as course 
design, course or programme coordination, instructional design, tutoring, 
mentoring, counselling, student assessment, invigilation, moderation, 
administration, tutor coordination, research and a host of other things.

Capital Costs
Capital costs are used to reflect an initial purchase of equipment, 
infrastructure or items that have a useful life of more than one year. 
Capital costs are generally not considered to be recurrent in accounting, 
but obviously most capital investments have various related costs that are 
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recurrent and therefore should not be considered “once off” investments 
in this way. 

Rigorous financial planning takes into account all costs related to a capital 
investment such as repair, maintenance, insurance and depreciation that 
will recur over several years. For example, the capital cost of purchasing 
a photocopy machine may be ZAR 20,000. This can be considered a 
capital expense in its first year, but has several related recurrent costs. 
Ongoing repair, maintenance and insurance will be necessary, and the 
capital investment will also be depreciated over, say, five years. Taking 
these recurrent costs into account in financial planning allows for capital 
items to be used optimally and to be replaced when necessary.

Economies of Scale
As noted, there are a number of different kinds of costs which need to 
be taken into account in financial planning. Some of these costs will not 
change directly with increases in student numbers (e.g., an institution 
will never have more than one principal’s office). But other costs will 
vary with student numbers (e.g., cost of materials, despatch, support 
services, etc.). For some of these costs, larger volumes can result in lower 
unit costs. For example, printing 50 copies of a study guide is generally 
more expensive per unit than printing 5,000 copies. This is why some 
institutions, like UNISA (University of South Africa) for example, work on 
a three-year cycle in which study materials are printed based on the 
expected demand over three years, so a larger volume will be printed 
in the first year for a lower unit cost. 

The logic of distance education provision is that average costs will decline 
as student numbers grow. Important thresholds in this respect seem 
to be 500, 1,000 and 10,000 students. Figure 1 illustrates the impact of 
these considerations graphically. Within certain parameters, some costs 
will not change as student numbers grow (e.g., course design costs, the 
principal’s office, etc.). These are fixed costs (FC) for a particular course. 
Some costs obviously vary directly with student numbers (e.g., marking 
assignments, postage of materials, etc.). These are variable costs (VC). 
As student numbers grow, some economies of scale will be realized 
(e.g., bulk mailing, longer print runs leading to lower unit costs), which 
is why the variable costs curve tends to flatten out. 
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Figure 1: Cost curves for distance education provision
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3. Understanding the Logic 
of Distance Education Costing ........
The financial logic of introducing distance education has, in many ways, 
been a response to education systems that are in crisis because they 
are pushing against the ceiling of capacity of their classroom-based 
teachers to manage the learning of incoming students. The methods of 
what became known as distance education offered some hope that the 
productivity of education systems could be substantially raised to meet 
the demand for education. Distance educators have also long held that 
the quality of educational experience for students can be improved by 
proper use of those methods because they introduce greater flexibility 
into the system, enabling students to study in ways and places and at 
times that best suit their personal circumstances. 

By such methods, institutions can reach students who would not 
otherwise be drawn into education systems. Finally, they also support 
and encourage highly desirable system developments towards internally 
generated quality assurance and accountability. Evidence of the veracity 
of this argument is that, increasingly, these lessons are being integrated 
into traditional education systems.

However, it has become a dangerous piece of conventional wisdom 
that distance education is less expensive than traditional contact 
education. There are many ways in which that is not true. At present, 
many education systems in the developing world are looking to distance 
education because it seems to offer cost efficiencies. However, the 
consideration tends to be whether distance education is cheaper than 
contact, and assumptions are made about what distance education is. 
A consideration of different examples if distance education programmes 
shows that what may be considered distance education provision may 
take a wide variety of forms with similar variety in the implications for 
costing.

Research on comparative costs has not been undertaken on a consistent 
or comprehensive basis. Some studies have looked at institutional costs, 
others at public expenditure costs and still others at total economic costs. 
Some have examined recurrent costs but neglected capital costs. The 
accumulated research literature on the cost efficiency/cost effectiveness 
of distance education (see, for example, Dhanarajan et al. 1994) does 
suggest two fundamental conclusions:
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*.    Distance education institutions are usually more cost efficient than 

conventional institutions, particularly when they enrol large numbers 

of students on each course in order to reap large economies of 

scale.

*.    Distance education institutions can be more cost effective than 

conventional institutions when they offer high-quality learning 

materials and tutorial support for students, thereby securing 

satisfactory retention and graduation rates. Conversely, if they do 

not achieve satisfactory retention and graduation rates they may 

well be much more expensive.

In distance education, major expenses are incurred in designing 

courses – particularly if they involve the use of “expensive” media and 

technologies. This is potentially a bottomless pit of expense, since it is 

always possible to add more person-power or seek more expensive 

media and technologies, but it need not be. Many good courses have 

been designed with relatively small amounts of person-power. However, 

the world of distance education contains many times more bad courses 

than good ones. A broad generalization that has fairly high reliability for 

distance education is that the “quality” of the course (i.e., subject matter 

and pedagogy) is related to the level of investment in its design.

Taking Time To Design
Perhaps the first danger that politicians and educational planners make 

is to grossly underestimate the amount of person-power needed to 

design one hour of student study time. Bedazzled by the cost-efficiency 

claims of distance educators, they conceive of distance education as 

merely another less expensive type of school and proceed to plan its 

costs in similar ways. Instead, the budget for distance education should 

be built up from a detailed costing of each of its proposed courses. The 

first stage involves considering the level of investment to be made in the 

design of each course. 

Whilst this process involves an enormous amount of rule-of-thumb and 

guesswork, it is necessary for initial decision-making. Table 1 provides 

some indication of the kinds of investments required in course design 

at higher education first-year level. 
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Table 1.1: Course design time estimates

Time taken to design one hour of student study time

Print 20–100 hours

Audio 20–100 hours

Video 50–200 hours

Computer-based instruction 200–300 hours

Experiments 200–300 hours

Source: Swift 1996

However a particular institution might diverge from these figures, two 
core agreements would likely emerge. First, at the lower part of each of 
the ranges shown in Table 1, the quality of teaching (i.e., capacity to bring 
success to students) will be positively related to investment in design time. 
Disagreements might enter about the strength of the relationship at the 
top end, with returns to additional investment drying up beyond a certain 
point. It might be that an additional 20 hours after the first 50 might bring 
only a small improvement, raising the possibility that it would have been 
more profitably invested in some other part of the system. Second, there 
is a point at the lower end beneath which it is not worth going: the likely 
failure rate and/or poor quality of exit performance make it unlikely that 
the investment will be justified in comparison to face-to-face provision. 
Falling below that lower figure runs the risk of an inadequately prepared 
course which must be compensated for by excessive amounts of teaching 
person-power in its presentation, or a high failure rate, or a lowering of 
exit performance standards, or most likely all three. Unfortunately, large 
amounts of distance education practice internationally appear to have 
been pitched below this level.

A further complication in the ultimate design budget follows from real 
or accidental decisions about the proportion of hours allocated to each 
medium in the course. Each is likely to make up a very different “weight” 
of student study time and may not necessarily play a proportionate role 
in equipping a student for success. 

Finally, design time itself is not a stable quantum. It is worth considering 
that, in each medium, and in the course overall, different combinations 
of expertise might have different effects on student performance. Table 
2 shows a simple example of how two different teams might contribute 
to the total hours spent on course design. All other elements being 
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equal, it is reasonable to assume that if the two teams put in the same 
total amount of design time, it is likely that Team B will produce a more 
successful course. 

Table 1.2: Example of percentage time spent on 
course development by different teams

Course Team A Course Team B

Person 
involved

Proportion 
of total course 
design time 
spent

Person involved Proportion 
of total course 
design time 
spent

Academic 95% Academic 50%

Editor 5% Instructional designer 20%

Media specialist 20%

Editor 5%

Designer 5%

Costs of design are incurred regardless of the number of students who 
study the course. Low unit costs then follow only if very large numbers 
of students study it successfully and the person-power devoted to 
“presenting” the course is substantially lower than in face-to-face 
settings.

The costs of teachers in traditional institutions are directly related to 
student numbers. More importantly, their magnitude is so great as to 
make all other aspects of variable costs relatively trivial. (For example, 
the cost of teachers’ salaries in schools in South Africa is around 80 per 
cent of all costs. In higher education, it is lower but not substantially 
so.) Distance education, therefore, changes the production function of 
education by substituting cheaper management of students’ learning 
for the expensive process of applying teacher time to it. This creates 
potential for lower costs per student, provided large numbers of students 
can take the expensively designed course and that the resulting unit 
cost advantage is not eroded by the lower success rate that is likely to 
ensue.

In successful distance education systems as much attention is given 
to presentation or teaching of courses as to their preparation. Where 
they are well resourced and judiciously deployed, high-quality 
materials and learner support systems can reap substantial benefits in 
improved completion rates and thus enhanced cost effectiveness. That 
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is how distance education institutions can be more cost effective than 
conventional institutions.

Comparative Costs 

Lessons from Higher Education
Care needs to be taken in using measures of effectiveness that are 
appropriate to distance education institutions. Most, particularly those 
concerned with lifelong learning, aim to ensure that as many students 
as possible attain their various learning objectives, whatever they may 
be. In some cases, this is a degree, but in other cases it may be a 
certificate or diploma, a single course credit or a short updating course 
successfully completed. Graduation is therefore not the only successful 
outcome of study.

In addition, several distance education institutions operate an open 
admissions policy and are committed to offering higher education to 
those who lack traditional entry qualifications. Success rates for those 
students are inevitably lower than for qualified students selected for 
entry to conventional universities. Nevertheless, institutions with such 
policies may be adding more value in personal and social benefit than 
the conventional universities.

Regrettably, measures of cost based on units of education achieved other 
than degrees and on concepts of “added value” are not yet widely used. 
This leaves only less satisfactory measures such as cost per registered 
full-time equivalent year of study. Such calculations greatly favour 
distance education institutions because the much lower course pass 
rates are not brought into the equation. On the other hand, calculations 
based only on successful graduations favour conventional institutions 
because distance education students who are satisfied with partial 
completion of a programme are ignored and their costs charged to 
graduations. Nevertheless, even with this limited criterion of success, 
distance education institutions with high-quality materials and tutorial 
support score well (although those without score very badly).

Early studies of the UK Open University (OU), for example, indicated that it 
produced graduates at something over half the cost of other universities. 
A confidential study undertaken by the Department of Education and 
Science in 1981 found that a three-year full-time equivalent (FTE) degree 
at the OU cost GBP 4,890 compared to an average of GBP 8,550 in other 
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universities. A four-year FTE degree cost GBP 7,984 at the OU and GBP 
11,842 elsewhere. The differences were even greater when calculated 
in terms of public fund costs (GBP 4,356 compared to GBP 10,801 for a 
three-year FTE degree) and total economic costs (GBP 7,116 compared 
to GBP 17,843) (Dept. of Education 1981). The differentials have narrowed 
somewhat since 1981 because the proportion of under-qualified students 
entering the OU has increased and unit costs in other universities have 
fallen, but a more recent calculation put the cost of an OU graduate at 
less than two-thirds that of a full-time graduate in other universities 
(Horlock 1984). 

A further confidential study, undertaken by the Department for Education 
and Science in 1991, compared the cost of OU degrees with part-time 
degrees offered by three conventional institutions. It found that a three-
year FTE degree at the OU costs less than 60 per cent of the average 
of the other universities. These are impressive statistics, but they are 
not unique. Other distance universities with similar teaching systems 
achieve similar rates. For example, the Allama Iqbal Open University in 
Pakistan, which is modelled on the OU, achieves costs per graduate that 
are 45 to 70 per cent of the cost of conventional universities (Perraton 
1994). Further, the Open Learning Institute of Hong Kong made heavy 
use of existing distance teaching materials from the OU and elsewhere 
and married these with highly resourced student support arrangements 
when it started up. As a break-even institution, it was required to charge 
students the full cost of their courses. Its graduates paid about one-third 
of what a similar degree of the University of Hong Kong cost at the time 
(Swift and Dhanarajan 1992). 

There is another variation on the question of returns to investment 
in distance education. Few specialists in Australia would accept an 
argument that distance education is cheaper than residential, because 
in Australia it is not. This is because, in general, the methods are used 
for other purposes than cheapness and, inevitably, on small numbers. 
The most precise study of costs in which outcomes were identical was 
conducted at the University of Southern Queensland (USQ) in comparing 
the cost of its distance education and residential output. The conclusion 
was that they were broadly comparable. But the advantages of adding 
distance education to conventional provision were political, in the sense 
that a wider clientele of students was being served; institutional, in that 
a small institution was able to increase its size giving both generalized 
cost-efficiency benefits and greater weight on the higher education 
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institutional battlefield; and educational, in that use of distance 
education methods across all fields encouraged pedagogical quality. 
Some income and staff development benefit was also derived from 
“off-shore” registrations in Asian countries.

The studies of the OU and the USQ elucidate only some of the benefits 
of the range of distance education methods because neither institution 
uses all of them. Each also dealt with a specific range of possibilities 
amongst the clientele (Taylor and White 1991). USQ had small numbers 
of students on a large number of courses: two important causes of high 
costs. The OU has an open entry policy, very expensive course-design 
strategies, a short (32-week) studying year, a slow registration procedure 
and severe restrictions in the numbers it was permitted to enrol. In these 
ways, the cost efficiency of its degree structures, particularly in science 
and technology, has been retarded.

The course production methods of the two institutions are almost at the 
two extremes of expensiveness with the OU spending up to GBP 4 million 
to prepare a course equivalent to one-eighth of a four-year honours 
degree, while USQ spends a small fraction of that amount. In summary, 
the OU, despite limitations on its numbers set by government policy and 
challenges to its teaching system of open entry, was nevertheless big 
enough (in course registrations) with a small enough number of courses, 
to produce a particular level of cost advantage (up to 40 per cent cheaper) 
over its competitors. USQ had no chance of achieving similar numbers 
and therefore the expensive course was not an option; nor was it likely 
to obtain a cost advantage over conventional delivery. 

Studies also reveal, however, that distance education institutions that 
do not invest in high-quality materials and student support systems 
achieve much lower completion rates and, therefore, lower cost-
effectiveness rates than the OU or conventional universities. In the 
early 1990s, for example, the International Correspondence School in 
the US was providing materials but no student support and taking no 
action to monitor student progress. Completion rates were less than 
15 per cent.

The consequences of low completion rates can be catastrophic to cost 
effectiveness if the most challenging criterion of graduation rates is 
used as the sole measure of educational value added. A study of data 
supplied by the 10 largest distance education universities illustrates the 
point. It was found that these “mega universities” taught their students at 
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between 10 and 50 per cent of the average cost of the other universities 
in their countries (Daniel 1995). However, they were less likely to bring 
their students to the point of graduation. Where graduation rates are an 
important aspect of the higher education system, the cost advantage is 
diminished by the ratio of the difference between the two forms. 

Considering Other Education Sectors
The same financial challenges exist when transporting the logic of distance 
education into sectors other than higher education. Internationally, there 
has been growing interest in introducing open schools.2 

While there are varying motivations for the introduction of such schools, 
a common one when such projects are aimed at younger learners as 
an alternative to mainstream schooling is to reduce the cost of providing 
education. Evidence from around the world suggests that open schools 
tend to succeed in this regard (see Table 3). 

2. As used here, an open school refers to an educational institution operating in the spheres 
of primary and/or secondary education, providing courses and programmes predominantly 
through use of distance education methods.
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Table 1.3: Costs of some school equivalency projects

Country, 
Project, Date

GNP Per Capita
at Date 
of Study

Student 
Numbers

Cost per 
Learner 
(USD)

Comparative 
Cost

Current 
(USD)

1998 
(USD)

Brazil, 
Bahia State, 
Madureza, 1976

$1,410 $3,793 8,000 $418 per 
student 
following three 
courses

Higher cost per 
student than 
alternative

Brazil, 
Minerva, 1977

$1,410 $3,793 118,118 $49 per student 
following group 
of courses for 
one year

Costs 65% of 
private sector 
alternative; no 
evidence on cost 
per successful 
student

India, 
National Open 
School, 1990

$360 $449 40,885 $44 per student 
per annum.

