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FOREWORD 
 

 

As I read through this book, I became greedier and greedier for more – the ideas that 

spilled out, the analogy and imagery, and most importantly the rise of African thought-

leadership and intellectualism held me captive. Much has been written about open distance 

learning and there is a great deal of literature on the subject of Ubuntu: however, what 

captured my imagination and attention is the merging of these two ideas, particularly at a time 

when the issues of equity and access to higher education are being critically foregrounded.  

The question of optimising equity in terms of access and outcomes is critical in South 

Africa. Increasingly the focus is being shifted to ODL as one of the more viable options for 

massification and access with the parallel considerations of quality and sustainability. ODL 

has the capacity to bridge geographic divides and make connections. It brings people together 

in different communities of practice that underpin the increasingly important pedagogy of 

learning ecosystems, where students work together and learn together, sharing and caring for 

one another. This, in my opinion, is the fulcrum on which this book turns -engaging and 

introducing newer and bigger concentric circles of ideas in all the critical areas of open 

distance learning including leadership, teaching, learning, student support, assessment and 

research against the tapestry of the values of Ubuntu. 

Ubuntu is part of the African philosophy which strongly emphasises the 

interconnectedness of people. It speaks to the ethic of humanity as part of a collective, whilst 

simultaneously recognising uniqueness and difference. This is equally the spirit of the  

ODL environment – it creates a space for a learning community to be built but allows each 

learner to retain his/her identity and learn at his/her own pace from wherever he/she  

sits. Audrey Tang provides a very interesting summary which merges these ideas. She 

suggests that Ubuntu ‘implies that everyone has different skills and strengths; people are not 

isolated, and through mutual support they can help each other to complete themselves. 

[www.linkedin.com/pulse/open-source-enlightenment-2015-part-1-audrey-tang].  

In this book I found an engaging analysis of the importance of bringing learners together 

in a manner that taps potential, and releases new ideas and innovation. ODL brings global, 

continental, regional and domestic learners together and creates partnerships on issues of 

common interest and for maximum impact. As one engages with the thought leadership of 

ODL and Ubuntu, the emerging themes of humanity, awareness and understanding, civic 

consciousness and integration and interconnectivity become progressively clearer. This book 

comes at a critical time in an era of disruption in higher education, when the demand  

for decolonisation of the higher education environment is fast gaining momentum. 
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Conversations on how to transform higher education in a manner that acknowledges and 

integrates all are on everyone’s lips. Open Distance Learning (ODL) through the Philosophy 

of Ubuntu will be a valuable contribution to the discussion and assist in shaping the solution 

on the subject of higher education reform.   

  

Prof. Mandla Makhanya 

Principal and Vice Chancellor 

University of South Africa 

Pretoria, South Africa 

 

29 February 2016 
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Chapter 1 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION: OPEN DISTANCE LEARNING (ODL) 

AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF UBUNTU  
 

 

Moeketsi Letseka* 
Department of Educational Foundations 

College of Education, University of South Africa (UNISA) 

Pretoria, South Africa 
 

 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND  
 

This book, Open Distance Learning (ODL) Through the Philosophy of Ubuntu (ODLPU) 

is a sequel to Open Distance Learning (ODL) in South Africa, (ODLSA), which was 

published in 2015. ODLPU is also a precursor to the ‘Archaeology of Ubuntu,’ a three-year 

indigenous knowledge systems (IKS) study that is run under the auspices of South Africa’s 

National Research Fund (NRF). At the time of writing the ‘Archaeology of Ubuntu’ study, in 

which I serve as principal investigator and project leader was in its third and final year. The 

aim of the study is to create a memorable ‘archive of knowledge’ on Ubuntu, as it were, an 

‘Ubuntu archaeology.’ The study’s title draws on French philosopher and social theorist 

Michel Foucault’s book The Archaeology of Knowledge. Foucault (1972:147-148) explains 

that,  

 

“The analysis of the archive involves a privileged region: at once close to us, and 

different from our present existence. It is the border of time that surrounds our presence, 

which overhangs it, and which indicates it in its otherness. It dissipates that temporal 

identity in which we are pleased to look at ourselves when we wish to exorcise the 

discontinuities of history; it breaks the thread of transcendental teleologies; it establishes 

that we are difference, that our reason is the difference of discourses, our history the 

difference of time, ourselves the difference of masks. That difference, far from being the 

forgotten and recovered origin, is the dispersion that we are and make.” 

 

                                                           
* Letsem@unisa.ac.za. 
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Briefly, the ‘Archaeology of Ubuntu’ is an oral historical investigation on Ubuntu. The 

study runs in seven Southern Africa countries, namely Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia, 

Swaziland, Zambia, Zimbabwe, and South Africa. The South African chapter is conducted in 

five provinces-the Eastern Cape; Kwazulu-Natal; Limpopo; Mpumalanga, and North West. 

During the months of March to June 2015 eleven (11) research teams, each comprising two 

(2) researchers conducted oral historical conversations (structured interviews) with five (5) 

community elders (males and females) aged between 60-80 years. Given the study’s African 

indigenous nature and the age ranges of its research participants the interviews were 

conducted in the indigenous or vernacular languages of the participants and audio taped to 

“remedy common, everyday memory problems” (Vemuri., Schmandt., Bender., Tellex, and 

Lassey, 2004). Subsequently the interviews were transcribed and translated into English. The 

interviews engaged the community elders on their understandings of the notion of Ubuntu; 

their understandings of Ubuntu as a worldview and a normative concept or a moral theory; 

their understandings of Ubuntu as a potential public policy; their understandings of Ubuntu as 

a pedagogical principle; on Ubuntu in relation to the treatment of women in a traditional 

African polity; Ubuntu in relation to the treatment of children, and Ubuntu in relation to 

attitudes towards disability. During the week of 14-18 December 2015 the ‘Archaeology of 

Ubuntu’ research team held its report-back workshop in Irene, Pretoria during which each 

team gave a detailed report-back on its transcribed data and received feed-back. 

The study was inspired by recognition that community elders are custodians and 

reservoirs of African indigenous ways of knowing, or African indigenous epistemologies. It 

was also inspired by the acute awareness of the existential reality of our mortality, the simple 

fact that the elders will soon pass on, and that it was absolutely necessary to recover and 

archive their voices, their views, ideas, and conceptions of Ubuntu while they are still alive. 

As Bogumil Jewsiewicki and Valentin-Yves Mudimbe (1993:3) poignantly remind us, “every 

time one of the elders dies, a library disappears.” 

ODLSA was planned as an introductory volume on ODL in South Africa, with a focus on 

ODL provisioning and the challenges thereof at the University of South Africa (UNISA). And 

while the issues around ODL and its challenges are multifaceted, ODLSA sought to provide 

the reader-friendly demarcation of ODL issues and challenges written in simple English  

that is accessible to the layman in the streets. The challenges encompassed UNISA’s  

ODL mission; participation rates; ODL assessment; best practice; pass rates; throughput  

rates; conceptions of success; student support; ODL and the labor market, and the much 

anticipated shift from ODL to Open Distance e-Leaning (ODeL), due mainly to the advent of 

globalization and the perceived ubiquity of modern electronic devices and internet 

connectivity. ODLSA tried to present a balanced picture of UNISA’s provisioning of ODL. 

On the one hand the book underscored the centrality of ODL, especially in the context of 

South Africa where the majority of Africans were denied access to higher education by a 

range of institutionalized and generational circumstances beyond the control - colonial and 

imperial domination, and in the later epoch, apartheid policies and legislation. ODLSA made a 

case for governments to make concrete commitments in support of a well-structured and 

sustained ODL project given that ODL is a viable mode of intervention that has the potential 

to contribute to nation states’ human resource development priorities. On the other hand 

ODLSA was candid enough to acknowledge that all is not well with ODL. For instance, the 

book demarcated a wide range of ODL challenges, from poor participation rates, poor 

completion rates, poor graduation rates, and poor throughput rates. Case in point, while at the 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Introduction 3 

time of the launch of the book UNISA has a student headcount estimated to be around 400 

000, the university’s graduation rates in the Masters and Doctoral categories were reportedly 

hovering in the single digit margins. Two damning reports, one by South Africa’s Department 

of Higher Education and Training (DHET), and the other by South Africa’s Council on 

Higher Education (CHE, 2013) revealed UNISA’s shocking performance in graduation rates. 

For instance, the DHET’s (2013) Statistics on Post-School Education and Training in South 

Africa:2010 reported UNISA’s 2010 graduation rates as follows: Undergraduate Degrees and 

Diplomas (8%); Master’s Degree (9%), and Doctoral Degrees (5%). At the same time the 

CHE’s (2013) report, A Proposal for Undergraduate Curriculum Reform in South Africa: The 

Case for a Flexible Curriculum Structure, whose proposals higher education minister 

incredibly rejected at the end of 2015 showed that almost 80% of UNISA students registered 

for the 3 and 4 years qualifications would not graduate in five years. ODLSA interrogated 

these issues with a view to generating debate and informing university policies on strategic 

intervention. Given that ODLSA only came off the press in 2015 it is reasonable to infer that it 

is probably premature for its intended purpose to begin gaining traction.  