Cost 63% of cost 
of government 
school

South Korea Air 
Correspondence 
High School, 
1976

$980 $2,636 20,000 $171 per 
student per 
annum.

Cost per 
student 24% of 
alternative; cost 
per successful 
student 29%

Malawi 
Correspondence 
Study Centres, 
1978

$150 $404 2,884 $399 per 
student; 
$2,794 per 
examination 
pass

Cost per student 
62% cost at day 
school; cost per 
pass 81% higher

– 1988 $160 $220 17,000 $107 per 
student; $378 
per pass

Cost per pass 
reduced to 34% 
of day school 
rates

Mexico 
Telesecundaria, 
1975

$1,160 $3,514 33,840 $589 per 
student

Cost per 
student 76% of 
alternative

– 1981 $3,170 $5,684 170,000 $927 per 
student

Cost per student 
9.5% higher 
than alternative

– 1988 $1,860 $2,563 >400,000 $441 per 
student

Cost per 
student 32% of 
alternative

– 1997 $3,680 $739 767,700 $562 per 
student

Zambia 
Correspondence 
Study Centres, 
1981

$600 $1,076 11,800 Cost per 
student 
in range 
$102–291

Cost per student 
7–21% of day 
school

Source: Perraton 2000.

Again, however, these comparative costs should be read in combination 
with several of the other points made in this report. They do not, by 
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themselves, create an argument in favour of introducing distance 
education methods, as the educational implications need to be weighed 
against any likely financial efficiencies.

These environing arguments can be ignored for present purposes, 
however. They either work in favour of the cost-benefit advantage of 
distance education against residential education or they bring system 
benefits. As lifelong learning gains hold around the world, the economic 
advantage of distance education over so-called full-time residential 
education will begin to be demonstrated. 

The Issue of National Need
One implication of the foregoing analysis is that distance education 
offers a much wider and more detailed range of alternatives to the 
educational policy-maker or planner than does traditional education. This 
wide range, unfortunately, includes not only unconscionable amounts of 
failure, but also excessive and unproductive expenditure. Measurement 
of cost efficiency and effectiveness is therefore a key to assessing an 
institution’s performance.

There is a further implication, which is well illustrated at the higher 
education level. The most crucial policy difference between distance 
education institutions of economically developed countries and those 
in the developing world is that the latter must be important elements 
in providing the traditional university entrance cohorts. In developed 
countries their functions are usually seen to be that of extending “second 
chance” opportunities and enhancing the lifelong learning capacities of 
the system. Consequently, their responsibilities can be expected to be very 
different. Table 4 outlines some expected differences between distance 
education universities in developed and developing countries:
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Table 1.4: Comparison of distance education 
universities in developed and developing countries 

Needs Developed Countries Developing Countries

Curriculum • May be vocational, inter-
est directed, flexible, 
non-traditional, experi-
mental

• May range broadly

• Must be thought to be 
necessary for school 
leavers

• Should concentrate on 
subjects of national need

Graduation 
rates and 
speeds

Less important than other, 
more 
general educational 
objectives

Of primary importance

Student 
support

May assume maturity of 
students and infrastructural 
support for independent 
learning

Will be crucial in early years 
of study in all aspects

Student 
counselling

May concentrate on use of 
the learning system.

May play an important part in 
directing student careers

Cost per 
unit of 
educational 
output

May not be important Must be important since other 
forms of education are under-
funded
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4. Common Problems and Mistakes
Keeping in mind the discussion of the previous section, the summary 
of some of the financial logic underpinning choices to create distance 
education programmes, it is useful to reflect briefly on some common 
problems facing education planners. Understanding these common 
problems and costing errors could go a long way towards increasing 
the cost effectiveness of distance education.

Building a Financial Planning Culture 
The most obvious problem that tends to arise is that some educational 
planners continue to believe that because education is theoretically 
an endeavour in the public interest, government should cover the bill 
regardless of what it may be. As a result, financial analysis is frequently 
absent, often resulting in widespread systemic inefficiencies across both 
distance and contact education provision. More importantly, though, it 
often means that decisions to introduce distance education courses and 
programmes are not based on any sound financial argument, but rather 
on a vague notion that distance education is “cheaper.”

Where financial planning is done, it tends to focus narrowly on the direct 
costs of a course or programme, rather than on understanding the full 
direct and indirect costs necessary to sustain both the educational 
intervention and the educational provider itself. At its worst, such financial 
planning is integrated with the laissez-faire attitude described above, 
with educators in many systems routinely omitting their own costs as part 
of their financial plans. At a systemic level, it is often reflected in absence 
of systematic financial planning templates that factor in a wide range of 
indirect costs and institutional and administrative overheads.

Usually, these errors of omission are symptomatic of a culture of financial 
dependence, in which institutions that have regularly received funding 
from a guaranteed source (usually the government purse) have not 
been required to engage seriously with strategies to ensure their own 
financial sustainability.

A related problem is that many educational planners have faced not 
knowing whether the courses and programmes they are designing or 
implementing are generating more income than expenditure. Careful 
analysis of all associated costs of a course or programme is the only 
meaningful way to find out. Our experience shows that to achieve such 
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an analysis a thorough map of what students will be expected to do 
must be developed. 

All education provision involves a set of teaching and learning strategies, 
which can be grouped into three related categories:

@     Contact strategies, which refer to all time spent in synchronous 
or asynchronous communication between educators (be they 
facilitators, tutors, lecturers or mentors) and learners. Contact 
strategies include face-to-face sessions, as well as other 
communication strategies such as telephonic support, e-mail and 
Internet chat, and video conferencing. The key cost driver of contact 
strategies is the ratio of learners to educators.

@     Assessment strategies, which refer to activities designed to enable 
educators to evaluate student learning or progress. Educator time 
on assessment strategies will be affected by the number of 
assessment tasks, the complexity of those tasks (as increasing 
complexity usually requires additional time spent on assessment) 
and the number of students working together (assessment tasks 
completed by groups of students reduce the overall number of tasks 
requiring assessment, but may increase the time that has to be 
spent assessing each submission).

@     Independent study strategies, which refer to all student time spent 
in course-related activities that do not directly involve educators 
(other than in design of the activities).

These distinctions are essentially arbitrary, but are designed to estimate 
student notional hours of learning and the resulting staff workload. 
Off this base, it becomes relatively simple to calculate a full range of 
associated costs, including specialized costs of course design and 
development. It also becomes possible to compare accumulated costs 
with projected income, and thus to determine whether or not proposed 
curriculum strategies are financially viable.

Distance education planning, however, introduces the need to project 
costs over time and student numbers. This is because the logic of 
distance education is based on the assumption that upfront investments 
in design and development of courses and administrative systems will 
be amortised over time and large student numbers. 
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It is, therefore, not reasonable to expect a distance education programme 
to generate more (or at least as much) income as expense in a single 
year. Rather, such financial sustainability needs to be achieved over 
a cycle of a number of years. Without undertaking such calculations, 
it becomes impossible to establish when, if ever, new courses and 
programmes will break even financially, hence making it harder to make 
effective financial decisions on whether or not to make initial design and 
development investments (see Figures 2 and 3 below).

Figure 2: Breakeven point for distance education 
provision

Money
value

Student numbers

TC

TI

Figure 2 shows that it is important for programme managers to be able 
to work out the breakeven point for a course or programme and so to 
answer the question: at what level of enrolment does total income (TI) 
meet total cost (TC)? Beyond this level of enrolment, the course can begin 
to generate a profit.
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Figure 3: Scenario planning for distance education 
provision

Money
value

Time/student numbers

Income

Costs

1

2

Figure 3 shows that it is important for course/programme managers to 
be able to plan for a period of time. Typically, a DEOL programme incurs 
costs (e.g., course design) long before it generates income (e.g., from 
student fees), so when student numbers are low (which is quite possible 
at the start of a course), the course might be running at a loss (region 
1). But as student numbers grow, the course may begin to show a profit 
(region 2). It is important not to lose sight of the development costs of 
the course in the overall financial planning which might typically cover 
a three-to-five year period.

It is important to note that such planning does not assume a need 
for all income to be generated from students. There are several other 
potential sources of income, including governments, donor agencies and 
businesses. The important point, though, is that the educational viability 
of any distance education programme will definitely be undermined if 
income does not at least match full expenditure.

Avoiding the Income Trap
When financial analysis is undertaken, it often focuses narrowly on unit 
costs (that is, the cost per individual student). Such analysis depends 
for its persuasiveness on demonstrating declining student costs as 
economies of scale are achieved. This often ignores macro-economic 
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analysis to assess whether or not the total sums of money that such 
activity will require exist in the educational economies for which new 
distance education programmes are being planned. In other words, if 
the costing analysis assumes that a profit will be made after five years 
when there will be 10 000 students enrolled in a course, it is important 
to ask whether it is realistic that 10 000 students will be able to enrol 
within five years given the current state of the economy and society 
in question. This problem is most serious when it creeps into national 
policy planning, and it has undermined the viability of many distance 
education programmes around the world.

Developing countries share at least one common problem; there are 
more urgent social problems to solve than there are resources or time 
to solve them. It therefore becomes very difficult – some would argue 
almost impossible – to establish priorities. Focusing on one course of 
action over another often involves taking decisions that may be construed 
as ignoring fundamental human rights or even, at its most extreme, 
leading to loss of life (through poverty, disease, unemployment and 
other core social problems). It is tempting to want to try to solve all 
problems together, as prioritization simply forces decisions that are too 
difficult to take. 

Often, distance education planning succumbs to the pressure of this 
problem. Persuasive arguments about reduced unit costs prompt 
investments in large-scale new programmes aimed at providing almost 
immediate solutions to major problems. The following fictitious example 
illustrates this financial logic: 

Graduating a single student at a traditional contact 

institution is, say, costing $5,000. If we invest in a large-

scale distance education programme – using earmarked 

government funding or money from a donor agency – we 

can reduce this unit cost to, say, $2,000 (and still provide 

a quality experience, as this will incorporate extensive 

learner support). 

Regretfully, such logic is usually seriously flawed by inadequate analysis 
of real income streams. It requires an additional element of analysis, 
which might run as follows:

Our analysis is based on a current reality in which 100 

students are enrolled for the contact programme, thus 
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leading to a total cost of $500,000. To achieve the 

economies of scale we have planned, we need to enrol 

at least 1,000 students. Thus, although our unit costs 

have declined, we need to expect total expenditure to 

increase to $2,000,000, a fourfold increase.

In other words, although as the first example indicates unit costs have 
been reduced from $5,000 to $2,000 in moving to distance education 
provision, the larger student numbers have resulted in the total 
budget increasing (from 100 x $5,000 = $ 50,000 to 1,000 x $ 2,000 = 
$2,000,000).

In many instances, income analysis will reveal that there is simply no 
way to accommodate this increase in total expenditure. There are several 
examples of omissions of this type of planning leading to diversions 
of income away from small, but sustainable, interventions into large, 
unsustainable interventions. As income streams dry up, the large-scale 
intervention is forced to cut back on certain critical investments, most 
notably ongoing course design and provision of adequate learner 
support. At the same time, the smaller intervention has also been 
rendered unsustainable. The net consequence is an increase in the 
kinds of social problems outlined above as education delivery becomes 
undermined.

A key source of this problem is that planners often seek to understand 
institutions and systems considered to be successful in other contexts. 
This is a sensible approach to further develop the understanding of 
different models as well as necessary conditions for success for such 
models. However, it runs the risk of assuming that successful models in 
one context will also succeed in the local context. Regretfully, experience 
demonstrates that such expectations are rarely fulfilled. Again, the only 
meaningful strategy for overcoming this problem is to undertake rigorous 
financial planning on a case-by-case basis.

Perpetuating Current Patterns of Expenditure
The flip side of the income trap is perpetuating financial inefficiencies. 
In many cases, establishing distance education institutions and 
programmes perpetuates existing patterns of educational expenditure 
rather than challenging them. Very often, their establishment has been 
motivated by intrinsic weaknesses in the mainstream, contact system, 
which policy-makers have seen require years of structural change 
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before large-scale improvements become noticeable. Thus, distance 
education provides a handy, reasonably quick institutional solution to 
problems of educational delivery, which can operate largely outside of 
mainstream systems and hence not be slowed down by the pace of 
these structural changes.

On the face of it, these appear to be structures of particular interest and 
relevance to developing contexts. There is, however, a very real danger, 
namely that such expediency further retards the pace of change in 
mainstream systems. Better financial planning – particularly at national 
level – can go some way towards avoiding these problems.
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5. From Costing Theory to Practice 
in SSA..............................................
Perhaps the best generalization that can be made about the methods 
of distance education in relation to cost effectiveness is that they provide 
tools for designing and building high-quality systems for facilitating 
learning that are sensitive to the specific needs of students. Their cost 
efficiency and effectiveness depend primarily on the number of students 
who can be recruited to each course and the quality of the teaching 
materials and student support systems. Other factors have a bearing 
(e.g., whether fees are set at levels that discourage recruitment and 
retention, and whether courses are designed from scratch or bought 
“off the shelf”), but these are the fundamental conditions for success. 
Distance education institutions that have been able to satisfactorily fulfil 
these conditions have demonstrated higher levels of cost efficiency and 
cost effectiveness than comparable conventional institutions.

The following section focuses on what is actually happening in DEOL 
provision in SSA with a view to offering practical illustrations of the kinds 
of costing concerns outlined in the foregoing discussion. 

The Costing Model
For the purposes of this exercise, we developed a costing model that 
works on a Microsoft Access database platform and which requires no 
prior budgeting experience or complex calculations. A questionnaire was 
also developed to guide the collection of data (see Appendix A). 

The study involved twelve costing case studies of DEOL courses/
programmes in SSA, taking into consideration the following variations:

@.    Formal higher education;
@.    Informal education;
@     Open schooling;
@     Rural education and/or ABET; and
@     Teacher education and/or other vocational/professional 

development. 
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Each of these case studies have been presented in Appendix B to provide 
useful examples for education planners to consider. For the purposes of 
this summary report, the main findings are briefly presented below. 

The costing database assumes that we were interested in exploring 
distance education provision from within an existing institution. So, 
although we collected data on the costs of curriculum and materials 
design and materials production, much of which usually happens before 
a course is first offered to students, we did not consider the costs of 
establishing a new dedicated distance education institution.

The data from the questionnaire was entered into the costing database 
model and a report generated which offers an overview of costs under 
the headings as shown in Figure 4.

Figure 4: Costing model report outline

Organization:
Programme:
Course:
Year:
Average Course Cost Summary
Personnel:
Other:
Overhead:
Total
Cost per registered student:
Cost per successful student:
Total course income:
Total course cost:
Profit/loss

This summary report is then supported by sub-reports on the following 
cost centres:

@     Educational strategies
@     Assessment types
@     Other personnel costs
@     Other costs (e.g., course design, administration, course materials, 

technology, etc.)
@     Course income

Having captured the key data, it is then possible to do some scenario 
planning by investigating the cost advantages of different mixes of 
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educational and assessment strategies as well as different numbers of 
student enrolments. 

General Findings
Gathering the necessary data for this costing exercise proved quite 
difficult and highlights many of the challenges noted in the previous 
sections of this report. Many of the course and programme coordinators 
with whom we engaged lacked basic information regarding the costing 
of their courses. Only one case study was completed satisfactorily 
without direct face-to-face interaction, and in every case more than 
one exchange of information was required with many reports requiring 
three versions before being finalised.