Against this backdrop ODLPU explores the nexus between ODL and the philosophy of 

Ubuntu. On the one hand ODL has been marketed as an alternative mode of access to higher 

education for non-traditional students – mature working adults curtesy of its success at 

institutions such as UNISA (Pityana, 2009; UNISA, 2008; Kizito, 2006); Indira Gandhi 

National Open University (IGNOU) (Panda, 2005; Sharma, 2005; Chandar and Sharma, 

2003); the Open University, United Kingdom (OU UK) (Harry, 2003; Perraton, 2000; Goldie, 

1999; Sklar, 1984), and Athabasca University (Einstein and Brezhnev, 2008; Anderson and 

Elloumi, 2004). On the other hand Ubuntu has been widely demarcated in Southern Africa as 

a ‘moral theory’ and ‘a theory of right action’ (Waghid, 2014; Letseka, 2013a, 2000; Metz 

and Gaie, 2010; Metz, 2007; Teffo, 1994); as an ethic of care (Waghid and Smeyers, 2012); 

as a constitutional and jurisprudence principle (Letseka, 2014; Mahao, 2010; Chaskalson, 

2003;Mokgoro, 1998; Goldstone, 1997); as a pedagogical principle (Letseka, 2013b, 2012; 

Maharasoa. and Maharasoa, 2004; Mapesela, 2004; Marah, 2006), and as a public policy 

(Nkondo, 2007). Indeed, as a pedagogical value Ubuntu was the focus of international debate 

at the Comparative International Education Society (CIES)’s annual conference that was held 

in Washington DC in 2015 under the theme: ‘Ubuntu: Imagining a Humanist Education 

Globally.’ The CIES articulated its vision for the conference as exploring an imagined future 

where education is:  

 

 “A moral enterprise that develops and shapes minds to embrace humanism that is 

inseparable from socio-economic equality, and which defines the world as a complex 

whole,” and is  

 “An interconnected and interdependent ecosystem of diverse humans, nature and the 

planet.”  

 

In its Call for Papers the CIES stated that the “vision of humanist education is in harmony 

with Ubuntu, which inspires a multiplicity of worldviews, indigenous epistemologies and 

ideological schools of thought in a world that is inclusive while fostering autonomy and 

humanity.” Thus for the CIES, “to imagine an education fostering a future that reflects 

Ubuntu is to engage in a process of deconstruction of the prevailing modernist epistemologies 

that tend to separate the heart and mind.” 
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ODLPU explores the nexus between ODL and the philosophy of Ubuntu, against the 

backdrop of UNISA’s vision as “an African university in the service of humanity.” This book 

grapples with the extent to which Ubuntu can impact UNISA’s ODL mission if conception of 

study programs and study materials were to be anchored on Ubuntu values and principles. For 

instance, how would embracing the philosophy of Ubuntu add value to UNISA’s public 

relations (PR) profile? That is, given that Ubuntu is a normative concept that encompasses 

virtues such as kindness, generosity, compassion, benevolence, caring, and respect for others 

that is predicated on humanness, what would it mean for UNISA’s managers, academic  

staff and support staff to infuse Ubuntu values and principles in their day-to-day interactions 

with the relevant stakeholders - students and other interested parties? In short, how might 

embracing the above values and principles implicit in philosophy of Ubuntu add value to 

UNISA’s ODL mission? ODLPU pools together the twin themes of ODL and Ubuntu in 

pursuit of a nuanced understanding of issues such as inclusivity and student support, values 

education, research practices, teaching and learning, assessment and quality assurance, 

leadership and management, communication and public relations.  

 

 

STRUCTURE AND SCOPE OF THE BOOK  
 

ODLPU is structured around sixteen (16) chapters that all contribute to our understanding 

of the nexus between ODL and Ubuntu. The assembled team of contributing authors 

comprises a diverse and dynamic group of scholars and researchers with whom I have 

associated at various and distinct levels. For instance, six (6) of the authors are my fellow 

colleagues in the College of Education (CEDU), UNISA; two (2) are my fellow associates at 

senior executive management ranks at UNISA; four (4) are researchers with whom I have co-

authored a number of scholarly papers; one (1) is my former Masters student who has since 

completed his doctorate and begun a career in academia, and six (6) serve as researchers and 

mentees in my Southern African research project, ‘Archaeology of Ubuntu.’ It is worthwhile 

mentioning that the research team is both intra-institutional and intra-country. It comprises 

South African authors, from UNISA, neighboring University of Pretoria (UP), and Tshwane 

University of technology. There are also authors from higher education institutions in 

neighboring Southern African countries - University of Zambia, Lusaka, and Morgenster 

Teachers’ College in Masvingo, Zimbabwe. This diversity and dynamism in the quality of the 

contributors makes for a rich and refreshing take on the issues with which ODLPU grapples, 

viewed from an Ubuntu perspective.  

Chapters two (2) and three (3) are complementary in that they both deal with conceptions 

of African values through African philosophy and the notion of Ubuntu with a view to 

ascertaining how these play themselves out in the ODL environment. In chapter two, “Ubuntu 

values in an African University,” Davison Zireva of Morgenster Teachers College in 

Masvingo, Zimbabwe, grapples with the complex and contested issue of the place, role  

and influence of cultural values with respect to Ubuntu and ODL. His major lament is  

that Ubuntu cultural values have been neglected in ODL. Zireva raises trenchant questions 

which compel readers to pause and retrace their steps back to philosophical encyclopedias 

and thesauruses. For instance, what are values? And whose values should occupy center-stage 

on matters of ODL teaching and learning? It is noteworthy though that Zireva defines ‘value’ 
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by appeal to the Latin etymology of the word, valere, which means “something worthy: or “a 

matter worth striving for.” But Zireva’s resort to the Latin origin of the word ‘value’ begs  

the question whether African cultural values cannot be conceived of, or talked about  

from within the framework of indigenous African systems of thought? In The Invention  

of Africa: Gnosis, Philosophy, and the Order of Knowledge, Democratic Republic of the 

Congo-born philosopher Valentin-Yves Mudimbe (1988:10) wonders whether “the African 

Weltanschauungen [worldview] and the African traditional systems of thought are 

unthinkable and cannot be made explicit within the framework of their own rationality. It is 

his contention that “thus far the ways in which the African Weltanschauungen and traditional 

African epistemologies have been evaluated and the means used to explain them relate to 

theories and methods whose constraints, rules, and systems of operation suppose a non-

African epistemological locus.” Notwithstanding this criticism Zireva argues that values  

are concerned with the attitudes people have towards something. That is to say, values are 

ideals of a particular society that guide decision-making and actions of individuals within  

that particular society. It is his contention that values determine the criteria for perceptions  

of meaningful existence. In Ubuntu cultural values such a perception of meaningful existence 

is framed by moral norms and values such as altruism, kindness, caring, generosity, 

compassion, benevolence, courtesy, respect and concern for others. In this regard therefore 

the over-arching value of Ubuntu is humaneness. Thus Ubuntu ODL teaching and learning 

ought to be more communal than individualistic. 

In chapter three, “The nexus between open distance learning (ODL), African philosophy 

and Ubuntu,” ‘Matsephe Letseka of the Department of Educational Foundations, College of 

Education, UNISA debates ways in which African philosophy and Ubuntu values and 

principles might anchor operations at UNISA. It is Letseka’s contention that the starting point 

in the discourse on ODL, African philosophy and Ubuntu values should be recognition of 

communal interdependence in African societies, which is in turn predicated on existence and 

flourishing of the extended family. The importance of the extended family as the reservoir of 

African values and development of personhood has been widely delineated. For instance, 

Ayisi (1992:16) regards the extended family as the raison d’être of all social co-operation and 

responsibility in the African context. While Mbiti (1975:176) regards the extended family as a 

microcosm of the wider society, embodying a broad spectrum of personal associations 

between great-grand parents, grandparents, fathers, mothers, uncles, aunts, children (sisters, 

brothers, cousins, nephews, and nieces), a host of maternal and paternal relatives, as well as 

the departed members. Ghanaian philosopher Kwame Gyekye (1997:292-293) posits that 

“one outstanding cultural value of the traditional African society that is a feature of ever-

present consciousness of ties of kinship is the emphasis on the importance of the family - the 

extended family.” It is Letseka’s view that as a way of life, or a worldview that sustains the 

wellbeing of the ‘peoples,’ Ubuntu finds expression in communities where the maxim, 

umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu, loosely translated into English to approximate “to be a human 

being is to affirm one’s humanity by recognizing the humanity of others” captures the essence 

of an African communal livelihood. Letseka speculates on ways in which Ubuntu might 

impact UNISA’s vision and mission if conceptions of study programs and study materials 

were to be grounded in African philosophy and Ubuntu values and principles. In her 

demarcation of the ODL framework, she picks out the following characteristic feature: 

affordability, accessibility, openness, flexibility, and supportive. It is her considered view that 
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an African philosophy and Ubuntu-oriented delivery of ODL should be one that is 

undergirded by the above-mentioned characteristic features.  

Chapters four (4) and five (5) broach ODL and Ubuntu and management at departmental 

level and executive management levels. In chapter four, “Relating to others through Ubuntu 

values,” Johannes Seroto, Chair of Department of Educational Foundations in the College of 

Education, UNISA unpacks the implementation of Ubuntu values in ODL management at an 

academic departmental level. Drawing on Mbigi’s (1997) Ubuntu: The African dream in 

management, Seroto teases out Mbigi’s four dimensions of Ubuntu values in relationships, 

namely, solidarity or collectivism; sharing of resources; respect and dignity, and compassion. 