In some institutions, academic staff are not required to submit a budget 
with a new curriculum proposal. The finance department handles all 
budgeting and costing separately. Where staff are required to submit 
budgets, they must often do so with very little guidance and support. 
Very few course or programme coordinators were able to supply us with 
historical cost reporting for their particular courses. This means much 
planning and budgeting has to take place in a vacuum, and where 
budgets are submitted they are often simply accepted and no follow-up 
reporting is provided.

Different institutions use different terms to describe similar job functions, 
and very often salaries are regarded as confidential information. In such 
cases we were usually able to identify the salary range at a particular 
level and then take an average of this range. Some of the staff with whom 
we engaged never considered their own time in terms of the cost to the 
course, assuming that as full-time employees they are simply part of 
the overheads of the institution. In addition, most of the staff with whom 
we engaged work on multiple courses and do not keep timesheets: this 
meant that having estimated how much time it would take to complete 
a particular task, they were often not able to see whether the resulting 
calculation (e.g., time spent on course design) was realistic or not.

Throughput figures were often not readily available and where they 
were, there was often an enormous difference between course and 
programme throughput. In one instance we encountered a course where 
throughput at the course level averaged between 50 to 60 per cent, but 
throughput at the associated programme or qualification level it was 
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less than 1 per cent within the minimum time and as low as 5.4 per cent 
within three times the minimum time. 

In many instances, programme and course coordinators had not 
thought about how enrolment might be expected to grow or decrease 
in subsequent years.

Most of the courses that formed part of this research offered some form 
of contact support strategy. The most common strategies were:

@     Individual consultations in person or by telephone (and to a much 
lesser extent by e-mail);

@     Face-to-face contact sessions/workshops; and
@     Satellite television broadcasts or teleconferences.

Costing was difficult because it was not always clear how many students 
had access to and took advantage of the support that was offered. 
Several of the courses that were considered offer contact workshops, for 
example, but these workshops were sometimes not offered in multiple 
decentralized venues. As a consequence, only a small percentage of 
students had access to and made use of the support offered. In costing 
this form of provision, therefore, we wished to explore the possible 
implications of opening access and offering support to all the students on 
the course in contrast to what seemed to be the actual present case.

A similar problem existed with individual consultations. Course 
personnel were often extremely vague about how much time they spent 
in individual consultation with students, whether in person, or more 
indirectly by telephone and e-mail. Very often a course was managed 
from a centralized venue, requiring students to travel to that venue or 
make a long distance telephone call to seek advice. (In general, e-mail 
was not commonly used by the students engaged on the courses that 
we investigated.) The costs involved in accessing support then become 
a barrier to such access and the take-up was low. However, course 
personnel would often estimate that they spent a certain amount of time 
with each student, even though when extrapolated to all the students 
on the course, the amount of time spent on individual consultation was 
clearly unrealistic. In this instance, we tried to have course personnel 
reflect on the total amount of time they spent each week on individual 
consultation and then divide this by the number of students on the 
programme. Creating this ratio then allowed us to extrapolate the effects 
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of increased or decreased student enrolments in terms of personnel 
time and costs.

Where decentralized contact support was offered, courses often 
employed external tutors. In most cases tutors were paid only for the 
time actually spent in contact sessions or for the actual number of scripts 
marked, not for their preparation time. The costs associated with as-
sessment were broken down into marking, moderation and invigilation. 
Again, for the purposes of scenario planning we attempted to ascertain 
the assessment time (and cost) per student.

For contact support, assessment and independent study, we tried 
also to capture data on the estimated student time spent on these 
activities, which builds cumulatively to the total notional learning hours 
of the course. There was often initially a large discrepancy between 
the notional credits attached to a course and the actual learning time 
generated from a consideration of the various learning activities with 
which the students engaged. Apart from being interested in whether 
the workload for students seemed reasonable, determining the notional 
learning hours for a particular course is useful in providing insight into 
the actual course design time per student hour. In many of the courses 
we looked at, the course design time was less than one hour of design 
for one hour of student study, which is considerably below international 
benchmarks. 

Printed materials played an important role in all the programmes we 
considered, and in the absence of actual costs from most programmes, 
we have assumed a print cost of ZAR 0.26 per page, unless the data 
presented said otherwise.

Although many, but not all, programme or course coordinators were 
able to tell us what the student fee was for the course for which they 
were responsible, none was able to give us the actual government 
subsidy. In the absence of useful feedback, many programme and 
course coordinators seemed to operate on the basis that because their 
programmes have not been closed down, they must be operating in a 
financially sound way!

As noted earlier, many of the programme and course coordinators with 
whom we engaged were operating largely in a vacuum with regard to 
the actual income and expenditure for the courses for which they were 
responsible. In most cases, at the course level, coordinators felt that 
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they were having to operate within the income generated by student 
fees and any additional funding they could generate themselves while 
government subsidies did not find themselves down to the course 
level but were “lost” somewhere in central financial administration. 
Coordinators were generally content with an assumption of a 30 per 
cent contribution to overheads, but were often unable to give details of 
the kind of fixed and variable “other” costs associated with a particular 
course (i.e., costs that the institution would not incur if that particular 
course were not offered).

Generally our sense was that many programme and course coordinators 
still need to be empowered with planning and budgeting tools and 
expertise. There also needs to be a concerted effort by institutions 
towards activity and course-based costing. Regular reporting on the 
financial health of a course or programme is currently not a common 
phenomenon and academic staff need to keep better records of how 
they utilize their time.

In general, programme and course personnel with whom we engaged 
did not enjoy the exercise. However, many subsequently observed that 
difficult as it was, engaging with the kinds of questions that emerged 
gave them new insights into what they were doing.

Summary Findings from Costing Case Studies 
There has been and remains considerable discussion about the exact 
nature of distance education in the context of rapid development 
of information and communication technologies, and the literature 
increasingly talks about a blurring of the boundaries between distance 
education and more traditional classroom-based provision. The trend 
seems to be that institutions formerly offering correspondence forms of 
distance education have come under pressure to provide more learner 
support, particularly in the form of direct contact whether in a discussion 
class, a teleconference, by e-mail, etc. On the other hand, more traditional 
providers have found themselves under pressure to open access to more 
learners both for philosophical and financial reasons and they have 
increasingly begun to make use of resource-based strategies for the 
provision of learning opportunities.

The case studies that formed part of this study seemed both to confirm 
the blurring of boundaries and affirm that there are still extremes of 
practice. In organizing the summary of case studies in Table 5, we have 
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chosen to emphasize this trend and to explore the consequences for 
costing. Thus at the left of the table we have clustered those courses 
which offer a print-based correspondence experience for most students 
(but not all). At the opposite end we have clustered courses for which 
traditional face-to-face interaction forms a key and integral aspect of 
the course for all learners registered. The courses in the middle of the 
table represent examples of mixed-mode delivery with an increasing 
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emphasis on the importance of direct face-to-face engagement as we 
move from left to right.

Observations/Lessons
The data collected and the research process followed suggest the 
following important lessons for DEOL financial planners: 

@     Distance education is not necessarily a cheap alternative to more 
traditional contact-based provision: seven of the 12 courses run at 
a deficit on student fees.

@     Correspondence-type courses with limited learner support and 
limited recurring investment in course and materials design (case 
studies 1, 2, 3 and 4) should be able to cover operational costs 
from student fees alone. Case study 1, with a very large enrolment 
indicates a surplus of ZAR 5,787,929 on student fees alone. With 
a probable subsidy of ZAR 710 per student, the total surplus for 
this course amounts to some ZAR 17 million. This raises interesting 
questions about the ongoing investment in the course (i.e., how 
much of the surplus is directed back into improving the course), 
and the extent to which a surplus should be used to cross-subsidise 
other courses or be passed on to the student in the form of reduced 
student fees. It is interesting to note that the very high enrolment 
for case study 1 was an exception; most courses had an enrolment 
considerably lower and they therefore benefited to a much lesser 
extent from economies of scale.

@     Distance education courses with fewer than 100 learners (case 
studies 5, 6, 7, 8) are too small to benefit from economies of scale 
even if their student numbers doubled.

@     Some nominally traditional contact-based courses (case study 7) 
may not offer substantially more direct face-to-face support (as 
a percentage of notional learning time) than nominally distance 
education courses (such as case studies 9, 10 and 12).

@     Distance education courses offering regular face-to-face contact can 
be operationally sustainable on reasonable fees when enrolments 
reach about 500 learners and local tutors are engaged to provide 
the contact support (compare case studies 9 and 10, which have 
similar models of delivery).

@     Those courses with 1,000+ learners do not enjoy significantly greater 
economies of scale with small enrolment increases, but are sensitive 
to declines in enrolment to below 1,000 (case studies 2 and 3). 
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However, considerable economies of scale are achieved with very 
large numbers (case study 1).

@     Managers at the level of courses and programmes generally need 
more support in the financial management of their courses from 
the time of planning and budgeting through to reporting over the 
projected life span of the course/programme.
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6. Conclusion...................................
This report has presented key concepts that underpin sound financial 
planning, together with a detailed explanation of the logic of distance 
education costing as well as common mistakes and challenges 
experienced when costing distance education. It is hoped that this 
background will provide useful guidance to those who wish to do costing 
and financial planning in their institutions and countries. 

Twelve case studies were conducted as part of this project. A summary 
of the costing information gathered for each course as well as the main 
lessons from these case studies was presented. These findings support 
the arguments made in the more theoretical preceding sections. 

As a whole, the report has shown that distance education, when 
carefully planned and costed within the contextual reality in which the 
programme will exist, offers a much wider range of alternatives to the 
educational policy-maker or planner than does traditional education. 
However, the case studies and examples suggest that while it is true 
that distance education methods, if they involve the minimum of course 
and materials design and very limited learner support, can be cheap or 
even potentially profitable, in most cases where investment is made in 
quality materials and where at least 10 per cent of notional learning time 
is directly supported by the institution (whether in face-to-face sessions 
or the use of interactive ICTs), costs for small numbers of learners will 
equal and possibly even exceed the cost of traditional face-to-face 
provision.

The investment in quality materials and the infrastructure for effective 
learner support systems needs to be amortised over large numbers 
of learners. Ongoing learner support will, however, generally vary 
proportionally to student numbers. Adequate financial planning and 
support are needed to ensure an appropriate balance between cost 
efficiency and cost effectiveness.
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Introduction.....................................
This document accompanies a more substantive ADEA report on Costing 
Distance Education and Open Learning in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). In 
this current report we focus on briefly articulating specific guidelines for 
costing DEOL. The reader is referred to the full report for additional details 
and explanations which have not been reproduced here. The guidelines 
presented here have been developed based on research conducted 
for ADEA in which twelve case studies of costing DEOL programmes in 
SSA were conducted, as well as review of international literature on the 
subject.

The first section of this report briefly highlights eight guidelines that 
should be taken into account when doing financial planning for DEOL. 
These eight guidelines are:

1.     Define a vision for what you seek to achieve with a distance educa-
tion intervention;

2.    Cost efficiency versus cost effectiveness;
3.    Learn from past experiences;
4.    Gather as much data as possible;
5.    Seek to develop a financial planning culture;
6.    Understand different types of costs;
7.     Do not underestimate course design costs; and
8.    Avoid the income trap.

The second part of the report presents an example of a scenario plan-
ning exercise that was done as part of this costing distance education 
project. The costing scenario makes use of actual data gathered from 
DEOL courses/programmes in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) to cost a new 
possible DEOL programme. This example provides the reader with a 
detailed insight into the costing decisions that need to be made when 
planning a DEOL programme.
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1. Costing Guidelines .......................

Guideline One: Define a vision for what you seek 
to achieve with a distance education intervention
When planning for distance education it is essential that the planning 
process begins by defining a vision of what should be achieved in the 
long-term given the current context of the programme, institution, or 
country and depending on the level at which the planning is taking place. 
Once this vision has been defined, then the planner needs to consider 
how to mobilize the resources required to achieve it. The planner needs 
to consider the relative strengths and weaknesses of DEOL, including 
the range of possible implementation options, in their specific context. 
Without a clear vision of how strengths can be harnessed and weak-
nesses overcome, any initiative will be doomed to failure. 

Guideline Two: Cost efficiency versus cost 
effectiveness 
Cost-efficiency refers to the ‘cheapness’ of educational provision. This 
is usually expressed in terms of per-student costs. Cost-effectiveness 
is about striking the optimal balance between cost, student numbers 
and educational quality, a balance which can be extremely different 
for different educational contexts. None the less, education planners 
should strive for cost-effectiveness as far as possible, and sound financial 
planning is the first step in ensuring this. In many ways, the concept of 
cost effectiveness represents the balancing act that constitutes open 
learning: making courses cheaper to widen access but also having to 
ensure quality of provision and the learner support that will turn access 
into success. There is no magical formula that leads to cost-effective 
education; rather, cost effectiveness needs to be measured on an 
ongoing basis in relation to changing contextual requirements.

It is often assumed that distance education is less expensive than 
traditional contact education. There are many ways in which that is not 
true. At present, many education systems in the developing world are 
looking to distance education because it seems to offer cost efficiencies. 
However, the consideration tends to be whether distance education is 
cheaper than contact, and assumptions are made about what distance 
education is. A consideration of different examples of distance education 
programmes shows that what may be considered distance education 
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provision may take a wide variety of forms with similar variety in the 
implications for costing.

The accumulated research literature on the cost efficiency/cost effective-
ness of distance education (see, for example, Dhanarajan et al. 1994) 
suggests two fundamental conclusions:

1.     Distance education institutions are usually more cost efficient than 
conventional institutions, particularly when they enrol large numbers 
of students on each course in order to reap large economies of 
scale.

1.     Distance education institutions can be more cost effective than 
conventional institutions when they offer high-quality learning 
materials and tutorial support for students, thereby securing 
satisfactory retention and graduation rates. Conversely, if they do 
not achieve satisfactory retention and graduation rates they may 
well be much more expensive.

Guideline Three: Learn from past experiences
Past experiences in the planning of distance education interventions have 
provided a range of useful lessons. Some general lessons are briefly 
presented here, but it is likely that specific lessons have also been learnt 
relative to the context in which the planner is working. These experiences 
and lessons should be sought out and carefully considered as part of 
any planning process.

Experience has shown that decisions about costing need to be taken 
from the perspective of both the system and the learners who will be a 
part of that system. DEOL programmes, which seem well-planned from 
the institutional level, run a high risk of failure when they do not take 
account of how the decisions made will impact on students and what 
will be required of students for the programme to be successful. With 
the increasing demand for access to educational opportunities, many 
SSA countries are turning to distance education provision. While it is likely 
that in many instances distance education will have a positive role to 
play, it is important not to see distance education as the ‘magic solution’ 
to current education challenges. Instead, the planner should focus on 
specific interventions to solve specific educational problems. The focus 
should be on solving key problems in a sustainable manner. 
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Guideline Four: Gather as much data as possible
To make sound financial decisions the planner needs to collect as much 
data as possible. In Appendix A we include a comprehensive question-
naire specifically designed to collect costing information. 

However, gathering the necessary data for this costing exercise can prove 
quite difficult. In the course of the research conducted to compile the 
costing case studies referred to in the introduction, we found that many 
of the course and programme coordinators with whom we engaged 
lacked basic information regarding the costing of their courses. Only 
one case study was completed satisfactorily without direct face-to-face 
interaction, and in every case more than one exchange of information 
was required with many reports requiring three versions before being 
finalised.

In some institutions, academic staff are not required to submit a budget 
with a new curriculum proposal. The finance department handles all 
budgeting and costing separately. Where staff are required to submit 
budgets, they must often do so with very little guidance and support. 
Very few course or programme coordinators were able to supply us with 
historical cost reporting for their particular courses. This means much 
planning and budgeting has to take place in a vacuum, and where 
budgets are submitted they are often simply accepted and no follow-up 
reporting is provided.

Throughput figures were often not readily available and where they 
were, there was often an enormous difference between course and 
programme throughput. In one instance we encountered a course where 
throughput at the course level averaged between 50 to 60 per cent, 
but throughput at the associated programme or qualification level was 
less than 1 per cent within the minimum time and as low as 5.4 per cent 
within three times the minimum time. 