For Seroto, solidarity spirit is based on community of interests, objectives, and standards, and 

the need for individuals to become part of the community. Sharing of resources is based on 

mutual concern for the existence of others. Respect and dignity imply treating others not only 

with appreciation, acceptance, or endorsement, but also with civility, dignity, and respect 

even when we recognize that some conflict and tension are inevitable. Finally, compassion is 

about giving or sharing without expecting anything in return. It is Seroto’s view that the 

management of people that is undergirded by the above-mentioned dimensions of human 

relationships resonate with the broader Ubuntu maxim of, umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu; ‘I am 

human because I belong. I participate, I share,’ and I am because we are. And since we are, 

therefore I am. 

In chapter five, “Ubuntu values and ODL: a senior management perspectives,” Oupa 

Mashile and Matshepo Matoane of the Directorate, Tuition and Facilitation of Learning at 

UNISA make a case for the contextual factors that impact on the management of ODL 

institutions in South Africa, a country that relies heavily on higher education to overcome 

decades of neglect in education and training in order to develop the human resources that are 

required to support the economy. Mashile and Matooane argue that managing ODL in a 

complex environment such as South Africa requires an ethic, a philosophy and a worldview 

that resonates with the country’s majority of citizens, who are Africans. They contend that the 

management of ODL in South Africa would benefit immensely from using Ubuntu as a lens 

to resolve the varied challenges that continue to plague South Africa’s ODL system. They 

identify these as ‘students’ attrition’; the need to build a community of ODL students to 

circumvent feelings of isolation; technology integration and the need to constantly introduce 

these technologies in institutions in order to keep pace with the rapidly evolving ICTs 

environment. Other challenges that are of concern to Mashile and Matooane are enrolment 

management, academic exclusion, quality assurance measures and resource allocation. In a 

section titled, “Leading ODL institutions using Ubuntu,” Mashile and Matooane advocate 

‘leading groups and not only individuals’; ‘training leadership teams and groups in Ubuntu 

values and principles,’ and ‘using that language that is appropriate for an Ubuntu worldview 

in the training programs.’ They conclude that because managing ODL institutions in South 

Africa will always be characterized by cultural complexity, drawing on the African concept of 

Ubuntu can potentially equip managers with value-based leadership and competence in 

conversational skills that are necessary to drive change in the much needed institutional 

transformation.  

Chapters six (6) and seven (7) explore the connection between ODL, Ubuntu, curriculum 

and tuition. In chapter six, “Grounding ODL curriculum in Ubuntu values,” Matshidiso Taole 

of the Department Curriculum Studies, College of Education, UNISA, explores the 

integration of Ubuntu values and principles in curriculum in Open and Distance Learning 
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contexts. Her chapter is premised on the assumption that curriculum is never a single entity 

and that it is never static, but is in a constant state of flux. The concept of ‘curriculum’ is 

broad and contested. As such there is no universally agreed upon view amongst curriculum 

scholars as to what it is really that ought to be reflected in the curriculum. In this regard Taole 

uses the concept ‘curriculum’ in a broader sense to encompass subjects that ‘ought’ to be 

prescribed for study at learning institutions as well as all the activities that are connected  

with students’ roles and development at their learning institutions, the so-called ‘hidden 

curriculum.’ Drawing on Letseka’s (2014) conception of Ubuntu as a normative concept  

that prescribes desirable and acceptable forms of human conduct in a particular community  

of people, and Sotoku and Duku’s (2014) view of Ubuntu as a recognized African philosophy 

of humanism that links the individual to the collective, Taole argues that an ODL curriculum 

that is anchored on Ubuntu moral values and principles should be marked by ‘humanness,’ 

which encapsulates values such as respect, dignity, empathy, cooperation and harmony 

between members of society; ‘sharing and communalism.’ Sharing implies collective 

existence and inter-subjectivity, while communalism seeks first, to reconcile the idea that 

society possesses a morally privileged status that should be enshrined and protected by certain 

inviolable rights and freedom against exploitation and domination, and second, that the rights 

and freedoms of the individual should not be in conflict with the common good. Taole 

concludes that to upscale delivery of quality teaching and learning, ODL study programs and 

study materials, as well as interactions between lecturers and students should be anchored on 

Ubuntu values and principles. 

In chapter seven, Monaheng Sefotho of the Department of Educational Psychology, 

Faculty of Education, University of Pretoria, explores perspectives on generations of ODL 

with a view to showing how these perspectives pertain to Ubuntu indigenous epistemologies. 

Sefotho’s exploration traces ODL as far back as the correspondence education era, which  

was based on print technology, to utilization of broadcast technologies such as radio and 

television, to the advent of computer mediated digital technologies. He picks out indigenous 

epistemologies in teaching and learning and argues that they have always provided guidance 

about adulthood and responsible behaviour for young people who are about to become adults 

in African settings. Sefotho argues that Ubuntu pedagogy and andragogy teach through the 

oral tradition by encouraging the learners to listen, to debate what is learned in groups or with 

the facilitator of informal learning. He posits that engagement among the learners is required 

in order to internalize the content and mediate the learning with their construction of 

meaning. He introduces the concept of Ubuntugogy, or the Ubuntu pedagogy, which he 

describes as an African educational paradigm emerging from the postmodern approach to 

education. Ubuntugogy is a theory of the right action that directs its efforts towards a humane 

education of ODL learners based on Ubuntu virtues. Sefotho’s conclusion is that the nexus 

between ODL and Ubuntu should lead to promotion of supportive learning environments both 

for ODL learners and ODL facilitators of teaching and learning. It is his considered view that 

in Africa, Afrocentric epistemologies are poised to contribute to the merging of conventional 

teaching and learning with the vastly growing technology-based modes of learning. 

Chapters eight (8) and nine (9) have an element of resonance in that they grapple with 

ODL assessment and the related issue of quality assurance. In chapter eight, Victor Pitsoe, of 

the Department of Leadership and Management in Education, College of Education, UNISA 

teams up with Matsephe Letseka, who has already been introduced above with respect to 

chapter three. In their co-authored chapter titled “Ubuntu driven ODL student assessment” 
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Pitsoe and Letseka critically reflect on assessment approaches and make a case for ODL 

assessment as a cultural discourse. They argue that Ubuntu is a humanizing pedagogy that 

should encourage ODL practitioners to rethink their assessment practices as part and parcel of 

their responsibility to humanize their pedagogies. To teach though Ubuntu values or 

humaneness is to promote the kind of humanism that should pervade all ODL interactions. 

Pitsoe and Letseka’s conception of a humanizing pedagogy draws from Brazilian philosopher 

of education, Paulo Freire’s book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Freire (1970) presents a 

humanizing pedagogy as a philosophical approach that fosters critical dialogue and liberatory 

practices. As Freire (1970:51) explains, a humanizing pedagogy is “a teaching method  

that ceases to be an instrument by which teachers can manipulate students, but rather 

expresses the consciousness of the students themselves.” It is his view that “teachers who are 

able to promote a humanizing pedagogy are more apt to develop mutual humanization in 

dialogic approaches with their students in which everyone ultimately develops a critical 

consciousness” (Freire, 1970:56). He posits that “concern for humanization leads at once to 

recognition of dehumanization, not only as an ontological possibility, but also as a historical 

reality” (Freire, 1993:43). Pitsoe and Letseka argue that while assessment ought to be used to 

provide feedback for the purpose of informing tutoring and learning and for improving 

engagements between students and lecturers, the dominant ODL assessment practices remain 

trapped in Western hegemonic discourses; they lack the attributes of cultural hybridization or 

cultural diversity, which is advocated by, among other, Homi Bhabha in his seminal book, 

The Location of Culture. Third and finally, most ODL assessment practices do not embrace 

the principles of humane approaches. Instead they perpetuate the opposite, namely a 

‘dehumanizing pedagogy.’ It is their view that a humanizing pedagogy is crucial for both 

ODL teacher and student success and is sine qua non for the academic and social resilience of 

students. Thus, ODL assessment practices should be framed in such a way that they meet the 

needs of culturally diverse students. The only route to take in this regard, Pitsoe and Letseka 

argue, is to rethink ODL assessment practices through humanizing pedagogy lens. 

In chapter nine, “Assuring quality in ODL through Ubuntu,” Vimbi Mahlangu of the 

Department of Education Management and Policy Studies, Faculty of Education, University 

of Pretoria seeks to understand the techniques used in quality assurance in Open Distance 

Learning (ODL) through Ubuntu. His view is that quality assurance through Ubuntu should 

focus on encouraging students to embrace trust, fairness, shared understanding, a dignified 

treatment of other and a striving for harmonious relationships. The reason for this is that 

Ubuntu is the potential for being human, for valuing the good of the community over 

individualistic self-centeredness. Ubuntu is marked by commitment to service to humanity, 

respect for others, truthfulness and honesty. It is integral to a communal responsibility to 

sustain life, to share resources on the principle of equity, and to strive for fairness and concern 

for others. In short, Ubuntu implies respect for human dignity. Mahlangu conceives of quality 

assurance as a continuous method of evaluating, assessing, monitoring, guaranteeing, 

maintaining and improving the quality of ODL education system, institutions as well as 

programs. As a monitoring mechanism, its focus is on accountability and improvement, 

provision of information and judgment through an approved and consistent method and well 

established standards. He sketches five models used in designing quality assurance 

instruments and mulls over how they can be drawn on to promote Ubuntu-inclined quality 

assurance approaches. The five models are: the functionalist model, which perceives all 

professions as positive forces in social development and assume the professions come into 
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existence to meet a genuine human need; the social justice model, which emphasizes access 

to, and sharing of resources, as well as preparation and socialization of the young people to 

function well in society; the reflective learning model, which emphasizes a rational distance 

between oneself and one’s practice; the compensatory model, which is grounded on the 

distinction between compensatory and non-compensatory decision strategies in the field of 

decision theory; and finally, the humanistic model, which views organizations as social 

phenomena that are essential to the relational nature of human beings. Mahlangu would like 

to see more of the ‘humanistic model’ of quality assurance play itself out in ODL. He 

concludes that an Ubuntu oriented quality assurance should be adaptable, consensus based, 

comprehensive and inclusive, and that ODL institutions should design quality assurance 

systems and programs that are cognizant of the social, cultural, economic, political and 

environmental aspects of the communities they serve.  

Chapters ten (10) and eleven (11) have a specific connection in that while one deals with 

ODL students’ support through Ubuntu values and principles, the other interrogates the 

challenges of ODL completion rates and how these might be impacted through Ubuntu 

values. Put simply, the better ODL students are supported in their studies, it should be 

expected that their completion rates would improve. In chapter 10, “Supporting open distance 

learning (ODL) students through Ubuntu values,” Harry Rampa and Lydia Mphahlele, of the 

Department of Educational Studies, Tshwane University of Technology, Pretoria, focus on 

the understanding of quality chains which support ODL learning through Ubuntu values and 

principles. Rampa and Mphahlele’s take on ODL student support starts from the premise that 

the mission of ODL institutions is to serve mature working students who are presumed to 

have the capacity to take responsibility for their learning and materials. They premise their 

conception of ODL student support on the assumption that advances in the information and 

communication technologies (ICTs) have opened up new possibility and opportunities in 

ODL support. However, they highlight a new trend that is emerging ODL, which Letseka and 

Pitsoe (2014:1947) flesh out in their paper, and that is, “UNISA’s student demographics are 

changing and continue to change, mainly due to the influx of young school leavers who 

cannot secure admission at full-time contact higher education institutions. This has 

implications for the university’s ODL mission of servicing mature working students.” Rampa 

and Mphahlele argue that as a result of these students’ demographic changes access to ODL 

with substantive student support that leads to success becomes necessary. They propose a 

systems approach to quality student support, also known as the philosophy of life. In its most 

fundamental sense the system approach encapsulates Ubuntu values such as personhood, 

humanity, dignity, and humaneness. It resonates with the South African government public 

policy of Batho Pele, or ‘people first.’ It is Rampa and Mphahlele’s contention that support 

on ODL should be guided by the principles of consultations, assuring access, service 

standards, courtesy and the ethics of care.  

In chapter eleven, “Understanding Open Distance Learning Completion Rates through 

Ubuntu,” Ruth Aluko of the Center for Distance Education, University of Pretoria broaches 

the issue of low completion rate of students in ODL against the backdrop of the buzz word of 

ODL’s potential to expand access to higher education to millions of people all over the world. 

A study conducted in Australia found that two-thirds of bachelor’s degree students studying 

through distance education drop out of their course in comparison to 75% completion rates 

for students in full-time contact higher education institutions. Aluko raises alarm bells that in 

South Africa the picture is dismal in that only an estimated 15% of higher education students 
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graduate within the set duration of a generic bachelor’s degree. Aluko’s concerns confirm my 

opening remarks above with reference to the DHET (2013) and the CHE’s (2013) reports that 

in 2015 almost 80% of students registered for UNISA’s for 3 and 4 year qualification  

would not graduate in five years. For purposes of clarification of concepts Aluko conceives  

of ‘completion rates’ as “the percentage of first year entrants in a cycle of education surviving 

to the end of that cycle.” However, interpreting completion rates is far more complex  

and analytically challenging than it seems on the surface. This is because it is difficult  

to tell when a student has not completed a course and does not intend to finish it, or whether 

they plan to reregister for the course, but with a different institution. Calculating ‘completion 

rates’ presents even more mammoth challenges in ODL given the very nature of the ODL 

mode of study, which is marketed as ‘flexible’ and ‘own-paced.’ For instance, ODL students 

have the discretion to defer their studies should circumstances arise that might render study in 

any one year less ideal. Aluko’s thesis is that this very porous and fluid nature of ODL calls 

for serious invocation of Ubuntu values and principles in the discourse of ‘completion  

rates.’ She suggests that discussion of ODL ‘completion rates’ should be guided by a  

nuanced understanding that is informed by the following Ubuntu concepts: ‘humanness,’ 

‘interconnectedness,’ ‘equality,’ ‘support,’ ‘sharing,’ and ‘respect.’ Aluko encourages ODL 

practitioners to seek solutions to the challenges of ‘completion rates’ given the growing 

student diversity, market forces controlling educational system, funding and benchmarking. 

She argues that discussions on ODL ‘completion rates’ would turn for the better were they to 

be informed by the African philosophy of Ubuntu, which encourages connectedness, 

sympathy, support (sharing), humanness, and respect..  

In their different approaches chapters twelve (12) and thirteen (13) grapple with issues 

that are pertinent to South Africa’s higher education sector, issues around inclusion and 

exclusion, or how invoking Ubuntu values and principles might help alleviate exclusion of 

people from participating in, and benefiting from higher education. In chapter 12, “Delivering 

Open Distance e-Learning through Ubuntu values,” Sindile Ngubane-Mokiwa of the Institute 

of Open Distance Learning (IODL) at UNISA explores humane ways of providing equitable 

access to higher education through open distance e-Learning to the disadvantaged students in 

Southern Africa. Ngubane-Mokiwa’s chapter builds on her co-authored work with Letseka in 

which they express concern that the shift from ODL to ODeL at UNISA would require the 

students to have access to, and to have a culture of modern electronic technologies (Ngubane-

Mokiwa and Letseka, 2015). She differentiates ODL, which she defines as an educational 

mode that bridges the distances between the lecturers and the students through the use of 

traditional technologies like teleconferences, written feedback on hardcopy assignments and 

programmed contact sessions; and ODeL, which she defines as a form of education delivery 

that requires one to possess and have access to modern electronic technologies. One of the 

concerns Ngubane-Mokiwa and Letseka (2015) express is the unintended consequence of 

ODeL to exclude the majority of the students who are not able to escape the clutches of the 

so-called ‘digital divide.’ It should be noted that there are still areas in South Africa where 

basic services such as electricity, the use of computers, and internet connectivity are not as 

yet available. While to urban dwellers the use of cellular telephony such smartphones and 

Tablets have become second nature, most rural dwellers are still excluded from the benefits of 

modern electronic divices given that the cell signal tower technology has not as yet reached 

some of the rural areas to engender connectivity. Thus Ngubane-Mokiwa argues that 

accessible design of ODeL curriculum is crucial to ensuring that it benefits those for whom it 
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is intended, and in order to enable distance learners to have epistemological access. It is her 

considered view that student support and development through ODeL and Ubuntu values 

form the basis and guiding principles of the ODeL programs.  

In chapter 13, “Inclusive education and Ubuntu in an open distance learning context,” 

Nkoli Tlale and Dikeledi Mahlo seek to document understandings of inclusive education and 

Ubuntu in an Open Distance Learning (ODL) context. Their view of inclusive education is a 

teaching and learning environment that supports students to achieve greater success, retention 

and improved throughput and pass rates. They argue that inclusive education is premised on 

the assumption that every learner or student is entitled to quality educational experience 

regardless of their individual characteristics such as physical disabilities, intellectual gifts, 

impairments or economic constraints. As a matter of inclusive education policy neither of 

these conditions should define the type or the quality of the educational experience (s)  

that should be available to the learner or student. An Ubuntu-driven ODL fulfills this 

inclusive mandate in that first, the ODL system provides opportunities, accessibility and 

affordability to students. It ensures that students learn at their own pace suited to their 

individual circumstances. ODL offers an alternative route for one to achieve one’s 

educational goals and ambitions. It is particularly pertinent to South Africa where many 

African students are generations of sections of society that were excluded from higher 

education opportunities by apartheid laws and legislation. Tlale and Mahlo argue that given 

that Ubuntu is the ethic of care because it offers support, compassion, interconnectedness  

and interpersonal independence, and emphasizes the interaction between an individual’s 

development and the systems within the general social context that will enhance their 

learning, ODL should therefore capture the essence and spirit of Africa through Ubuntu. 

Chapters 14 and 15 explore the connection between research in an ODL environment and 

the potential for Ubuntu to impact the way individuals mediate that connection. In chapter 14, 

“ODL research and Ubuntu values,” Moeketsi Letseka and Mojalefa Koenane of the 

Department of Philosophy, Practical and Systematic Theology at UNISA flesh out UNISA’s 

Policy on Research Ethics and its deep resonance with Ubuntu values and principles. They 

argued that the tripartite link of UNISA’s vision, which commits it ‘towards the African 

university in the service of humanity’; the philosophy of Ubuntu as humanness, and the 

university’s Policy of Research Ethics (UNISA, 2013) which is predicated on the humane 

treatment of all research participants, requires UNISA’s scholars to embrace UNISA’s vision, 

Ubuntu, and the policy on research ethics in their effort to shape their research and policy 

solutions to UNISA’s challenges of poor pass rates; poor completion rates, poor graduation 

rates, and poor throughput rates. In chapter 15, “Managing and Leading through Ubuntu,” 

Gistered Muleya of the Department of Language and Social Sciences Education, School of 

Education, University of Zambia explores the idea of managing and leading lives through 

Ubuntu values and principles that are rooted in a strong humanism and a strong blend of civic 

education. As a Zambian he is deeply influenced by the humanism of former Zambian 

president Kenneth Kaunda. In the three volumes of Humanism in Zambia and a Guide to its 

Implementation Kaunda conceived of humanism as “a set of philosophical guidelines rooted 

in the Zambian cultural heritage, intended to unite the country in the common task of social, 

economic and political development.” Kaunda counseled the Zambian peoples to be 

considerate to their fellow human beings in all that they did; to commit to an egalitarian 

society in which there was equal opportunity for self-development for all. His notion of 

humanism entailed sharing, treating and respecting other people as human beings in many 
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respects. Indeed in their book, World Humanism, Shiban Khan and Wolfgang Amann 

(2013:5) argue that “as the core of humanism, human dignity is fostered as an end in of 

itself.” There might be areas in which scholars contest Kaunda’s premise and thesis. 