In many instances, programme and course coordinators had not 
thought about how enrolment might be expected to grow or decrease 
in subsequent years.

Finding costing data for learner support is also a challenge as it is not 
always clear how many students have access to and take advantage 
of the learner support provided. 
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Guideline Five: Seek to develop a financial 
planning culture
Given the difficulty noted in the previous guideline of accessing good 
costing data to use for planning, it becomes imperative that a financial 
planning culture be developed at different levels of the education 
system. 

The most obvious problem that tends to arise is that some educational 
planners continue to believe that because education is theoretically 
an endeavour in the public interest, government should cover the bill 
regardless of what it may be. As a result, financial analysis is frequently 
absent, often resulting in widespread systemic inefficiencies across both 
distance and contact education provision. More importantly, though, it 
often means that decisions to introduce distance education courses and 
programmes are not based on any sound financial argument, but rather 
on a vague notion that distance education is “cheaper.”

Where financial planning is done, it tends to focus narrowly on the direct 
costs of a course or programme, rather than on understanding the full 
direct and indirect costs necessary to sustain both the educational in-
tervention and the educational provider itself. At its worst, such financial 
planning is integrated with the laissez-faire attitude described above, 
with educators in many systems routinely omitting their own costs as part 
of their financial plans. At a systemic level, it is often reflected in absence 
of systematic financial planning templates that factor in a wide range of 
indirect costs and institutional and administrative overheads.

The development of a financial planning culture can go a long way to 
remedy such situations.

Guideline Six: Understand different types 
of costs
There are several different types of costs that must be taken into account 
when making financial decisions. 

Rigorous financial planning will take account of the following key 
costs:

@     Actual and notional costs: actual costs are an accurate reflection 
of what something cost and as such are calculated retrospectively. 
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Notional costs reflect the average cost of what something is likely 
to cost and are used in planning exercises when actual costs are 
not yet known.

@     Fixed and variable costs: Fixed costs refer to costs that remain 
constant when other variables, such as student numbers for 
example, change. An example of a fixed cost is that of course 
design and development which remains the same irrespective of 
the number of students that enroll. Variable costs are dependent 
on other factors and hence do not remain constant. For example, 
the cost of workbook reproduction is dependent on the number of 
students in the course. 

@     Direct, indirect and overhead costs: direct costs of a distance educa-
tion course are all those costs associated with a specific course. 
These include items such as course materials, educator and tutor 
time, and student administration, as well as costs of course design, 
coordination and learner support. Indirect costs are course-related 
and they are not specific to that course alone. Students may, for 
example, make use of a telephone help-line or use a venue that 
is used for other courses and by other students. Although these 
costs are related to an individual course, they are also distributed 
across several courses. Where indirect costs are summed or simply 
allocated as a percentage of direct costs, they are referred to as 
overhead costs. What is considered to be overhead costs differs in 
various approaches to costing. 

@     Unit cost and cost centres: Various units of analysis are used to 
measure costs in distance education depending on what is be-
ing considered. For example, an appropriate unit of analysis for 
course materials may be a book or a page. The unit cost is the cost 
associated with one unit of analysis. Costs may also be grouped 
according to function, such as by teaching and learning strategy, 
course design, course materials production or dissemination. Such 
groups or categories of costs are referred to as cost centres. Different 
institutions develop different approaches to costing and, therefore, 
use various cost centres.

@     Cost Drivers: A cost driver is anything that influences costs, and 
it can drive costs in either direction: up or down, for example the 
number of students in a course is a cost driver with respect to the 
costs of producing, storing and distributing course materials. 

@     Personnel Costs: Personnel costs are all costs relating to the time 
spent by people on specific activities necessary for the programme 
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to be developed and implemented (whether those people are 
employed on a full- or part-time basis or as sub-contractors). 

@     Capital Costs: Capital costs are used to reflect an initial purchase 
of equipment, infrastructure or items that have a useful life of more 
than one year. Capital costs are generally not considered to be 
recurrent in accounting, but obviously most capital investments have 
various related costs that are recurrent and therefore should not be 
considered “once off” investments in this way. 

Guideline Seven: Do not underestimate course 
design costs
In distance education, major expenses are incurred in designing 
courses – particularly if they involve the use of “expensive” media and 
technologies. This is potentially a bottomless pit of expense, since it is 
always possible to add more person-power or seek more expensive 
media and technologies, but it need not be. Many good courses have 
been designed with relatively small amounts of person-power. However, 
the world of distance education contains many times more bad courses 
than good ones. A broad generalization that has fairly high reliability for 
distance education is that the “quality” of the course (i.e., subject matter 
and pedagogy) is related to the level of investment in its design.

Whilst the process of estimating course design costs involves an 
enormous amount of rule-of-thumb and guesswork, it is necessary for 
initial decision-making. The table below provides some indication of 
the kinds of investments required in course design at higher education 
first-year level. 

Table 2.1: Course design time estimates

Time taken to design one hour of student study time

Print 20–100 hours

Audio 20–100 hours

Video 50–200 hours

Computer-based instruction 200–300 hours

Experiments 200–300 hours

Source: Swift 1996
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Guideline Eight: Avoid the income trap
When financial analysis is undertaken, it often focuses narrowly on unit 
costs (that is, the cost per individual student). Such analysis depends 
for its persuasiveness on demonstrating declining student costs as 
economies of scale are achieved. This often ignores macro-economic 
analysis to assess whether or not the total sums of money that such 
activity will require exist in the educational economies for which new 
distance education programmes are being planned. In other words, if 
the costing analysis assumes that a profit will be made after five years 
when there will be 10 000 students enrolled in a course, it is important 
to ask whether it is realistic that 10 000 students will be able to enrol 
within five years given the current state of the economy and society 
in question. This problem is most serious when it creeps into national 
policy planning, and it has undermined the viability of many distance 
education programmes around the world.

Persuasive arguments about reduced unit costs prompt investments in 
large-scale new programmes aimed at providing almost immediate 
solutions to major problems. The following fictitious example illustrates 
this financial logic: 

Graduating a single student at a traditional contact institution is, 
say, costing $5,000. If we invest in a large-scale distance education 
programme – using earmarked government funding or money from 
a donor agency – we can reduce this unit cost to, say, $2,000 (and 
still provide a quality experience, as this will incorporate extensive 
learner support). 

Regretfully, such logic is usually seriously flawed by inadequate analysis 
of real income streams. It requires an additional element of analysis, 
which might run as follows:

Our analysis is based on a current reality in which 100 students are 
enrolled for the contact programme, thus leading to a total cost of 
$500,000. To achieve the economies of scale we have planned, we 
need to enrol at least 1,000 students. Thus, although our unit costs 
have declined, we need to expect total expenditure to increase to 
$2,000,000, a fourfold increase.

In other words, although as the first example indicates unit costs have 
been reduced from $5,000 to $2,000 in moving to distance education 
provision, the larger student numbers have resulted in the total budget 
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increasing (from 100 x $5,000 = $ 50,000 to 1,000 x $ 2,000 = $2,000,000). 
In many instances, income analysis will reveal that there is simply no 
way to accommodate this increase in total expenditure. There are several 
examples of omissions of this type of planning leading to diversions 
of income away from small, but sustainable, interventions into large, 
unsustainable interventions.
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2. Costing Example..........................
As noted in the introduction, twelve case studies of DEOL costing in SSA 
were conducted as part of this project. The case studies were selected 
taking into consideration the following variations:

@     Formal higher education;
@     Informal education;
@     Open schooling;
@     Rural education and/or ABET; and
@     Teacher education and/or other vocational/professional develop-

ment. 

For the purposes of the costing exercise, we developed a costing model 
that works on a Microsoft Access database platform and which requires 
no prior budgeting experience or complex calculations. A questionnaire 
was also developed to guide the collection of data (see Appendix A). 

While the case studies themselves are not presented here, in this section 
we make use of the data collected during the case studies for a scenario 
planning exercise. For the purposes of this exercise, we have chosen 
to look at a possible in-service teacher development programme for 
unqualified/under-qualified lower phase primary school teachers, 
since this seems to be one of the areas of greatest need in South and 
Southern Africa:

Description of the programme
The programme will cover 1,200 notional learning hours over two years, 
thus teacher-learners will be expected to engage with the programme for 
600 notional hours in each year whilst involved in classroom teaching on 
a full-time basis. Taking into account the target audience, the programme 
will make use of print materials and will offer limited face-to-face contact 
as its main support strategy.

The programme will be built around six courses: three in professional 
studies (lifelong learning, planning and practice, children and learning) 
and three in learning area studies (literacy, numeracy and life skills). In 
addition, the institution will provide 10 mother tongue readers for three 
grades and 10 sets of printed classroom resources for three grades.
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The programme will be offered in semesters of 20 weeks each and the 
following teaching and learning strategies will be employed:

@     Independent study of the materials for two hours per week;
@     Contact sessions; and 
@     Workplace support provided by seconded local tutors or depart-

mental officials.

For the purposes of this planning exercise, we have assumed that we 
require a full year prior to the start of the programme to engage in 
planning and materials development. For this purpose, we will need 
two full-time staff and a number of contracted writers. The two full-time 
staff will have the following functions:

@     Programme Coordinator: Will take overall responsibility for establish-
ing the programme, ensuring that the programme meets all of its 
statutory requirements as well as fitting in with institutional planning, 
budgeting, resource allocation and reporting.

@     Course Coordinator: Will be responsible for developing the cur-
riculum outline and engaging with external writers and others in 
the materials development process.

It is intended that by the end of the first year, say 2003, 1,000 complete 
sets of materials will have been produced so that from 2004 the first 
1,000 teacher-learners can be registered in the programme. During 2004, 
a second course coordinator will be appointed to drive the materials 
development process for the second year of the programme. Thereafter, 
course design and materials development will proceed on five-year and 
annual cycles respectively.

On the following pages are planning reports derived from the costing 
database and based on the kinds of unit costs that have emerged from 
our engagement with actual providers in 2002–2003:

@     Report 1: Budget for 2003 materials development for Year One
@     Report 2: Costing for implementation of the first year of the pro-

gramme in 2004.
@     Report 3: Forecasting of the costs of implementing the first-year 

programme in subsequent years based on a five-year cycle for 
course design.

@     Report 4: Average course cost summary for the second year of the 
programme in 2005 and implications for funding.
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As can be seen from Report 1, we estimate that it will require an initial 
investment of 

ZAR 2,943,460 to develop and print materials for the first 1,000 students. 
Thereafter, course and materials design and materials development are 
built into operational budgets.

The materials cost per learner for the first 1,000 learners is projected at 
ZAR 2,943 and the operational delivery cost at ZAR 11,537, giving a total 
cost per learner for the first year for the first cohort of 1,000 learners of ZAR 
14,480. This is comparable to the cost of traditional contact-based teacher 
development programmes. Assuming that the programme continues 
beyond this first cohort of students, the initial course and materials design 
costs can be amortised over a period of time. Hence in the operational 
budget for 2004, course and materials design time assumes a five-year 
cycle so that these costs are amortised over a five-year period.

At the time of writing, current practice within South Africa suggests that 
fees for such a programme could not be set at more than about ZAR 
3,000 to ZAR 3,500 per year. In other words, student fees would probably 
cover the costs of the materials but not the delivery of the programme 
itself. This then raises questions about how such a programme could 
otherwise be funded.

The third report then extrapolates the cost of providing the first-year 
programme in subsequent years. This is a useful indicator of probable 
costs if we wish to delay the start of the programme. It assumes an 
annual inflation rate of about 8 per cent. The cumulative columns then 
indicate the overall implications for maintaining the programme over a 
number of years. 

The final report explores the overall expected cost of providing the 
programme in 2005 to both a new first year intake as well as taking 
successful first year teacher-learners through into the second-year 
programme.
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Report 1: Budget for 2003 materials development 
for Year 1
Programme: Primary Educator Development Programme

Course: Phase 1: materials development (preparation 
for Phase 2 and registration of the first cohort)

Year: 2003

Executive summary
 Notional hours of learning 600
 Total students planned for 1, 000
 Course offerings per year  1.00

Average course cost summary
 Personnel ZAR 1,303,200
 Other ZAR 961,000
 Overhead @ 30% ZAR 679,260

 Total ZAR 2,943,460

 Cost per registered student ZAR 2 943

 Total course income ZAR 0
 Total course cost ZAR 2,943,460

 Profit/loss ZAR 2,943,460



2.
 C

os
tin

g E
xa

mp
le

71Costing Distance Education and Open Learning in Sub-Saharan Africa: 
A Survey of Policy and Practice

Ta
bl

e 
2.

2:
 O

th
er

 p
er

so
nn

el
 c

os
ts

Co
ur

se
 d

es
ig

n
to

ta
l

A
ss

es
sm

en
t 

ti
m

e
Ed

uc
at

io
na

l 
st

ra
te

gy
 t

im
e

D
es

ig
n 

ho
ur

s 
pe

r 
st

ud
en

t 
ho

ur

To
ta

l d
es

ig
n 

ti
m

e 
%

Ye
ar

 
de

si
gn

 
%

A
nn

ua
l 

ti
m

e

(1
)

0
60

0
10

6,
00

0
10

0.
00

%
6,

00
0

Co
ur

se
 d

es
ig

n 
pe

rs
on

ne
l

D
es

ig
n%

(2
)

Ad
di

tio
na

l 
ho

ur
s

An
nu

al
 ti

m
e

(3
)

Ra
te

 (
ZA

R)
(4

)
An

nu
al

 c
os

t 
(Z

AR
)

Av
er

ag
e 

co
ur

se
 c

os
t 

(Z
AR

)

Pr
og

ra
m

m
e 

co
or

di
na

to
r

20
%

0
1,

20
0

18
4.

00
22

0,
80

0
22

0,
80

0

Co
ur

se
 c

oo
rd

i-
na

to
r

20
0

1,
20

0
12

5.
00

15
0,

00
0

15
0,

00
0

M
at

er
ia

ls
 

de
ve

lo
pe

rs
60

0
3,

60
0

25
0.

00
90

0,
00

0
90

0,
00

0

To
ta

l
10

0
0

6,
00

0
(5

)
1,

27
0,

00
0

1,
27

0,
00

0

Pe
rs

on
ne

l 
de

pe
nd

en
ci

es
An

nu
al

 ti
m

e
Ra

te
 (

ZA
R)

An
nu

al
 c

os
t 

(Z
AR

)
Av

er
ag

e 
co

ur
se

 c
os

t 
(Z

AR
)

Ad
m

in
is

tr
at

or
 

(6
)

1,
20

0
27

.0
0

32
,4

00
32

,4
00

To
ta

l
1,

20
0

32
,4

00
32

,4
00



Pa
rt 

Tw
o:

 G
uid

eli
ne

s f
or

 C
os

tin
g

 72 ADEA Working Group on Distance Education and Open Learning

Ta
bl

e 
2.

3:
 O

th
er

 c
os

ts

O
th

er
 c

os
ts

R
ei

nv
es

tm
en

t
%

 (
th

is
 y

ea
r)

A
nn

ua
l 

un
it

s
U

ni
t 

co
st

s 
(Z

A
R

)

Ca
pi

ta
l 

(Z
A

R
)

M
ai

nt
en

an
ce

 
(Z

A
R

)
In

su
ra

nc
e 

(Z
A

R
)

Pr
of

. d
ev

. 
(Z

A
R

) 
A

nn
ua

l c
os

t 
(Z

A
R

)
A

ve
ra

ge
 

co
ur

se
 c

os
t 

(Z
A

R
)

Co
ur

se
 m

at
er

ia
ls

: 
pr

in
tin

g 
(7

)
Re

ad
er

s 
3 

gr
ad

es
 x

 1
0 

re
a-

de
rs

 x
 5

0 
pp

10
0%

1,
50

0,
00

0
0.

26
39

0,
00

0
0

0
0

39
0,

00
0

39
0,

00
0

Co
ur

se
 m

at
er

ia
ls

: 
pr

in
tin

g 
(7

)
Cl

as
sr

oo
m

 re
so

ur
ce

s 
3 

x 
10

 x
 5

0 
pp

10
0%

1,
50

0,
00

0
0.

26
39

0,
00

0
0

0
0

39
0,

00
0

39
0,

00
0

Co
ur

se
 m

at
er

ia
ls

: 
pr

in
tin

g 
(8

)
Ye

ar
 1

 S
em

es
te

r 1
:6

 c
ou

rs
es

 
of

 5
0 

pp

10
0%

30
0,

00
0

0.
26

78
,0

00
0

0
0

78
,0

00
78

,0
00

Co
ur

se
 m

at
er

ia
ls

: 
pr

in
tin

g 
(8

)
Ye

ar
 1

: 
Se

m
es

te
r 2

:6
 c

ou
rs

es
 

of
 5

0 
pp

10
0%

30
0,

00
0

0.
26

78
,0

00
0

0
0

78
,0

00
78

,0
00

M
at

er
ia

ls
 d

es
ig

n:
 M

od
ul

e 
te

m
pl

at
e 

(9
)

10
0%

50
25

0.
00

12
,5

00
0

0
0

12
,5

00
12

,5
00

M
at

er
ia

ls
 d

es
ig

n:
 R

ea
de

r 
te

m
pl

at
e 

(9
)

10
0%

50
25

0.
00

12
,5

00
0

0
0

12
,5

00
12

,5
00

To
ta

l
96

1,
00

0
96

1,
00

0



2.
 C

os
tin

g E
xa

mp
le

73Costing Distance Education and Open Learning in Sub-Saharan Africa: 
A Survey of Policy and Practice

Notes:

1.     The report assumes a course design time of 10 hours per notional 
learning hour. This is about half the design time offered as an 
international benchmark in Table 3 but still represents a significantly 
greater investment than is often the case in practice in provision of 
DEOL is SSA as evidenced by Table 19.

2.    The report assumes that the design and development team will 
primarily involve the programme coordinator offering general 
design input, a course coordinator with specialist knowledge of 
primary education and materials developers who will assume the 
key responsibility for developing the study and learner support 
materials. 

3.    The time commitment suggests that at least five FTE staff will be 
required.

4.    Hourly rates are averaged from the data collected in the research 
process.

5.    The direct cost of personnel for the course and materials develop-
ment process is estimated at ZAR 1,270,000.

6.    It has been assumed that some administrative support will be 
required and has been costed at one hour of administrative support 
per one hour of the programme coordinator’s time.

7.     It is intended that educators who take the programme will be 
supplied with sample learner support materials for use in the 
classroom.

8.    It is intended that educators who take the programme will receive 
one 50-page module for each of the six courses offered in each 
semester.

9.    It is assumed that the institution will employ the services of expe-
rienced desktop publishing personnel for the design of templates 
for the study material.
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Report 2: Costing for implementation of the first 
year of the programme – 2004 
Programme: Primary Educator Development Programme
Course: Phase 2: pilot year 1
Year: 2004

Detailed course report: 1 of 6

Executive summary
Notional hours of learning 600
Total students enrolled 1,000
Course offerings per year 1.00

Average course cost summary
Personnel ZAR 6,638,708
Other ZAR 2,235,600
Overhead @ 30% ZAR 2,662,292

 Total ZAR 11,536,600

 Cost per registered student ZAR 11,537

 Total course income ZAR 0
Total course cost ZAR 11,53, 600

 Profit/loss ZAR 11, 536,600
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Programme: Primary Educator Development Programme
Course: Phase 2: pilot year 1
Year: 2004

Detailed course report: 6 of 6

Course income

Income per registered student (12) ZAR 0

This could be made up of student fees, government subsidies and 
donations.

Notes:

1.     The costing database is designed to allow the user to keep track 
of anticipated student study time. Whilst based on estimates, it is 
a useful tool for keeping track of the time commitment expected 
of the average student on the programme and whether or not the 
expectation is realistic. In South Africa, the National Qualifications 
Framework assumes that each academic credit is equivalent to an 
average of 10 hours of study at the appropriate level.

2.    For each educational strategy, it is necessary to estimate the amount 
of personnel time required. Thus, for example, with contact sessions, 
the following assumptions were made: group size of one tutor per 
25 students (40 tutors for 1,000 students) for 224 contact hours = 
8,960 tutor hours in total. Tutors will be paid per hour of contact time 
and the cost is assumed to cover both actual contact time as well 
as preparation time and travel time.

3.    Student time spent on assessment includes both preparation as well 
as completion time. Taken with the time commitment for educational 
strategies, the total time commitment of students can be calculated, 
as summarised on page 1 of the costing report.

4.    Personnel time includes assessment time (e.g., 20 minutes to mark 
an assignment), moderation time (based on time per script and 
percentage of scripts moderated) and invigilation time (based on 
number of students per invigilator).

5.    During the first year of implementation (but the second year of the 
programme), it will be necessary both to continuously review the 
impact of the course in implementation and to suggest possible 
improvements in the course design as well as prepare for the 
second-year programme. 
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6.    The report assumes that it will be necessary to employ an overall 
coordinator for learner support as well as regional coordinators to 
support decentralized tutors.

7.     The report assumes that it is necessary to train tutors and educator 
and school support officers (ESSOs) to perform their tasks. For the 
purpose of this programme, it is assumed that tutors and ESSOs 
will be contracted and therefore will need to be paid for their time, 
travel, possibly food and accommodation and supplied with ap-
propriate printed support materials. Such costs can easily mount 
up. For example: training 9 days (9 days for semester 1; 4 days for 
semester 2) x 8 h x 60 (40 tutors; 20 ESSOs/coordinators) x ZAR 
175/hour = ZAR 840,000; accommodation and food 9 days x 60 
x ZAR 400 = ZAR 216,000; travel 60 x 2 x ZAR 250 = ZAR 3,000; 
materials 60 x ZAR 400 = ZAR 24,000; Total: ZAR 1,026,000.

8.    The report assumes that by the time programme needs to be 
implemented it will be necessary to invest in some PCs and print-
ers. 

9.    The report assumes that it will be necessary to provide for some 
maintenance of the hardware purchased.

10.   The report assumes that it will be necessary to invest in software 
for the PCs, including licences and that provision should be made 
for some staff development in the optimal use thereof.

11.    The report assumes that each student will be visited at his or her 
school at least once during the course of the programme.

12.   The cost per student for the implementation of the programme in 
the first year amounts to ZAR 11,537. It is unlikely that in 2004 the 
target audience of underqualified classroom-based educators in 
South Africa would be able to afford more than about ZAR 3,500 in 
fees payable over 10 months at ZAR 360/month. External funding 
would therefore be required and the cash flow planning would also 
need to take account of the need for students to be able to spread 
their payments across the year.
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Report 3: Forecasting costs of first-year 
programme in subsequent years
Programme: Primary Educator Development Programme
Course: Phase 2: pilot year 1
Year: 2004

Course forecast report

Table 2.8: Forecast of operational costs

Year Personnel 
costs 
(ZAR)

Other 
costs 
(ZAR)

Overheads 
(ZAR)

Total cost 
(ZAR)

Total 
income 
(ZAR)

Profit/loss 
(ZAR)

Cumulative 
profit/loss 

(ZAR)

2004 6,638,708 2,235,600 2,662,292 11,536,600 0 11,536,600 11,536,600 

2005 7,169 ,673 2,414,448 2,875,236 12,459,357 0 12,459,357 23,995,957 

2006 7,743,168 2,607,616 3,105,235 13,456,019 0 13,456,019 37,451,976 

2007 8,362,641 2,816,229 3,353,661 14,532,531 0 14,532,531- 51,984,507 

2008 9,031,666 3,041,530 3,621,959 15,695,155 0 15,695,155 67,679,662 

2009 9,754,077 3,284,845 3,911,676 16,950,598 0 16,950,598 84,630,260 

2010 10,534,280 3,547,639 4,224,577 18,306,500 0 18,306,500 102,936,760 

2011 11,376,970 3,831,442 4,562,525 19,770,941 0 19,770,941 122,707,701

2012 12,287,200 4,137,961 4,927,548 21,352,708 0 21,352,708 144,061,409 

We have explored the possible initial development costs for 2003 and 
the implementation of the first year of the programme in 2004. By 
experimenting with various growth and attrition rates, we can explore 
a variety of scenarios for 2005 and beyond when the programme will 
be offered to both first- and second-year learners.

The following table (Report 4) summarises the projected overall costing 
for the programme in 2005 assuming that enrolment in the programme 
grows by 10 per cent between 2004 and 2005 to 1,100 first years, and 
assuming that 86 per cent of 2004 learners successfully complete the 
first-year programme and enter the second-year programme, which 
is structured in the same way. Feedback from South Africa’s national 
teacher development programme National Professional Diploma in 
Education (NPDE) suggests that a throughput rate of 80 to 90 per cent 
is not unachievable given the investment in course design and learner 
support envisaged. This summary also works from the premise of an 
average student fee of ZAR 3,500 in 2003 increasing by 8 per cent per 
year to ZAR 4,082 by 2005.
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Report 4: Average course cost summary
Programme: Primary Educator Development Programme
Course: Phase 2: pilot year 2
Year: 2005

Detailed course report summary

Executive summary
Notional hours of learning 600
Total students enrolled 1,960
Course offerings per year 1.00

Average course cost summary
Personnel ZAR 13,865,450
Other ZAR 4,597,949
Overhead @ 30% ZAR 5,539,018

 Total ZAR 24,002,018

 Cost per registered student ZAR 12,246

 Total course income ZAR 8,001,505
Total course cost ZAR 24,002,018

 Profit/loss ZAR 16,000,907

Potential funding required is on a ratio of about 2:1 to estimated 
student fee.

As can be seen from the examples, the costing database can be used 
to generate multiple costing scenarios without recourse to complex 
calculations.

Inherent to the design of the database is an approach to costing that 
requires programme and course coordinators to reflect on their curricu-
lum and materials design and development as well as their educational 
and assessment strategies.

Having developed a scenario such as this, it is possible to explore alterna-
tive forms of delivery such as the use of interactive satellite television 
instead of face-to-face contact sessions. Such scenario planning in turn 
forces questions about these alternative strategies in terms of issues 
such as learner access and the degree of interaction and flexibility that 
can be built into the programme.
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Finally, the case studies and examples suggest that while it is true that 
distance education methods, if they involve the minimum of course and 
materials design and very limited learner support, can be cheap or even 
potentially profitable, in most cases where investment is made in quality 
materials and where at least 10 per cent of notional learning time is 
directly supported by the institution (whether in face-to-face sessions 
or the use of interactive ICTs), costs for small numbers of learners will 
equal and possibly even exceed the cost of traditional face-to-face 
provision.

The investment in quality materials and the infrastructure for effective 
learner support systems needs to be amortised over large numbers 
of learners. Ongoing learner support will, however, generally vary 
proportionally to student numbers. Adequate financial planning and 
support are needed to ensure an appropriate balance between cost 
efficiency and cost effectiveness.
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Appendix A – Course Costing 
Questionnaire .................................

SAIDE Financial Planning - Course Questionnaire 
List all the staff types or functions related to this course (for example, 
educators, tutor coordinators, invigilators, moderators, lecturers, etc):

Personnel Function Hourly rate or annual package

What are the approximate hourly rates (calculated from annual packages 
if necessary)?

Check the following assumptions and adjust them with reasons if 
necessary:

@     For each hour or educator (moderator, invigilator, tutor) time there 
is one hour of administration time.

@     Each full-time equivalent of academic time has 20% of time allocated 
to pure research.

@     There is a 10% FTE for tutor coordination.
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The remainder of this questionnaire has three 
main sections:

Questions

@ Teaching and Learning Strategies which include 
questions on

Q1-13

• Contact strategies (including planned face-to-
face sessions and individual consultation time) 

Q3-8

• Assessment activities; and Q9-14
• Independent study Q15

@ Course Design where we distinguish
• General course design time from Q16-18
• Specialist design and production time for 

course materials (including printed, audio, 
video and computer-based materials)

Q18-21

@ Other direct costs (like travel, technology or course 
graphic design) 

Q22-24

We have included detailed explanations, as well as sample responses to 
these sets of questions. This questionnaire is designed to be completed 
digitally, as then adequate space can be created for all responses. If it 
is to be used as a hard copy, we suggest that additional photocopies of 
these pages be made in advance:

@     Page 4 - Contact Strategy questions 3 to 6;
@     Page 11 - Assessment activity questions 7 to 12;
@     Page 20 - Course material questions 17 to 21.

If it is used in digital form, the contents of these pages should be ‘copied 
and pasted’ into the document where appropriate.

Teaching and Learning Strategies
To gather this information, we categorize the teaching and learning 
strategies of the course into three sections:

@     Contact refers to all time spent in face-to-face sessions with a 
facilitator tutor or lecturer; 

@     Assessment refers to the activities designed to evaluate student 
learning or progress that demand facilitator and student involve-
ment; and

@     Independent Study refers to all student time spent in course related 
activities that do not involve tutors facilitators or lecturers and are 
not assessment related.
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These distinctions are essentially arbitrary, but are designed to estimate 
student notional hours of learning (how many hours each student is 
expected to put in to successfully complete the course) and the resulting 
staff workload.

General Questions
1. Over how many weeks does the course run? 
(enter N/A if it is open-ended)
2. How many students are enrolled in the course?

Contact Strategies
List all the different contact strategies for the course. For example, 
distinguish between workshops, lectures, tutorials or laboratory or 
practical session 

Contact Strategy Types

A.

B.

C.

D. 

E.

List as many contact strategies as you think have unique characteristics. 
If you have more than five types of contact strategy, simply increase the 
list. It is better to split similar contact strategies and describe them as 
distinct types than to try to describe exceptions or different variations with 
in one type. For example, you may describe one of your contact strategies 
as workshops and then realize that some workshops are intensive and 
held over a weekend, while others are short and held on one afternoon. 
In this case it would be better to create two contact types:

@     long intensive (weekend) workshops
@     short (afternoon) workshops.
as each one has different implications for staffing and student time.

Having listed each distinct contact strategy, answer questions 3-7 in 
the space provided:
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SAMPLE CONTACT STRATEGY RESPONSE

Contact Strategy Type: Tutorials

3. How many hours a week or contact time does this involve? 
Students attend two forty-five minute tutorials each week.

4. How many groups are there of how many students? 
The students are broken into two groups of thirty and one of twenty

5. How many facilitators, tutors, lecturer or demonstrators 
are there at a time for each group?
Each big group is conducted by one tutor and one lecturer, and the 
small group is run by the lecturer

6. In addition to the time spent in the session, on average how much 
time do facilitators, tutors, lecturers or demonstrators spend prepa-
ring for each of these sessions? 
The tutor spends, on average an additional hour and a half preparing 
for each tutorial.

7. Is this the optimal number of students per group for this 
contact strategy? If not, what would the ideal number of stu-
dents be per group?
The ideal would be to have twenty students in each group and one 
lecturer facilitating it.

Contact Strategy Type A: 

3.    How many hours a week or contact time does this involve? Or if this 
contact strategy is not offered weekly, what are the total number of 
hours of this type of contact in the course? 

4.    How many groups are there of how many students? 

5.    How many facilitators, tutors, lecturer or demonstrators are there 
at a time for each group?
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6.    In addition to the time spent in the session, on average how 
much time do facilitators, tutors, lecturers or demonstrators 
spend preparing for each of these sessions? 

7.     Is this the optimal number of students per group for this contact 
strategy? If not, what would the ideal number of students be per 
group?

Contact Strategy Type B: 

3.    How many hours a week or contact time does this involve? Or if this 
contact strategy is not offered weekly, what are the total number of 
hours of this type of contact in the course?