However, such contestations do not detract from Kaunda’s focus on a humanism that is 

geared towards the attainment of African human dignity. As Khoza (1994:8) aptly puts it, 

while Ubuntu-type of humanism, like the other forms of humanism, puts ‘man’ at the center 

of things, the difference is that in the context of Ubuntu ‘man’ can only be identified in 

relation to other human beings, hence, umuntu-ngumuntu-ngabantu. Muleya makes a case for 

the link between Ubuntu, humanism and civic education. He argues that civic education 

involves the active participation of citizens in the decisions that shape the ordering of 

communities and societies in which they live. His views are consistent with the views of 

Maryland University political scientist William Galston (2004) whose contention is that civic 

knowledge ‘promotes support for democratic values’; it ‘promotes political participation’; 

‘helps citizens understand their interests as individuals and as members of groups,’ and ‘helps 

citizens learn more about civic affairs.’ Most importantly civic knowledge ‘improves the 

consistency of citizens’ views’ and ‘alters their opinions on specific civic issues. In a country 

like South Africa which has received so much negative publicity as a result of attacks on 

foreign national, the importance of Muleya’s tripartite foci of Ubuntu, humanism and civic 

education cannot be overemphasized. 

In chapter 16, “Postscripts: ODL through Ubuntu,” I thread together the key points of 

each of the fourteen (14) chapters that make up ODLPU. Realistically a book of this sort 

cannot pretend to cover and exhaust everything on ODL, for that would no doubt be 

presumptuous. This final chapter recognizes that ODLPU was conceived as a modest attempt 

to create a community of inquiry in which ODL and Ubuntu scholars could congregate, share 

ideas and seek plausible ways in which the twin themes of ODL and Ubuntu can be 

meaningfully made to impact the critical areas of higher education pedagogy (teaching  

and learning), research, inclusion, student support, assessment, completion rates, quality 

assurance, management and transmission of institutional values. And while there might be 

measures by which some of the above-mentioned areas may be monitored and evaluated, 

ODLPU acknowledges, drawing on the work of British philosopher William B Gallie (1956), 

that because these areas are emotive, moral and value-laden, they might as well be regarded 

as “essentially contested concepts.” As Gallie (1956:169) argues, ‘essentially contested 

concepts’ are those “concepts the proper use of which inevitably involves endless disputes 

about their proper uses on the part of their users.”  

Commenting specifically on conceptions of education in South Africa Penny Enslin 

(1993:3) also reminded us that the notion of education is complex and highly contested 

because it is a concept of appraisal. It is a concept formed from the normative point of view, 

which makes it a moral concept. But education is also internally complex in that it 

presupposes a variety of activities, such as, for example teaching and learning. And because 

education is a cluster concept, clarifying it involves the elaboration of the broader conceptual 

scheme within which it is implicated. Recognizing these complexities and contestations 

implies that it is necessary to create space for scholars to come together to seriously debate 

educational issues. Equally, it is important to recognize that such issues cannot be exhausted 

given the fluid nature of the concept of education.  
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ABSTRACT 
 

This chapter focuses on the discourse on the role of Ubuntu values in Open Distance 

Learning (ODL) in an African University. It is argued that without observance of a 

particular value system the learner develops nihilistic tendencies that are academically 

self-destructive. In this chapter it is argued that Ubuntu socio-cultural values have the 

potential to scaffold the learner to introspection which could lead the learner to lifelong 

learning. Ubuntu socio-cultural values can be understood when considered within 

philosophical-metatheorectical perspectives that are systems theory, phenomenology, 

hermeneutics, feminism and African philosophy. The Ubuntu values are encapsulated in 

the proverbial adage, Umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu which encourages humane interactions 

with other human beings. Thus in ODL, from the Ubuntuist perspective, each participant 

is socio-culturally obliged to conduct him/herself in a humane way.  

 

Keywords: Ubuntu, Ubuntu socio-cultural values, Open Distance Learning, lifelong learning, 

African University 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The cultural orientation of the learner has some influence on the learners’ interactions 

with the educator, other educands and the content. The learner, whether consciously or 

subconsciously has a cultural stigma to refer to in all interactions in the learning institutions. 

The nurturing from birth thus focuses on socializing the learner in the values of the 

community or the society at large. Due to globalization brought about by the explosion of 

information technology, the socialization of learners in particular cultural values is gradually 

dissipating. This does not mean that the world is dwindling into a “global village” with values 
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that are universal. Cultural values have some core elements that are historically and 

geographically oriented, and are not readily affected by modernity. The core cultural values 

of any community are emphasized in the major socializing institution, which is education. In 

essence, the role of education is to clarify the values of society in order to enhance socio-

cultural, economic and political development.  

The focus of this chapter is on the discourse about the influence of Ubuntu cultural values 

on one of the modern trends of University education which is Open Distance Learning 

(ODL). There are a myriad of truisms that are widely accepted with regard to the efficacy of 

ODL as an approach to modern university education. ODL has the principal role of making 

higher education accessible to the marginalized people. The efficacy of ODL is assessed inter 

alia by the simplicity and contextuality of content, motivation of the learner, accessibility of 

modern information and communication technology (ICT), etc. Very little has been discussed 

concerning the influence of the cultural values of the learner on ODL. Thus in this discourse, 

the Ubuntu cultural values are focused on in relation to the efficacy of ODL. 

 

 

WHAT ARE VALUES? 
 

The concept value is derived from the Latin words valere/valu/valior. In Latin the word 

value means to be worthy or matter worth striving for (Van Rensburg, Landman and 

Bodenstein 1994: 560). The worth of something is not inherent in itself but is philosophically 

determined. A number of issues come into consideration when dealing with the notion of 

‘value’ and these make the worthiness (value) of something become subjective. The issues 

that are imperative are spatial, temporal and socio-cultural. Some questions that could be 

considered are:  

 

 Where are the people who give an object, practice or conviction some value?  

 During which epoch is value attached to the object, practice or conviction? 

 What is the structure of the social set-up in which the value of something is 

determined? 

 

An example of the situation that would explain the essence of the questions that 

determine the value of something is about what is preached in most Christian congregations 

about eternal life. It is strongly believed that eternal life is lived in shelters made of gold. The 

mention of gold makes the believers strive for that utopian life – since gold is highly valuable. 

But gold in heaven could be as worthy as the common rocks on earth since it is not used to 

buy anything. Thus the value of something is determined by the geographical location of the 

people, their historical epoch and the interactions which the people have among themselves as 

influenced by the things they consider to be worthy.  

Values are concerned with the attitudes people have towards something. The attitudes 

should not be psychologized – that is considered as in-born and thus inherent in the psychic 

of each individual. The values are a result of a more complex socio-cultural philosophy of the 

survival of society. According to Halstead and Taylor (1996: 05); “Values are things which 

are considered good in themselves or as social or personal preferences – beauty, truth, love, 

honesty, and loyalty. But values can also be beliefs, attitudes or feelings that an individual is 
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proud of, or is willing to publicly affirm. Values can also be regarded as those things which 

on balance promote human wellbeing.  

Values are exclusively a human phenomenon. They give direction and meaning to human 

existence since human beings are value beings. Each human being has a philosophy of  

life which hinges on one’s conception of values. Values are the socio-cultural ideals of a 

particular society that guide decision-making and actions of individuals within that society. 

The values that an individual has are influenced by the cultural values of the society. There 

could either be a convergence or disparity of individual values and societal values. However, 

it is important to recognize that philosophically values are contested and complex, mainly 

because human nature itself is contested and complex. Whatever the case might be, the crux 

of the matter is that cultural values provide the criteria against which individual values are 

measured.  

Values being conceptions or ideals of what ought to be in the interactions of people 

within their environments need to be considered in more specific behaviours which are 

referred to as norms. These are the standards or criteria whereby the corrections of an action 

can be measured or evaluated (Griessel, Louw and Swart 1986: 146). Norms are concerned 

with the extent of actualization of the values. For example, presentability is a value which is 

guided by the principles of dress at particular occasions. The guiding principles of dressing 

are the norms. Thus there are norms of dressing at particular occasions in society. Norms and 

values are closely intertwined concepts that are prerequisites of each other. Human decisions 

and actions are guided by norms which are founded on values and the norms are directed by 

them (Van Rensburg et al., 1994: 457). In succinct terms, to be human implies normating, 

which is the implementation of values. Norms are also filled with values to give direction to 

life (Griessel et al., 1986: 15). In turn, values are imbedded in norms (Griessel et al., 1986: 

21). 