4.    How many groups are there of how many students? 

5.    How many facilitators, tutors, lecturer or demonstrators are there 
at a time for each group?

6.    In addition to the time spent in the session, on average how 
much time do facilitators, tutors, lecturers or demonstrators 
spend preparing for each of these sessions? 

7.     Is this the optimal number of students per group for this contact 
strategy? If not, what would the ideal number of students be per 
group?
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Contact Strategy Type C: 

3.    How many hours a week or contact time does this involve? Or if this 
contact strategy is not offered weekly, what are the total number of 
hours of this type of contact in the course?

4.    How many groups are there of how many students? 

5.    How many facilitators, tutors, lecturer or demonstrators are there 
at a time for each group?

6.    In addition to the time spent in the session, on average how 
much time do facilitators, tutors, lecturers or demonstrators 
spend preparing for each of these sessions? 

7.     Is this the optimal number of students per group for this contact 
strategy? If not, what would the ideal number of students be per 
group?

Contact Strategy Type D: 

3.    How many hours a week or contact time does this involve? Or if this 
contact strategy is not offered weekly, what are the total number of 
hours of this type of contact in the course?

4.    How many groups are there of how many students? 
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5.    How many facilitators, tutors, lecturer or demonstrators are there 
at a time for each group?

6.    In addition to the time spent in the session, on average how much 
time do facilitators, tutors, lecturers or demonstrators spend prepar-
ing for each of these sessions? 

7.     Is this the optimal number of students per group for this contact 
strategy? If not, what would the ideal number of students be per 
group?

Individual Contact or Consultation
8.    In addition to all the above contact, on average how much time 

do staff spend per week in offering individual consultation to 
students?

This can be expressed as an estimate of time spent per week or per 
day if necessary, but does need to be reduced to an average time per 
student eventually. For example,

Lecturers spend about half an hour each day in individual consulta-
tion with 20 students on this course and each tutors spends about 
one hour a week per group of 10 students. 
So:
@ lecturers spend 5 hours per week per 20 students which is 

0.25 hours per week per student;
@ tutors spend 0.1 hours per week per student.

Assessment Activities
The following questions are important. They may be annoying at first, 
as they involve the rather nebulous concept of the ‘average student’ and 
estimates of the amount of time such a student is expected to devote 
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to assessment tasks. They are important as once again the responses 
start to reveal approximations for notional hours of learning and student 
workload and by extension the resulting staffing or human resource 
implications to administer these processes

Again, we first list each type of assessment strategy distinguishing 
between examinations, tests, essays assignments, portfolios, tutorial 
or problem set submission etcetera. It may help to include the mark 
weighting for each of these (as a percentage or as the total number 
of marks).

Assessment Activities List Mark Weighting
A.

B.

C.

D. 

E. 

Again, as for the contact strategies you can extend this list if necessary. 
In this case we distinguish between assessment activities that are time 
bound and those that are not:

@     Time-bound assessment activities take the same amount of time 
for each student. In this case we then distinguish how long it takes 
to prepare for the time-bound activity and how long it takes to do 
the activity. For example an examination takes 3 hours to do for 
all students, and the average student spends an extra ten hours 
preparing for this. A presentation takes fifteen minutes for each 
group of three to present, and each student spends three hours 
preparing for this.

@     Other assessment activities are not time-bound and we then only 
reflect student preparation time. For example, an essay is simply 
submitted (it is not time-bound) and the average student may be 
expected to spend about 12 hours preparing for this essay.

In the first case, the student time also involves educator (or assessor or 
invigilator) time as at least one of these players has to present while the 
assessment activity is being done. In the second, the student spends 
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all their assessment time independently without involving education 
staff.

For each assessment strategy, you now answer questions 9 to 13 in the 
space provided.

SAMPLE ASSESSMENT ACTIVITY RESPONSE

Assessment Activity Type: June Examination

9. How many of this type of activity are students expected to 
complete during the course?
There is only one June examination for the course.

10. Is this assessment activity time bound? 
Yes - the examination is time bound

If so, answer questions 10a and 10b and then continue with question 11. If not 
skip to question 12.
11a. How long does it take a student to do the activity? (If it 
takes place during ‘class’ or contact time do not indicate this 
as this time will already be captured under contact strate-
gies)
The examination is 1.5 hours and is written outside of normal ‘class’ 
or contact time.

11b. Is doing the assessment activity invigilated or super-
vised? If so, how many groups of students are there for 
each invigilated session and how many invigilators does this 
involve?
All students write together in one venue (one group) and there are 4 
invigilators present.

12. How long does an average student take to prepare for 
this assessment activity task? If a student were to ask you 
how must time they should schedule for this task what you 
answer?
If the student has attended all the contact sessions, done the inde-
pendent study and completed the other assessment activities they 
should spend about an extra 15 hours preparing for the examina-
tion.

13. Do students do the assessment activity individually or in 
groups? If in groups, how many students are in each group 
or how many groups are there?
They do the examination on their own (individually)

14. Who marks this assessment activity and how long does it 
take this person to mark it? This can be given as a number of 
hours for the entire set or as a per student estimate.
Tutors mark the examination scripts and a set of 10 papers takes 
about 3 hours to mark. 
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15. Is there any moderation for this assignment (either ex-
ternal, internal or both)? If so, how many of the total num-
ber of this type of assessment activity are moderated? Who 
is involved and how long do they take on each assessment 
activity?
The lecturer checks the tutor marking (internal moderation). About 
half the scripts are checked and a set of 10 papers takes about half 
an hour to moderate. 

An external moderator checks 10% of the scripts (external modera-
tion). In total, the external moderator spends about 6 hours on this. 

Assessment Activity Type A:

9.    How many of this type of activity are students expected to complete 
during this course?

10.   Is this assessment activity timebound?  Yes   ¨ No   ¨
       If YES, answer questions 10a and 10b and then continue with ques-

tion 11. If NO, skip to question 12.

10a. How long does it take a student to do this activity? (If it takes place 
during ‘class’ or contact time do not indicate this as this time will 
already be captured under contact strategies)

10b. Is doing the assessment activity invigilated or supervised? If so, how 
many groups of students are there for each invigilated session and 
how many invigilators does this involve?

11.    How long does it take an average student to prepare for the as-
sessment activity? If a student were to ask you how must time they 
should schedule to prepare for assessment activity what would you 
answer?
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12.   Do students do the assignment individually or in groups? If in groups, 
how many students are in each group or how many groups are 
there? 

13.   Who marks this assessment activity and how long does it take this 
person to mark it? This can be given as a number of hours for the 
entire set or as a per student estimate.

14.   Is there any moderation for this assignment (either external, internal 
or both)? If so, how many of the total number of this type of assess-
ment activity are moderated? Who is involved and how long do they 
take on each assessment activity?

Assessment Activity Type B:

9.    How many of this type of activity are students expected to complete 
during this course?

10.   Is this assessment activity timebound?  Yes   ¨ No   ¨
       If YES, answer questions 10a and 10b and then continue with ques-

tion 11. If NO, skip to question 12.

10a. How long does it take a student to do this activity? (If it takes place 
during ‘class’ or contact time do not indicate this as this time will 
already be captured under contact strategies)
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10b. Is doing the assessment activity invigilated or supervised? If so, how 
many groups of students are there for each invigilated session and 
how many invigilators does this involve?

11.    How long does it take an average student to prepare for the as-
sessment activity? If a student were to ask you how must time they 
should schedule to prepare for assessment activity what would you 
answer?

12.   Do students do the assignment individually or in groups? If in groups, 
how many students are in each group or how many groups are 
there? 

13.   Who marks this assessment activity and how long does it take this 
person to mark it? This can be given as a number of hours for the 
entire set or as a per student estimate.

14.   Is there any moderation for this assignment (either external, internal 
or both)? If so, how many of the total number of this type of assess-
ment activity are moderated? Who is involved and how long do they 
take on each assessment activity?

Assessment Activity Type C:

9.    How many of this type of activity are students expected to complete 
during this course?
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10.   Is this assessment activity timebound?  Yes   ¨ No   ¨
       If YES, answer questions 10a and 10b and then continue with ques-

tion 10. If NO, skip to question 11.
10a. How long does it take a student to do this activity? (If it takes place 

during ‘class’ or contact time do not indicate this as this time will 
already be captured under contact strategies)

10b. Is doing the assessment activity invigilated or supervised? If so, how 
many groups of students are there for each invigilated session and 
how many invigilators does this involve?

11.    How long does it take an average student to prepare for the as-
sessment activity? If a student were to ask you how must time they 
should schedule to prepare for assessment activity what would you 
answer?

12.   Do students do the assignment individually or in groups? If in groups, 
how many students are in each group or how many groups are 
there? 

13.   Who marks this assessment activity and how long does it take this 
person to mark it? This can be given as a number of hours for the 
entire set or as a per student estimate.

14.   Is there any moderation for this assignment (either external, internal 
or both)? If so, how many of the total number of this type of assess-
ment activity are moderated? Who is involved and how long do they 
take on each assessment activity?
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NOTE: Either ‘copy and paste’ extra versions of questions 9 to 14 or make 
extra photocopies of this page if your course has more than five contact 
strategy types.

Assessment Activity Type D:

9.    How many of this type of activity are students expected to complete 
during this course?

10.   Is this assessment activity timebound?  Yes   ¨ No   ¨
       If YES, answer questions 10a and 10b and then continue with ques-

tion 11. If NO, skip to question 12.

10a. How long does it take a student to do this activity? (If it takes place 
during ‘class’ or contact time do not indicate this as this time will 
already be captured under contact strategies)

10b. Is doing the assessment activity invigilated or supervised? If so, how 
many groups of students are there for each invigilated session and 
how many invigilators does this involve?

11.    How long does it take an average student to prepare for the as-
sessment activity? If a student were to ask you how must time they 
should schedule to prepare for assessment activity what would you 
answer?

12.   Do students do the assignment individually or in groups? If in groups, 
how many students are in each group or how many groups are 
there? 
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13.   Who marks this assessment activity and how long does it take this 
person to mark it? This can be given as a number of hours for the 
entire set or as a per student estimate.

14.   Is there any moderation for this assignment (either external, internal 
or both)? If so, how many of the total number of this type of assess-
ment activity are moderated? Who is involved and how long do they 
take on each assessment activity?

Independent Study 
15.   What additional time are students expected to spend on course 

related-activities? This excludes preparation for assessment strate-
gies but may include self assessment tasks.

For example,

@ Learners are expected to read 10 chapters of the prescribed 
textbook. This is estimated to take 4 hours for each chapter; or

@ Learners are expected to read all of the course materials and 
do all of the self-assessment activities. There are 15 modules 
each of which have about 20pages and 5 self assessment tasks. 
Students should spend about 10 hours on each module. 

Course Design
Remember that course design includes the following:

@     Articulation of values and principles underpinning course.
@     Articulating outcomes/objectives of course.
@     Integrating an understanding of how learning works into all ele-

ments of the course.
@     Design and development of:
• Assessment strategies;
• Contact sessions (structure, sequencing, and weighting); 
• Peer group sessions; 
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• Materials (of all kinds); and
• Content.
@     Understanding the learners and their strengths.
@     Understanding and reviewing the dynamics of the course team.
@     Ongoing evaluation.
@     Integrating all of the above to form a coherent course.

This does not include specialist materials production time like graphic 
design, editing and layout for printed materials, or production of a 
videocassette as this is covered in the next section. It does include the 
time spent conceptualising, planning and developing these materials. 

16.   What is the course design cycle? How often is this course totally 
redesigned? (Note this is usually expressed in years, often 3 or 5)

17.   Is the course design time spread evenly over each year or the course 
design cycle, if not, estimate what percentage of time is spent over 
the design cycle?

Year 1:
Year 2:
Year 3:
Year 4:
Year 5:

18.   Estimate how much time is spent on course design. This can be 
estimates as the amount of course design time for each hour of 
student learning (for each notional hour) or as a total amount of 
course design time spent within the design cycle

For example,

16. We totally redesign the course every three years. 
17. There is more work in the first year but we always have to make 
changes in the second and third years. We estimate that:
Year 1: 40%
Year 2: 20%
Year 3: 20%
of our time is spent on course design.
18. On average, the three course team members each spend about 
three weeks planning the course before it starts and then for every 
hour of student learning time, we probably spend about two hours 
on course design between us.
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So this is: 8 hours per day times 5 days per week times 3 weeks 
times 3 course team members and would be calculated as follows:
(3 weeks) times (5 working days per week) times (eight hours per 
day) = 120 hours
Total time = (120 hours times three course team members) plus 
(student notional hours times two)

Course Materials
19.   List all the course materials given to, or bought by, students in this 

table. Include printed, audio, video materials and multimedia or 
computer-based materials 

List of Course Material

Printed materials

Audio materials

Video materials

Multimedia/computer-based materials

Now for each type of material, answer questions 17 to 21 below. We 
provide sample responses for printed and a video material, before 
presenting four sets of questions 

SAMPLE MATERIAL RESPONSE

Material Type: Course Information and Tutorial Guide Booklet

20. Is this material printed, audio, video or computer-based?
Printed

21. In what units is it measured? (per minute, page, file, 
article, 

18. For printed materials estimate the number of pages
Forty pages

19. How many of these pages have been brought in from 
somewhere else or where not designed by the course team 
(if any)?
The font and back covers use the standard programme design. A 
four page article has been reproduced from a published book.

20. Were there any copyright or licensing costs related to this 
material? If so, what is the:
@ total copyright cost and for how long is this valid? or
@ total copyright cost per course offering? or
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@ copyright cost per student?
We got copyright permission to reproduce four diagrams. We were 
charged 20c per reproduction for each diagram (this is a copyright 
cost per student). 

For reproducing the article we paid an annual copyright fee of R1000 
for unlimited educational reproduction of this article (this is the total 
copyright cost and it is valid for one year). 

21. Answer either 21a, b or c depending on the type of mate-
rial 
21a. not applicable
21b. not applicable 
21c. If this type of printed material is bought or produced for 
each student taking the course, are they charged for it? If so, 
what are they charged? 
Each student is given one of these - they are not charged for it.

SAMPLE AUDIO OR VIDEO MATERIAL RESPONSE

Material Type: Video series on Mechanics in Motion 

17. Is this material printed, audio, video or computer-based?
Video 

18. For video materials estimate the number of minutes of 
viewing time.
There are four videos in the series - each one is 25 minutes long. 
(Four videos times twenty-five minutes each = 100 minutes)

19. How many of minutes of footage have been brought in 
from somewhere else or where not designed by the course 
team (if any)?
All of the video footage has been brought in from elsewhere - we did 
not make or edit the video

20. Were there any copyright costs related to this material? If 
so, what is the:
@ total copyright cost and for how long is this valid? or
@ total copyright cost per course offering? or
@ copyright cost per student?
No copyright costs. We have not duplicated the videos as we bought 
two sets. If student number go up by a whole new group we may 
have to buy another set of the video or apply for copyright permis-
sion.

21. Answer either 21a, b or c depending on the type of mate-
rial 
21a. If this type of printed material is bought or produced 
once and then used for a number of years, then:
@ How many of these printed materials are bought in this 

initial purchase?
@ After how many years, does this investment have to be 

made again?
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We bought this video series and use it to introduce five of the tutorial 
sessions. We bought two sets of the videos and may have to repur-
chase or buy updated versions in five years time.
21b. not applicable
21c. not applicable 

Material Type A:

17.   Is this material printed, audio, video or computer-based?

18.   For 
@     printed materials, estimate the number of pages;
@     audio or video materials estimate the number of minutes of listening 

or viewing time; and for
@     computer-based materials estimate the number of hours of student 

time using the materials 

19.   How many of these pages (minutes or hours) of the material have 
been brought in from somewhere else or where not designed by 
the course team (if any)?

20.  Were there any copyright costs related to this material? If so, what 
is the:

@     total copyright cost and for how long is this valid? or
@     total copyright cost per course offering? or
@     copyright cost per student?

21.  Answer either 21a, b or c depending on the type of material 
21a. If this type of material is bought or produced once and then used 

for a number of years, then:
@     How many of these materials are bought in this initial purchase?
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@     After how many years, does this investment have to be made 
again?

21b. If this type of material is bought or produced for each course offering, 
then on average how many are bought or produced each time the 
course is run? 

21c. If this type of material is bought or produced for each student taking 
the course, are they charged for it? If so, what are they charged?

Material Type B:

17.   Is this material printed, audio, video or computer-based?

18.   For 
@     printed materials, estimate the number of pages;
@     audio or video materials estimate the number of minutes of listening 

or viewing time; and for
@     computer-based materials estimate the number of hours of student 

time using the materials 

19.   How many of these pages (minutes or hours) of the material have 
been brought in from somewhere else or where not designed by 
the course team (if any)?

20.  Were there any copyright costs related to this material? If so, what 
is the:

@     total copyright cost and for how long is this valid? or
@     total copyright cost per course offering? or
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@     copyright cost per student?

21.   Answer either 21a, b or c depending on the type of material 

21a. If this type of material is bought or produced once and then used 
for a number of years, then:

@     How many of these materials are bought in this initial purchase?
@     After how many years, does this investment have to be made 

again?

21b. If this type of material is bought or produced for each course offering, 
then on average how many are bought or produced each time the 
course is run? 

21c. If this type of material is bought or produced for each student taking 
the course, are they charged for it? If so, what are they charged?

Material Type C:

17.   Is this material printed, audio, video or computer-based?

18.   For 
@     printed materials, estimate the number of pages;
@     audio or video materials estimate the number of minutes of listening 

or viewing time; and for
@     computer-based materials estimate the number of hours of student 

time using the materials 
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19.   How many of these pages (minutes or hours) of the material have 
been brought in from somewhere else or where not designed by 
the course team (if any)?

20.  Were there any copyright costs related to this material? If so, what 
is the:

@     total copyright cost and for how long is this valid? or
@     total copyright cost per course offering? or
@     copyright cost per student?

21.   Answer either 21a, b or c depending on the type of material 
21a. If this type of material is bought or produced once and then used 

for a number of years, then:
@     How many of these materials are bought in this initial purchase?
@     After how many years, does this investment have to be made 

again?

21b. If this type of material is bought or produced for each course offering, 
then on average how many are bought or produced each time the 
course is run? 

21c. If this type of material is bought or produced for each student taking 
the course, are they charged for it? If so, what are they charged?
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NOTE: Either ‘copy and paste’ extra versions of questions 17 to 21 or make extra 
photocopies of this page if your course has more than four types of course 
materials.

Material Type D:

17.   Is this material printed, audio, video or computer-based?

18.   For 
@     printed materials, estimate the number of pages;
@     audio or video materials estimate the number of minutes of listening 

or viewing time; and for
@     computer-based materials estimate the number of hours of student 

time using the materials 

19.   How many of these pages (minutes or hours) of the material have 
been brought in from somewhere else or where not designed by 
the course team (if any)?

20.  Were there any copyright costs related to this material? If so, what 
is the:

@     total copyright cost and for how long is this valid? or
@     total copyright cost per course offering? or
@     copyright cost per student?

21.   Answer either 21a, b or c depending on the type of material 
21a. If this type of material is bought or produced once and then used 

for a number of years, then:
@     How many of these materials are bought in this initial purchase?
@     After how many years, does this investment have to be made 

again?
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21b. If this type of material is bought or produced for each course offering, 
then on average how many are bought or produced each time the 
course is run? 

21c. If this type of material is bought or produced for each student taking 
the course, are they charged for it? If so, what are they charged?

Other Direct Costs
22.  What percentage of the course teams time should ideally be devoted 

to pure research?

23.  Are there any other costs that relate to this course? Please write 
down what these are, including:

@     in what units this is measured; 
@     what each unit costs (on average); and
@     how many such units are used per course offering (or per student 

or specify over what time period).

If you present this as a lump-sum or total, then please specify after how 
many years reinvestment would be necessary. 

Either type in this table, using as much space as you require, or attach 
another blank page to this questionnaire.

For example,

Travel:
Lectures have to travel to run weekend workshops in several pro-
vinces.
The cost of a local air flight = R2,000
Accommodation and/ or subsistence allowance per night = R400
There are two weekend workshops in each of four provinces.
Therefore the total
@ travel costs = R2,000 times 2 workshops times 4 provinces = 

R16,000
@ accommodation costs = R400 times 2 workshops times 2 

nights times 4 provinces = R4,600



Ap
pe

nd
ix 

A

111Costing Distance Education and Open Learning in Sub-Saharan Africa: 
A Survey of Policy and Practice

Technology:
We use laboratory equipment for our practical sessions.
We spend R1,000 for each week that we run practical laboratory 
sessions on chemicals and replacing laboratory equipment stock. 
As mentioned under ‘contact strategies’, this is for running the five 
laboratory sessions per week (which consist of 5 groups of 16 stu-
dents each). The costs would go up if we had to have more student 
groups as each student works in a pair and needs the chemicals and 
equipment.
NOTE: The laboratory and its fixed infrastructure is planned sepa-
rately as it is used for several courses. The time spent designing 
laboratory sessions and the laboratory manual should be considered 
under ‘course materials’. The related supervision during laboratory 
sessions should be considered under ‘contact strategies’.

24.  How many notional hours of learning (in SAQA (NQF terms)) have 
been allocated for this course

25.  List any sources of course income (including government subsidy, 
student fees, student payment and funding grants) that you are 
aware of

25.  Do you have any comments you would like to make about how 
you found using this questionnaire? If you found specific questions 
difficult to answer or any questions unclear - please specify which 
questions these were. How would you improve this instrument?
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Appendix B – Case Studies 
Case Study 1

This case study relates to an undergraduate course of approximately 
120 notional learning hours, which currently caters for 16,139 learners. 
Educational strategies include:

@     Independent study
@     Individual consultation 
@     Tutorial contact sessions of six to 12 hours, attended by about 12 

per cent of learners in 17 centres (Some students have registered 
with other institutions offering contact support for students taking 
distance courses and so get additional contact support but at the 
expense of additional fees for this second institution’s support)

@     Video conferencing 

Assessment involves self-assessed multiple-choice assignments and is 
primarily examination driven. From 2004, the programme will reintroduce 
compulsory assignments with a sub-minimum of 30 per cent to ensure 
that students are better prepared for the examinations. Materials are 
primarily print-based and comprise a prescribed textbook, a study guide 
and tutorial letters.

As noted above, only about 12 per cent of students access the contact-
based form of support and it is not clear how many students access 
the video conferences. In 2002, the six full-time staff (who also have 
other duties) and two academic assistants attached to the programme 
processed 3,000 telephone enquiries, spoke to 330 students who visited 
in person and responded to 200 e-mails or letters. For the majority of 
students, however, the learning experience must be characterized as a 
correspondence model of delivery.

The throughput rate for the course averaged 42 per cent over the past 
three years. Table 9 summarises the core costing data for this course.
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Table 2.9: Costing case study 1

Cost type Cost (ZAR)
Learning and teaching costs:
Tutoring (contact) 48,396.24
Video conferencing 136,384.94
Counselling 86,287.55
Student support administration 345,503.24
Assessment (examination systems) 368,599.03
Assessment (marking) 154,175.89
Course design 113,913.02
Printing of materials 235,593.02
Other costs:
Marketing at course level 5,886.05
Postage 88,132.69
Overheads:
Undergraduate student affairs 395,204.82
Collaboration unit 14,302.92
Corporate communication and marketing 229,566.50
Despatch 205,051.33
Finance 237,436.71
Library services 84,960.49
Principal’s office 177,763.34
Total cost 2,927,157.78
Cost per student 181,37
Cost per successful student @ 42% 431,83
Fee income per student 540
If student numbers halve:
Cost per student

The data was supplied 
in a format which does 
not make scenario 
planning possible.If student numbers double:

Cost per student

With the current design model, in which only a small number of students 
take up the decentralized support on offer, and with the current high 
enrolment, the course makes a large surplus on student fees alone. It is 
argued by the provider that it is necessary to have such courses in order 
to cross-subsidise other smaller but equally important courses.
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Case Study 2
This case study relates to an undergraduate course of approximately 
120 notional learning hours which currently caters for 1,110 learners. 
Educational strategies include:

@     Independent study of about six hours per week
@     Individual consultation amounting to about one hour per student 

per course
@     Tutorial contact sessions for up to 30 learners per group
@     A lecturer-led workshop of eight hours for 120 to 140 learners at a 

time, working in smaller groups of six to eight learners 

Assessment comprises computer-marked multiple choice assignments 
(to meet examination entry requirements), a computer-marked examina-
tion paper (accounting for 100 per cent of summative assessment) and 
a self-assessed client interview.

Materials are primarily print-based and comprise a prescribed textbook 
and approximately 103 pages of printed materials, some of which involves 
copyright material for which a fee has to be paid. An audiocassette may 
be used in the course and a specially developed video is used during 
workshops. Course design time has been estimated at one hour per 
notional learning hour, but is probably less.

The learner support on offer in the programme is centralized, with the 
result that only about 10 per cent of students access it. This means that 
in costing the programme, we need to consider both an ideal in which 
all students have access to and use the learner support, which would 
require more decentralized provision, and the reality of only about 10 
per cent uptake. Of course, it may well be the case that students do not 
seek advice or support because they are managing adequately without 
it. Reality probably, therefore, exists somewhere between these two 
extremes.

The throughput rate for the course averaged 76 per cent over the past 
three years. Table 10 summarises the core costing data for this course.
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Table 2.10: Costing case study 2

Cost Type Cost (assuming 
maximum 

uptake 
of learner 

support) (ZAR)

Cost (assuming 
10% uptake 

of learner 
support) 

(ZAR)

Tutoring (contact) 125,800 12,580

Lecturing staff (workshops and 
individual consultations) 735,777 73,578

Assessment (checking results) 5,720 5,720

Course design 22,532 22,532

Administration 178,765 17,876

Materials 441,888 441,888

Overheads @ 30% 453,145 172,252

Total cost 1,963,628 730,326

Cost per student 1,769 657.95

Cost per successful student 
@ 76%

2,328

Fee income per student 540 540

If student numbers halve:
Cost per student

3,041

If student numbers double:
Cost per student

1,740

Table10 illustrates that if the institution attempted to ensure access for all 
students to the learner support designed into the course, with central-
ized lecturers travelling to offer contact workshops, it would need to be 
subsidised on a ratio of 2.3:1 with regard to student fees.

With the current design model, in which only 10 per cent of students take 
up the support on offer, the course still runs at a deficit.

Case Study 3
This case study relates to an undergraduate course of approximately 
255 notional learning hours which currently caters for 1,400 learners. 
Educational strategies include:

@     Independent study of about four hours per week
@     Individual consultation amounting to about 20 minutes per student 

per course
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@     Tutorial contact sessions of two hours per year, typically involving 
nine sessions with 30 students in each session (i.e., involving about 
20 per cent of enrolled students)

@     Two lecturer-led workshops of one hour each for approximately 
100 learners at a time (i.e., involving about 7 per cent of enrolled 
students) 

Assessment comprises essays and portfolio assignments (20 per cent 
of summative assessment) and a one-and-a-half hour examination 
paper (80 per cent of summative assessment).

Materials are primarily print-based and comprise a specially prepared 
module of approximately 300 pages, some of which involves copyright 
material for which a fee has to be paid. Course design time has been 
estimated at 40 hours per notional learning hour, with about 10 per cent 
of course design time budgeted for the current year.

Some of the learner support on offer in the programme is centralized for 
engagement with the lecturer(s), with the result that only about 10 per 
cent of students access it. However, some decentralized tutorial support 
is offered, but as noted above it currently reaches only about 20 per cent 
of enrolled students. This means that in costing the programme, we need 
to consider both an ideal in which all students have access to and use 
the learner support, which would require more decentralized provision, 
and the reality of only about 10 per cent uptake. Of course, it may well 
be the case that students do not seek advice or support because they 
are managing adequately without it. Reality probably exists somewhere 
between these two extremes.

The average throughput rate for the course over the past three years is 
67 per cent. Table 11 summarises the core costing data for this course.
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Table 2.11: Costing case study 3

Cost type Cost (assuming 
maximum 

uptake 
of learner 

support) (ZAR)

Cost (assuming 
10% uptake 

of learner 
support) 

(ZAR)

Lecturing staff (workshops and 
individual consultations)

128,975 12,897

Assessment (lecturers/
moderator/invigilators)

381,908 381,908

Course design 178,500 178,500

Administration 136,332 99,612

Materials, telephone, travel 280,058 280,058

Overheads @ 30% 331,732 232,342

Total cost 1,437,506 1,006,817

Cost per student 1,027 719

Cost per successful student 
@ 67%

1,533

Fee income per student 1,246

If student numbers halve:
Cost per student

1,405

If student numbers double:
Cost per student

910

Table 11 illustrates that if the institution attempted to ensure access for 
all students to the learner support designed into the course, it would 
still make a profit on student fees alone.

Case Study 4
This case study relates to a postgraduate (honours) course of ap-
proximately 98 notional learning hours which currently caters for 2,407 
learners. The course is offered through a partnership between a public 
higher education institution and a private provider. Educational strategies 
include:

@     Independent study of about 1.5 hours per week
@     Individual consultation which amounts on average to less than a 

few minutes per student per course
@     Four hours of lectures per course delivered to 18 decentralized 

centres by satellite TV
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Since the course is offered twice per year, some students take up the 
option of deferring their active participation to the following semester. 
It is estimated that between 20 and 40 per cent of students participate 
in the broadcast lecture sessions.

Assessment comprises two essay assignments (50 per cent of summa-
tive assessment), and a two-hour examination paper (50 per cent of 
summative assessment).

Materials are primarily print-based and comprise textbooks and 
wraparound study material. Course design time has been estimated 
at three hours per notional learning hour, with about 34 per cent of 
course design time budgeted for the current year.

The average throughput rate for the course over the past three years 
has been 80 per cent. Table 12 summarises the core costing data for 
this course.

Table 2.12: Costing case study 4

Cost type Cost (assuming maximum 
uptake of learner support) 

(ZAR)

Lecturing staff (workshops and 
individual consultations)

11,302

Assessment (lecturers/moderator/
invigilators)

586,37

Course design costs 7,350

Administration 150,238

Materials, telephone, marketing, 
etc.

690,690

Overheads @ 30% 433,895

Total cost 1,880,212 

Cost per student 781

Cost per successful student @ 
80%

976

Fee income per student 607

If student numbers halve:
Cost per student

794

If student numbers double:
Cost per student

778
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Table 12 indicates that overall the course needs runs at a small deficit 
in relation to student fees. However, the exact breakdown of costs and 
income between the two institutions was hard to ascertain. It would seem 
that the private provider retained 95 per cent of fee income, while the 
public Higher Education Institute received 5 per cent of the fee income 
but the full amount of the government subsidy.

Case Study 5
This case study relates to an undergraduate course of approximately 497 
notional learning hours which currently caters for 54 learners. Educational 
strategies include:

@     Independent study of about 11 hours per week
@     Individual consultation amounting to about 30 minutes per student 

per week of the course (In other words the lecturers say they spend 
27 hours of each week engaging directly with students.)

@     Lecturer-led contact sessions are arranged on request in 
Johannesburg and Durban, typically resulting in six classes per 
year of three hours each

Assessment comprises assignments (accounting for 10 per cent of 
summative assessment), a practical project (45 per cent of summative 
assessment) and a three-hour examination paper (45 per cent of sum-
mative assessment).

Materials are primarily print-based (although they can also be accessed 
from the institution’s Web site) and comprise a specially prepared module 
and tutorial letters of approximately 720 pages, some of which involves 
copyright material for which a fee has to be paid. Course design time has 
been estimated at less than one hour per notional learning hour, with 
about 20 per cent of course design time budgeted for the current year.