 

 

ROLE OF VALUES 
 

Values help to distinguish one society from the other societies, a group of people within a 

society from the others and to distinguish one person from the other. The differences between 

people are about the different conceptions of life. Thus people have different life views. A life 

view is the aggregate of beliefs concerning what is of value in life in the sense of those things 

which are abiding and supremely valuable, thus those things that are mandatory in life 

demanding full humanness (De Jager, Reeler, Oberholzer and Landman 1985:73). Each 

person therefore has a distinctive life-view which is developed by the extent to which one 

perceives values. A life-view can be referred to as a philosophy of life. A philosophy of life is 

the sum of beliefs and the demands of propriety concerning what is valuable and worthy in 

human life (Van Rensburg and Landman 1988: 47). Thus a philosophy of life expresses a 

person’s conception of values and shapes one’s beingness.  

Values determine the criteria of adulthood in particular societies. One of the criteria is 

meaningful existence. Through values, an individual can perceive the worthiness of life or the 

pursuit of some activities (Macionis and Gerber 2010: 97; Stillman, Baumeister, Lambert, 

Crescio, Dewall and Fincham 2009). When life is not perceived meaningfully, life becomes 

nihilistic. Nihilism is a philosophy of negation or nothingness. Reginster (2006: 21) argues 
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that “in its broadest description, nihilism is the belief that existence is meaningless”. Of 

course ‘meaninglessness’ here contrasts with ‘meaningfulness’, which is what ‘value (s)’ 

implies to the lives of those who see life as worth living and pursuing. Thus according to 

nihilists, there is no purpose in life and it does not matter who we are or what we do (Higgs 

and Smith 2000: 47). Values come as antidotes to nihilistic tendencies which can be 

manifested in anomie which is a state of normlessness. Anomie describes the individual’s 

lack of integration in his or her culture (Caruana, Ramaseshan and Ewing 2000: 60). Nihilistic 

tendencies could develop when one fails to get to a stage of self-actualization (Macionis and 

Gerber 2010: 97).  

One of the criteria of adulthood that is brought about by values is self-judgement which 

leads to self-understanding. Self-judgement is concerned with introspection which involves 

measuring one’s being against realization of one’s cultural values. For example honesty is a 

cardinal cultural value in most cultures. If one perceives that he/she does not measure up to 

the cultural expectations concerning the value that indicates self-understanding or the 

awareness of the authentic self. The adult being in the Ubuntu society is expected to have 

self-understanding and could have developed a certain degree of self-acceptance (Ruiz 2013).  

Adults are supposed to be morally independent in decision making and conduct. The 

independence in question is not absolute but is situation bound. In conduct, there are 

individualistic values but these should not be radically divergent from those of the main 

stream society. The uniqueness of the values of the adult being in an Ubuntu society  

is of degree rather than of kind. Thus the decisions made and the interactions partaken  

by the adult are criteria of maturity. The other criterion of adulthood that is brought about by 

values is responsible freedom. Freedom is the opportunity granted to someone to choose  

one’s obligations and responsibilities (Griessel, Louw, Swart 1986: 48; Van Rensburg and 

Landman 1988: 52). The adult person in Ubuntu communities is expected to unconditionally 

accept responsibility. Responsibility is the commitment that one has in the fulfilment of one’s 

obligations according to cultural ethics. Thus responsible freedom as one of the criteria of 

adulthood hinges on values. The values that one upholds and the extent to which one 

exemplifies these values in society influence the conferment of dignity. In Ubuntu societies, 

diligence is highly valued. A family with members that are known to have this attribute is 

highly regarded in society. People in the community are encouraged to marry from such 

families. Even though the members would be poor, they are considered to have the potential 

of accruing wealth. 

 

 

METATHEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES  

THAT ANCHOR VALUES 
 

 

Systems Theory 
 

The values that guide social interactions are meaningful within “the system”. “The 

system” being the political, socio-cultural and economic system people find themselves 

interacting in. The interactions of people within a system are guided by the systems theory. 

Systems theory is a philosophy that claims that life is a system of which we are a part (Higgs 
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and Smith 2002: 34; Higgs and Smith 2000: 66). Within the system, values are valuated. 

What is valuable in one socio-cultural system may not be valuable in another system. The 

learners who are inflexible find themselves in some sort of a quandary. For example, the 

Ubuntuist oriented learner was nurtured to value communalism at home, but at school the 

system that is emphasized is capitalism which is realized through individualism in school 

work. However due to ICTs, there has developed some degree of fluidity of the socio-cultural 

system. Thus the ICTs have transcended the boundaries of the socio-cultural sub-system. The 

values in the socio-cultural sub-systems have values that are different in degree rather than 

being of kind. Within the systems theory, there is continuous valuation of values, finding 

those that integrate its members and make the socio-cultural system impermeable by people 

from different socio-cultural systems. 

 

 

Phenomenology 
 

Values are strongly hinged on phenomenology. Each person has a philosophy of life 

which is developed from one’s values. Some of the values that people have are illusory. 

Phenomenology penetrates illusion in order to get at the reality underlying that illusion 

(Higgs and Smith 2002: 68). Phenomenology encourages each person to reflect on values that 

make up one’s philosophy of life. Phenomenology is essentially a call to ruthless honesty to 

the essence of values that make up one’s philosophy of life. Authenticity is promoted and 

pretense is discouraged. Thus prejudices and the presumed authenticities that are imposed by 

the socio-cultural system are interrogated (Derrida 1983: 142). Authenticity of a philosophy 

of life which is fabricated by one’s values takes shape when each value upheld is not 

considered as an absolute but as transitory. One can also realize the authenticity of values 

when one considers that all values can be defined and understood better when things that are 

worthless are considered as well (Nietzscher 1993: 56).  

 

 

Hermeneutics 
 

The anchorage of value of interpretation is provided by hermeneutics. Each individual 

needs to interpret and re-interpret values in order to re-understand him/herself (Higgs and 

Smith 2002: 22). The application of hermeneutics is an endeavor to search for the truth  

about the self. One gets to understand his/her abilities and potentials in trying to accomplish 

one’s goals which are part of the values. Hermeneutics is described as the science of 

communication. The communication can be to the self about the existing capabilities and the 

potentials that have to be exploited to realize one’s goals. Thus the learner is encouraged to be 

congruent to the self. 

 

 

Feminism 
 

The values that women have are significantly influenced by socio-cultural factors. The 

positionalities of women and socially constructed values for women define who they are in 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Davison Zireva 22 

the social web of reality (Kincheloe 2008:68). Male supremacists backed by patriarchal 

fundamentalism have the strong convictions that women exist for the purpose of serving 

men’s interests (Leonardo 2008:15; Higgs and Smith 2000: 99). Women who succumb to 

patriarchal fundamentalism adopt socialized feminist traits that are; pliability, subservience 

and dependability (Lyons 1978: 35). Their values are likely to be subdued and would 

consequently value followership rather than leadership. In most of the societies, the women 

are socialized that body image is central to self-definition and that appearance is an important 

basis for self-evaluation (Clay, Vignoles and Dittmar 2005: 466). Women are socialized  

to consider beauty as an important value. Thus generally women are socialized to value  

the maintenance of attractiveness to men as prescribed by their culture, nurturing others, 

cooperating and being peace keepers (Kruger and Trussoni 2005: 02). Thus the values that 

women are socialized to have are domestication values. 

 

 

AFRICAN PHILOSOPHY AND UBUNTU VALUES 
 

African philosophy could best be understood from the socio-cultural and political 

perspectives rather than from the spatial one. Africa’s geographical location has virtually 

nothing that could be attributable to induce a particular type of thinking in the indigenes. 

What is peculiar about African philosophy is attributable to the political situation of the 

African people in the wake of colonialism. Due to colonialism, the African people have been 

marginalized to the extent that they were regarded as not having regard to philosophy. 

Colonialism came about as being a hegemony that was philanthropic – serving the Africans 

from a lag in civilization. For success of the African cultural infiltration by the colonialists, 

both force and persuasion were employed. The Africans were forced by the use of the gun to 

abandon their indigenous knowledge systems and their socio-cultural and political structures. 

The more subtle way that was employed was through evangelism. The endeavors of the 

colonialists could not destroy the socio-cultural nucleus of some communities. Totemism has 

survived all the hegemonic machinations to make the colonized Africans lose identity so that 

manipulations by the colonialists could be made easy. Totemism has been the basis for the 

cohesion of the African people in clans. Clans are regarded by their adherents as some sort of 

religious groupings of the people of the same totem. The people are believed to have peculiar 

characteristics and values. The conglomeration of the traditional cultural values which have 

withstood the adulteration and erosion by colonial values, which help to define traditional 

Africanness is referred to as Ubuntu. Thus Ubuntu is the ethical ideology that guides decision 

making and action in Bantu traditional communities. In other words it is a traditional ethno-

cultural phenomenon.  

Some African thinkers have worked towards explaining what Ubuntu is and its roles  

in modern society. The Ubuntu philosophers are among others, Ruel Khoza, E.N. Chikanda, 

Joe Teffo, Nono Makhudu, Sisho Maphisa, Auguste Shutte, Steve Biko, Moeketsi Letseka, 

Broodryk, etc. The contributions of these philosophers are very valuable in understanding 

Ubuntu and how its principles can be used in current trends of education. The Ubuntu 

philosophy is basically concerned with values of the Bantu-speaking communities. All  

the Ubuntu philosophers have explained the philosophy and the nature of Ubuntu in  

terms of values. According to Chikanda (1990), the philosophy of Ubuntu is involved with 
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social traits such as sympathy, care, sensitivity to the needs of others, respect, consideration, 

patience and kindness (Coetzee and Roux 1998: 42). Shutte (1992) was convinced that the 

nature of Ubuntu is understood with the consideration of the virtues such as; patience, 

hospitality, loyalty, respect, conviviality, sociability, vitality, health, endurance, sympathy 

and munificence. Teffo (1992) summarizes the values that were considered by Chikanda 

(1990) and is contented that Ubuntu is understood when considering the values of social 

responsibility and extended family hood.  