The average throughput rate for the course over the past three years was 
61 per cent. Table 13 summarises the core costing data for this course. 
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Table 2.13: Costing case study 5

Cost type Cost (assuming maximum 
uptake of learner support) 

(ZAR)

Lecturing staff (workshops and 
individual consultations)

184,155

Assessment (lecturers/
moderator/invigilators)

16,775

Course design costs 17,325

Administration 42,840

Materials, telephone, travel 10,109

Overheads @ 30% 81,361

Total cost 352,565 

Cost per student 6,529

Cost per successful student 
@ 61%

10,703

Fee income per student 890

If student numbers halve:
Cost per student

12,162

If student numbers double:
Cost per student

6,280

Table 13 indicates that with enrolment as low as 54 students, at the cur-
rent course fee the course runs at a considerable deficit which needs to 
be made up from other sources of income such as government subsidies, 
external sponsorship and/or institutional cross-subsidisation.

Case Study 6
This case study relates to a postgraduate course of approximately 240 
notional learning hours which currently caters for 50 learners. Educational 
strategies include:

@     Independent study of about 10 hours per week
@     Individual consultation amounting to about 2.4 minutes per student 

per week
@     Eight hours of lectures during the 13-week course cycle delivered 

by satellite to 12 centres simultaneously (Five students outside of 
South Africa receive a video of these lectures.) 
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Assessment comprises one assignment (accounting for 40 per cent of 
summative assessment for the course) and a four-hour examination 
paper (accounting for 60 per cent of summative assessment for the 
course). This course comprises one-fifth of the total notional learning 
hours for the programme.

Materials are primarily print-based and comprise specially prepared 
readers and tutorial letters of approximately 2,847 pages of printed 
materials, some of which involves copyright material for which a fee 
has to be paid. Course design time was initially estimated at 10 hours 
per notional learning hour, with about 50 per cent of course design time 
budgeted for the current year. However, this estimate was reviewed 
since the implied design time would not have been manageable. For 
this reason, we have costed the programme with both the implied as 
well as a more realistic design time estimate (see Table 14).

The average throughput rate for the course over the past two years is 
90 per cent.
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Table 2.14: Costing case study 6

Cost type Cost (assuming 
maximum 

design time) 
(ZAR)

Cost (with 
re-estimated 
design time) 

(ZAR)

Lecturing staff (workshops and 
individual consultations)

12,006 12,006

Assessment (lecturers/
moderator/invigilators)

13,050 13,050

Course design time 310,590 60,000 
(extrapolated 
from salary)

Administration 132,548 132,548

Materials, telephone, travel, 
tech

67,748 67,748

Overheads @ 30% 160,756 85,606

Total cost 696,608 251,658

Cost per student 13,932 5,033

Cost per successful student 
@ 90%

15,480 5,592

Fee income per student
(16,000 for 2 years = 
5 modules)

3,200 3,200

If student numbers halve:
Cost per student

25,952

If student numbers double:
Cost per student

8,140

Table 14 illustrates that even if we re-estimate the design time implied 
by a comparison of actual costs and other costed time commitments 
(at 1.93 hours/notional learning hours based on the salary figures 
supplied), then this programme runs at a deficit with respect to income 
from student fees.

Case Study 7
This case study relates to an undergraduate course of approximately 
250 notional learning hours, which currently caters for 60 learners. The 
provider does not consider it to be a distance education course despite 
the limited notional learning time spent in face-to-face contact. The 
course is offered over two semesters, with most students enrolling 
during the first semester. Educational strategies include:
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@     Independent study of about 2.5 hours per week
@     Short workshops/lectures of 2.5 hours once a month for 60 students 

in the same group
@     Remedial training/consultation with subject expert on the same 

day as the lecture/workshop
@     Six teleconferencing sessions of 2.5 hours can be offered for some 

subjects in the programme, but were not offered for this course in 
2003

Tutors for the programme are paid a set rate which must cover their 
preparation time, the time spent in contact sessions and the time spent 
on assignments.

Assessment comprises two tests and one assignment per semester, with 
the semester mark accounting for 50 per cent of summative assessment. 
It also includes a theory examination of three hours in duration (25 per 
cent of summative assessment) and a practical project (counting for 25 
per cent of summative assessment).

Materials are primarily print-based and comprise two textbooks and 
specially prepared support materials of approximately 50 pages. 
Students also receive videocassettes produced internally at a relatively 
nominal cost. Course design time has been estimated at one hour per 
notional learning hour, with the course curriculum being completely 
reviewed on a five-year cycle.

The average throughput rate for the course over the past three years is 
not known at this time. Table 13 summarises the core costing data for 
this course. 
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Table 2.15: Costing case study 7

Cost type Cost (assuming maximum 
uptake of learner support) 

(ZAR)

Lecturing staff (workshops, 
individual consultations, 
teleconferencing)

3,600

Assessment (lecturers/
moderator/invigilators)

573

Course design 3,059

Administration 5,824

Materials, telephone, travel 46,937

Overheads @ 30% 17,998

Total cost 77,990

Cost per student 2,600

Cost per successful student 
@ 80%

3,250

Fee income per student 3,694

If student numbers halve:
Cost per student

3,313

If student numbers double:
Cost per student

2,295

Table 15 shows that at the current enrolment the course is able to make 
a small surplus on student fees alone.

Case Study 8
This case study relates to an undergraduate course of approximately 110 
notional learning hours, which currently caters for 17 learners. Educational 
strategies include:

@     Independent study of about one hour per week
@     Individual consultation amounting to about one hour per student 

per course
@     Presentations/lectures of about two hours per week and involving 

six students at a time 
@     Service-learning/field studies support amounting to about one hour 

per student per week of the 12-week course. 
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Much of the formal assessment takes place during contact sessions. 
Assessment comprises an individual examination (30 per cent of 
summative assessment), group case studies (15 per cent of summative 
assessment), video case studies (15 per cent of summative assessment), 
service learning presentations (30 per cent of summative assessment) 
and class activities (10 per cent of summative assessment).

Materials are primarily print-based and comprise approximately 200 
printed pages. Students also receive two 32-minute videos produced 
internally at a nominal cost. Course design time has been estimated 
at one hour per notional learning hour, with the curriculum subject to 
review on an annual basis. Support services are available on-line and 
by e-mail, but do not appear to be the primary means of learning and 
teaching for this particular course even though it is advertised as an 
e-learning course.

The throughput rate for the course in its first year was 94 per cent. Table 
16 summarises the core costing data for this course. 

Table 2.16: Costing case study 8

Cost type Cost (assuming maximum 
uptake of learner support) 

(ZAR)

Lecturing staff (workshops and 
individual consultations)

83,424

Assessment (lecturers/moderator/
invigilators)

10,210

Course design 12,100

Administration 13,376

Materials, telephone, travel 3,155

Overheads @ 30% 36,680

Total cost 158,945

Cost per student 9,350

Cost per successful student 
@ 94%

9,947

Fee income per student 2250?

If student numbers halve:
Cost per student

16,576

If student numbers double:
Cost per student

8,576
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Course income figures were not provided originally, but given the level of 
the course, with the current student enrolment, this course would need 
to be very heavily subsidised.

Case Study 9
This case study relates to an undergraduate course of approximately 
857 notional learning hours which currently caters for 607 learners. 
Educational strategies include:

@     Independent study of about 7.3 hours per week
@     Individual consultation amounting to about 15 minutes per student 

per course
@     Fortnightly contact sessions lasting four hours to 45 groups of about 

13 students per group
@     Workplace visits of two hours per student per course. 

Assessment includes minor assignments used for formative feedback 
purposes only. Summative assessment includes major project-based 
assignments (50 per cent and semester examinations (50 per cent).

Materials are mixed media and include two textbooks/readers, 1,212 
pages of printed materials, a videocassette, and three audiocassettes. 
Course design time has been estimated at two hours per notional 
learning hour on a five-year design cycle.

The average throughput rate for the course over the past three years is 
85 per cent. Table 17 summarises the core costing data for this course. 
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Table 2.17: Costing case study 9

Cost type Cost (assuming maximum 
uptake of learner support) 

(ZAR)

Lecturing staff (workshops and 
individual consultations)

543,533

Assessment (lecturers/moderator/
invigilators)

241,704

Course design 90,792

Administration 210,647

Materials, telephone, travel, 
postage

954,709

Overheads @ 30% 612,415

Total cost 2,653,800

Cost per student 4,372

Cost per successful student @ 
85%

5,143

Fee income per student 4,300

If student numbers halve:
Cost per student

4,991

If student numbers double:
Cost per student

3,653

Table 17indicates that this course, which makes use of a range of media 
and for which quite extensive face-to-face contact-based support is 
offered, is close to breaking even in terms of direct operational costs on 
student fees at the current level of enrolment.

Case Study 10
This case study relates to an undergraduate course of approximately 
485 notional learning hours, but is weighted at 600 notional learning 
hours – the discrepancy in part seems due to an underestimation of 
independent study time given the intensely classroom-based focus of the 
materials. The course currently caters for 135 learners (in the particular 
cohort reviewed, but over 1,000 students on the programme as a whole) 
and which is part of a four-year programme of study. 

Educational strategies include:

@     Independent study of about three hours per week
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@     Small group consultation with academic coordinators amounting 
to about 15 minutes per group of 15 students per course

@     Fortnightly contact sessions lasting four hours for small groups of 
about 10 to 20 students 

@     Workplace visits, usually requiring a whole day, and especially 
targeted at at-risk students 

Tutor training workshops lasting two to three days are held four times 
a year either centrally or in regional locations.

Assessment includes written assignments, portfolio evidence and 
presentations thereof, journals kept by students and tutor records. 
Assessment is cumulative and negotiated, and involves self-assess-
ment, peer assessment and tutor assessment, with some moderation 
at regional and central levels. Presentations of portfolio evidence are 
also moderated by external academics.

Materials are print-based and comprise 320 to 350 pages divided into 
manageable study modules of about 40 pages. Course design has 
been a cumulative, organic process and has been estimated at four 
hours per notional learning hour on a five-year design cycle, but with 
most of the initial design time weighted towards the first two years of 
the programme. Only one cohort has completed the fourth year of this 
four-year programme and the throughput for this cohort for the full 
programme was 68 per cent. Table 18 summarises the core costing 
data for this course. 
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Table 2.18: Costing case study 10

Cost type Cost (assuming maximum up-
take of learner support (ZAR)

Lecturing staff (workshops and 
individual consultations) 134,088

Assessment (lecturers/moderator/
invigilators) 120,875

Course design 59,234

Administration 151,145

Materials 12,285

Overheads @ 30% 143,288

Total cost 620,914

Cost per student 4,599

Cost per successful student @ 
68%
Fee income per student

6,763
 

If student numbers halve:
Cost per student

7,420

If student numbers double:
Cost per student

3,882

Course income figures have not been supplied. However, for the pur-
poses of illustration, a probable course fee of ZAR 3,000 would imply 
that the course runs at a deficit with respect to student fees.

Case Study 11
This case study relates to one semester of an undergraduate course for 
external students. Educational strategies include:

@     Independent study (no estimate available)
@     Contact sessions (not quantified)
@     Evaluation of workplace-based practice.

Summative assessment includes assignments and an exam. Materials 
comprise eight units of specially designed print materials and eight 
supporting audiocassettes. Provision is made for review of the course 
design and materials on a semester basis.

The average throughput rate for the course is not known. Table 19 
summarises the core costing data for this course. 
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Table 2.19: Costing case study 11

Cost type (per student
at the current enrolment)

Cost (assuming maximum 
uptake of learner support) 

(ZAR)

Lecturing staff (workshops and 
individual consultations)

571

Assessment (lecturers/moderator/
invigilators)

800

Course design 238

Administration 476

Materials, telephone, travel, 
postage

905

Overheads 809

Total cost
Cost per student

3,799

Cost per successful student 
Fee income per student

3,799

If student numbers halve:
Cost per student

The data was not supplied in a 
form that allowed for scenario 
planning using the costing 
database.If student numbers double:

Cost per student

As indicated in Table 19, student fees are expected to cover the full cost 
of offering the course.

Case Study 12
This case study relates to a course which forms part of a two-year 
programme leading to a certificate with a weighting of approximately 
427 notional learning hours. It is currently offered to 40 students who 
include adult educators, community development workers, extension 
agents, etc. The programme was initially introduced in conjunction with 
another institution in another country, but now a country-specific course 
is offered. The course is offered once per year in two centres and lasts 
for 36 weeks.

Educational strategies include:

@     Independent study of about five hours per week
@     Individual consultation amounting to about a few minutes per 

student per week
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@     Three contact sessions in two centres, comprising a total of 72 hours 
of contact time

Summative assessment includes assignments (60 per cent) and an 
examination (40 per cent). Materials comprise 453 pages of specially 
designed print materials. Course design time has been estimated at five 
hours per notional learning hour on a five-year design cycle.

The average throughput rate for the course is 65 per cent. Table 20 
summarises the core costing data for this course. 

Table 2.20: Costing case study 12

Cost type Cost (assuming maximum 
uptake of learner support) 

(ZAR)

Lecturing staff (workshops and 
individual consultations) 10,800

Assessment (lecturers/moderator/
invigilators) 6,460

Course design 32,025

Administration 9,296

Materials, telephone, travel, 
postage

2,187

Overheads @ 30% 18,230

Total cost 78,998

Cost per student 1,975

Cost per successful student @ 
65%

3,308

Fee income per student  750

If student numbers halve:
Cost per student

3,567

If student numbers double:
Cost per student

1,452

As indicated Table 20, this course offers a relatively high level of contact 
support at 16.5% of notional learning time, and the current enrolment 
is too low for the course to benefit from economies of scale. As a 
consequence, the course runs at a deficit with respect to income from 
student fees.
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Appendix C: Information included 
in summary table
For each case study we have summarised the following information:

@     Row 1: Level of course (whether an undergraduate (U/G) or post-
graduate (P/G) programme).

@     Row 2: The notional learning hours (NLH) associated with the course 
– that is, how much time the average student is expected to spend 
in various forms of engagement with the course. We have included 
in brackets an estimate of what we or the programme managers 
expected the NLH to amount to in terms of the course credits (1 
credit + 10 NLH). In many cases, we need to go back to institutions 
to re-examine assumptions about student learning time, a useful 
educational by-product of the costing exercise.

@     Row 3: The current enrolment on the course in terms of actual student 
numbers.

@     Row 4: The nature of the contact support offered by the programme 
as this appears to be a distinguishing characteristic in the blurring 
of boundaries between distance and more traditional forms of 
education provision.

@     Row 5: The nature of the assessment used by the programme. 
@     Row 6: The ratio of course design time per student study hour.
@     Row 7: The nature of the core materials, which remains largely print-

based in the 12 case study institutions with ICTs usually being used as 
support mechanisms rather than for core learning experiences.

@     Row 8: Current course fee, although in some cases we still do not 
have this data and we estimated. (Very often fees are for a whole 
programme rather than an individual course.)

@     Row 9: The cost per student. (For case studies 2 and 3 we included 
two scenarios based on providing the contact-based support 
offered in the programme to all learners in a decentralized way or 
the current reality in which only about 10 per cent of learners had 
access to the contact-based support; in case study 6, we again had 
two scenarios based on an initial estimate of 10 hours design time 
per student learning hour and the reality based on actual salaries 
paid which suggests a much lower ratio.)

@     Row 10: The difference between the fees paid by students and the 
actual costs of offering the course. This illustrates the extent to which 
it was necessary to subsidise the course, whether internally from 
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another programme or externally through a funding grant from 
government or another source. 

@     Row 11: The throughput rates for the past three years where possible, 
to obtain an estimate of the cost per successful student.

@     Rows 12 and 13: Scenario planning to explore the ways in which 
changes in student enrolment can impact on costs.
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