Makhudu (1993:40) interprets Ubuntu as the manifestation of ethical traits such  

as; warmth, empathy, understanding, the ability to communicate, open communication, 

interaction, participation, sharing, reciprocation, harmony, cooperation, congruence and a 

shared worldview. Similarly Maphisa (1994) described the essence of Ubuntu as manifested 

in the values such as; the universal brotherhood of Africans, sharing and treating other people 

as humans. Pooling all these view together Letseka (2000: 180) contends that Ubuntu has 

normative implications in that it encapsulates moral norms and values such as; altruism, 

kindness, generosity, compassion, benevolence, courtesy, respect and concern for others. In 

the same vein Broodryk (2002) conceives of ubuntu/botho as a comprehensive ancient 

African worldview based on the values of humanness, caring, sharing, respect, compassion 

and associated values, ensuring a happy and qualitative human community life in a spirit of 

family.  

 

 

ROLES OF UBUNTU VALUES IN ODL 
 

The over-arching value of Ubuntu is humaneness. The value is ingrained in the African 

normative traditional adage which is found in different Bantu-speaking peoples. Thus in 

IsiZulu/IsiNdebele the adage is, umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu, its Sotho variation is, motho ke 

motho ka batho, whose English variation approximates “a person is a person through other 

persons” (Letseka 2013a: 339; Letseka 2013b: 352). The ChiShona variation is munhu, 

munhu muvanhu (Peresuh and Nhundu 1999: 27). The philosophy of Ubuntu hinges on 

communal interdependence. Reference is always made to the adage - umuntu ngumuntu 

ngabantu when one does not conduct him/herself in socially accepted ways. Thus the adage 

could play a vital role in regulating interactions with others, be it in the learning situations. 

Ubuntu prescribes desirable and acceptable forms of human conduct in a particular 

community of people (Letseka 2000: 186). Ubuntu also encapsulates justice as a value. 

Justice is perceived as Ubuntu fairness; doing what is right and moral in the indigenous 

African society (Letseka 2014: 249). In the traditional society there was the adage that 

regulated institution of justice. It was ‘a chief is chief by the people’ and ‘a chief for the 

people’. Coplan and Quinlan (1997:35) posit that ‘a chief is a chief by the people’ implied a 

negotiated, consensual rather than coercive autocracy”. The adage ‘a chief for the people’ was 

embedded in the adage that is central to all Bantu-speaking people which is; “Umuntu 

ngumuntu ngabantu” (Letseka 2013a: 339). Thus the adage is a value of conduct and 

describes human beings as “being-with-others” and “being-for-others” (Letseka 2013b: 339).  

In ODL at an African University, the learners with the Ubuntu orientation look upon the 

educator as a chief who is supposed to be with the people and for the people’s interests. When 

consulted, the educator is supposed to offer assistance to the learners in a humane way. This 
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is related to the value of courtesy that is emphasized by Letseka (2000: 180). The learners 

expect the educator to respect them so that in turn they feel obliged to reciprocate. Learners 

usually discuss the humaneness and professionalism of the educators. The underlying concern 

of ubuntu (humaneness) is with the welfare of others (Letseka 2000: 184). If the educator is 

found to be an adherent of this Ubuntu principle, he/she would be accepted and respected by 

the learners.  

Maphisa (1994) highlights the value of universal brotherhood of Africans. He emphasizes 

the spirit of cohesion among Africans. The cohesion is more apparent in the practices of 

clanicism. The people in one clan have some proverbial expressions that encourage sharing, 

altruism and respect for human life (Letseka 2000: 180). These values are cohesive in society. 

Sharing involves both material and non-material things. The learners with an orientation of 

Ubuntu are expected to readily share resource materials. Getting the learners together for 

some discussions on some issues may be very fruitful. With the spirit of cohesion that was 

inculcated in them they unconditionally share their knowledge and skills for the achievement 

of the group’s goals. Those with outstanding capabilities are not expected to show off but to 

pull the capabilities together for complementing each other’s knowledge in order to fully 

achieve the group’s goals. Thus in Ubuntu there is emphasis on the techniques of cooperative 

learning. According to Newby, Stepich, Lehman and Russel (1996: 49), cooperative learning 

is the learning that is done in small heterogeneous groups of students working together to 

learn collaborative and social skills while working toward a common academic goal or task.  

The cohesion that is emphasized in the cooperative learning activities implies a lot of 

group member scaffolding. All the group members are expected to reach a certain standard of 

competence. It is the responsibility of every group member for everyone to succeed. 

Intervention into someone’s malpractices is mandatory. Metaphorically one intervenes as a 

brother or sister for the welfare of the family (group). ‘The family’ has been described as 

“one outstanding cultural value of the traditional African society” (Letseka 2013a: 352). In 

the spirit of family hood the Ubuntu oriented learner feels obliged to assist the fellow learner. 

Thus the value of benevolence is realized (Letseka 2000: 182). Each group member 

introspects and tries to devise effective intervention strategies in order to pull up the members 

who are meeting with challenges. In reciprocation, the ailing members have the obligation to 

feel motivated to work for the achievement of the group’s goals which are for their benefits. 

The cohesive spirit that is nurtured in Ubuntu oriented learners could be employed to 

facilitate ODL. A network of students who are pursuing the same course could be built using 

modern electronic devices such as ICTs.  

Ubuntu oriented people are encouraged to create a conducive environment for others to 

learn new things. Thus in learning situations there is emphasis on warmth, empathy, 

understanding, ability to communicate and a shared world view (Makhudu, 1993: 40). In 

ODL, the creation of study materials should have a bearing on the values of Ubuntu. The 

value of warmth should be realized in the creation of user friendly materials which include by 

and large all the indispensable content. The learner should not struggle looking for requisite 

content. The research that the learner should do for the content should be for enhancing 

understanding of the content. In ODL, the educator should understand the terms of reference 

of the learner so that the content is structured in such a way that the learners’ goals are 

achieved. The presentation of the content should be contextualized to provoke the student to 

be reflective of own experience in relation to the content. The text presenter should be 

empathetic. One who creates the texts should try to create text that is not riddled with ulterior 
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motives that are meant to serve his/her interests. The text should be guided by a shared world 

view between the text producer and the text consumer. In fact texts should be biased towards 

the interest of the learner. The messages in the texts should be communicated clearly with 

anecdotes relevant to the interests of the learner.  

One of the values that should be emphasized in ODL is congruence. According to 

Makhudu (1993: 40) congruence is genuineness to the self. People who are adherents of 

Ubuntu principles are not expected to strive for the creation of a false impression since that 

militates against constructive intervention by the other members of the community who 

would be willing to render voluntary assistance. The learner who is oriented in Ubuntu values 

is always encouraged to be true to the self about his/her capabilities. The learner who is 

congruent upholds open communication about the self and becomes receptive of other 

people’s ideas about self-development. Thus the learner develops a sense of responsibility 

and creates a situation for the educators and colleagues to exercise their social responsibility 

of rendering assistance to the needy. It is believed in Ubuntu communities that one who is not 

congruent to the self is a cheat and could be very dangerous to the welfare of the community. 

In the learning situation, incongruent learners could cheat on the coursework, copying other 

student’s work.  

The other Ubuntuist value that could be very handy in ODL is munificence which is the 

practice of showing extreme generosity (Oxford University Press). According to Ubuntu 

principles, the people who have knowledge are supposed to be generous with it. Thus the 

Ubuntu oriented people feel that it is part of their social responsibility to be generous with 

knowledge. From the Ubuntuist perspective, knowledge is a mental property of certain 

individuals which should be shared unconditionally so that there is communal decision 

making and action. It is believed that the knowledge shared is beneficial to societal 

development when almost everyone can contribute something. Ubuntuist epistemology has a 

functional role which is more communalistic rather than individualistic. The individualistic 

orientation stresses that one becomes self-directed, self-contained and relatively unrestrained 

(Coetzee and Roux 1998: 44). The communalistic orientation requires that in learning 

situations like group discussions each participant has an obligation to become munificent with 

knowledge. Thus group discussions held by Ubuntu oriented learners could be very 

informative. In ODL, there is a dire need, once in a while to assemble all learners who are 

pursuing the same course in order to grant them the opportunity to be munificent about 

knowledge acquired.  

Conviviality is the other Ubuntuist value that could be pursued to enhance ODL 

activities. According to Merriam-Webster Dictionary, conviviality is the fondness of people 

coming together, eating, drinking and talking in a friendly way with others. The friendly 

talking could be very beneficial to ODL when people come together for discussions. The 

discussions would be held amicably when participants critique each other’s thinking about 

issues at stake but do not criticize each other as persons. Ubuntu orientation discourages 

showing hostilities when people are interacting as a group. The hostility free environment is 

perceived to be conducive to effective learning. The learners with an Ubuntu orientation are 

expected to have a certain degree of perseverance in their studies. They are not expected to 

give up learning easily. This is because the human resources for facilitation of learning are 

considered to be plentiful. Thus one is supposed to consult widely. During the consultation, 

perseverance is virtuous. It is aided by feedback and reinforcement. ODL materials should 
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therefore have some practice exercises and there should be mechanisms for providing 

feedback and reinforcement.  

Ubuntu promotes philosophical sagacity which is a critical analysis of African cultural 

belief systems, wisdom and practices that are generally valued in Ubuntu communities 

(Coetzee and Roux 1998: 451). Philosophical sagacity promotes a critical reflection on the 

communally accepted beliefs, knowledge and practices so as to trigger innovation. Thus in 

Ubuntu communities there is continuous evaluation of the communities’ socio-cultural 

systems. Indigenous knowledge which is the basis of all interactions in the community is 

interrogated. Indigenous knowledge “... reflects the dynamic way in which the residents of an 

area have come to understand themselves in relationship to their environment and how they 

organize that folk knowledge of flora and fauna, cultural beliefs and history to enhance their 

lives” (Semali and Kincheloe 1999: 03). The ODL materials could be more meaningful and 

intellectually provoking if there is inclusion of content about the indigenous knowledge 

system. Thus ODL materials should have the functional role of affirming the value of 

indigenous epistemologies and of inserting them in contemporary socio-political and cultural 

discourses and paradigms (Letseka 2013: 352).  

In Ubuntu communities, introspection is a virtue. One is expected to look into the self in 

terms of one’s contribution to the development of the community. An introspective 

disposition can easily be developed into reflective practice which is indispensable to 

meaningful learning. Reflective practice is the habit of the mind to reflect on-action, in-action 

and for-action so as to be engaged meaningfully in the process of continuous learning 

(Wopereis, Sloep and Poortman 2010: 56). Reflection is a mental process that is about 

reviewing an experience which involves describing, analyzing, and evaluating it in order to 

give it meaning (McBrien 2007:130; Reid 1993: 305). According to Boud, Keogh and Walker 

(1985: 78), “Reflection is an important human activity in which people recapture their 

experience, think about it, mull it over and evaluate it.” Reflection as a mental process is 

understood by Pitsoe and Letseka (2015: 56) as the awareness of the knowledge one has 

acquired and how that knowledge can be used to improve on further practice. Thus reflection 

involves “rumination” of experiences in order to give those experiences rationally refined 

interpretations. The experiences of the learners alone do not essentially lead to meaningful 

learning but deliberate reflection on experiences done.  

The ODL material should be presented in such a way that critical reflection of content 

becomes indispensable. Reflective practice can be taught formally when learners are engaged 

in action research. The widely accepted definition of action research is by Kemmis and 

McTaggart (2005:05); 

 

Action research is a form of self-reflective enquiry undertaken by participants in 

order to improve the rationality and justice of their own social or educational practices 

and the situations in which these practices are carried out. 

 

The learners who are engaged in ODL should be encouraged to embark on action 

research when they conduct their research. The essence of action research is to improve on 

own practice. Thus introspection is inherent in action research. The introspective individual is 

very much likely to be motivated to engage him/herself in life-long learning. There would be 

continuous interrogation of one’s practices in an endeavor to make a meaningful contribution 

to societal development.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

The consideration of values in society at large and in teaching-learning situations  

in particular is indispensable. Values are things worth striving for or ideals of what ought to 

be in particular social interactions. Without striving for values, one develops nihilistic 

tendencies. Values are philosophically explained with spatial, temporal and socio-cultural 

considerations. The adoption of certain values helps to distinguish one society from the other 

and one person from the other. Thus individuals develop their identities from the values that 

they adhere to. Understanding of the role of values in shaping one’s philosophy of life can be 

explained within some theoretical frameworks that are; systems theory, phenomenology, 

hermeneutics, feminism and African philosophy. Embedded in African philosophy is the 

ideology of Ubuntu with values that could be very beneficial to ODL. Ubuntu socio-cultural 

values can provide the anchorage of both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation of the learner. The 

learner could feel obliged to observe the values of the community so that he/she is afforded 

human dignity. The overarching goal of Ubuntu is a humane conduct with other human 

beings. In ODL situations, one is expected to interact with others bearing in mind the 

Ubuntuist humane adage that umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu. The adage embraces all the 

Ubuntu values that could be used to guide conduct at an African university. The 

contemporary global trends of education such as the promotion reflective practice can be 

hinged on Ubuntu philosophy. In Ubuntu, one is always challenged to introspect in order 

improve on own practice in favor of community development and prosperity. Thus Ubuntu 

values could be employed as the conceptual framework of action research which is one of the 

avenues of lifelong learning. 

 

 

REFERENCES 
 

Boud, D.; Keogh, R.and Walker, D, (1985). Reflection, turning experience into learning. 

London; New York: Kogan Page. 

Broodryk, J. (2002). Ubuntu: Life lessons from Africa. Pretoria: Ubuntu School of 

Philosophy. 

Caruana, A., Ramaseshan, B. and Ewing, M.T. (2000): The effect of anomie on academic 

dishonest among university students. International Journal of Public Sector 

Management, 11 (1) 55-70. 

Chikanda, E.N. (1990). Shared values and Ubuntu. Conference paper read at HSRC 

conference KONTAK on National Building. Pretoria: (Unpublished). 

Clay, D., Vignoles, V.L. and Dittma, H. (2005). Body image and self-esteem among 

adolescent girls: Testing the influence of socio-cultural factors. Journal of research on 

Adolescence 15 (4) 451- 477. 

Coetzee, P.H. and Roux, A.P.D. (1998) Philosophy from Africa. Johannesburg: International 

Thomson. 

Coplan, B., and Quinlan, T. (1997). A chief by the people: nation versus state in Lesotho. 

Africa: Journal of the International African Institute, 67 (1), 27-60. 

De Jager, P.L. Reeler, G., Obberholzer, M.O. and Landman W.A. (1985). Fundamental 

pedagogics: Science, content and practice. Pretoria: HAUM. 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Davison Zireva 28 

Derrida, J. (1983). Grammatology. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp. 

Griessel,G.A.J., Louw, G.J.J. and Swart, C.A. (1986). Principles of educative teaching. 

Pretoria: Acacia. 

Halstead, M. and Taylor, M. (1996) Values in Education and Education in Values London: 

Falmer Press. 

Higgs, P. and Smith, J. (2000). Rethinking our world Cape Town: Juta. 

Higgs, P. and Smith, J. (2002). Rethinking truth. Cape Town: Juta. 

Kemmis, S. and McTaggart, R. (2005). Participatory action research. In N. Denzin and Y. 

Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed., pp. 567–605). Thousand Oaks, 

CA: Sage. 

Kincheloe, J. I. (2008). Knowledge and critical pedagogy: An introduction. Montreal: 

Springer. 

Kruger, L. and Trussoni, K. (2005). Women’s self-concept and the effects of positive or 

negative labeling behavior’s. Journal of Undergraduate Research (viii) 1-4. 

Leonardo, Z. (2005). Critical pedagogy and race. Oxford: Blackwell publishing. 

Letseka, M. (2000). African philosophy and educational discourse. In Phillip Higgs., Zola 

Vakalisa., Tyobeka Mda. and N’Dri Assie- Lumumba (eds) African Voices in Education, 

Cape Town: Juta, pp.179-193. 

Letseka, M. (2012). In defense of Ubuntu. Studies in Philosophy and Education, 31, 47-60. 

Letseka, M. (2013a). Educating for Ubuntu/botho: lessons from Basotho indigenous 

education. Open Journal of Philosophy, 3 (2), 337- 344. 

Letseka, M. (2013b). Anchoring Ubuntu morality. Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences, 

4 (3), 351-359. 

Lyons, C.H. (1978) The colonial mentality: Assessment of the intelligence of blacks and 

women in nineteenth cent.ury. New York: Longman. 

Macionis, J. and Gerber, L. (2010). Sociology: Emile Durkheim’s Basic Insight (7th edition). 

Toronto, Ontario: Pearson Canada Inc.  

Makhudu, N. (1993). Cultivating a climate of co-operation through Ubuntu. Enterprise 68 40-

41. 

Maphisa, S. (1994). “Man in constant search of Ubuntu – a dramatist’s obsession”. 

Conference paper read at Ubuntu Conference (AIDAS). Pietermaritzburg, University of 

Natal. (Unpublished).  

McBrien, B. (2007). "Learning from practice—reflections on a critical incident". Accident 

and Emergency Nursing 15 (3): 128–133. 

Newby, T.J., Stepich, D.A., Lehman, J.D. and Russell, J.D. (1996). Instructional technology 

for teaching and learning. New Jersey: Prentice Hall. 

Nietzscher, F. (1993). Thus spoke Zarathustra. London: Dent. 

Peresuh, M. and Nhundu, T. (1999) Foundations of education in Africa. Harare: College 

Press. 

Pitsoe, V.J. and Letseka, M. (2015). Best practice in Open Distance Learning (ODL) in 

M.Letseka (ed.) Open Distance Learning (ODL) in South Africa. New York: Nova 

Publishers  

Reginster, B. (2006). The affirmation of life: Nietzsche on overcoming nihilism. 

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press.Ruiz, D.M. (2013). From self-judgement to self-

acceptance. http://www.superconsciousness.com/topic/ knowledge/self-judgement-self-

acceptance (accessed on 11 August 2015).  

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Ubuntu Values in an African University 29 

Semali, H. and Kincheloe, J.I. (2004) Indigenous knowledge systems. Africa education 

review. Vol 1 (2) 220-229.  

Shutte, A. (1992).”The Ubuntu project” Conference paper read at the 22nd congress of the 

Philosophical Society of Southern Africa, Durban: University of Natal. (Unpublished). 

Stillman, T. F., Baumeister, R. F., Lambert, N., Crescioni, A. W., DeWall, C. N. ve Fincham, 

F.D. 2009). Alone and without purpose: Life loses meaning following social exclusion. 

Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 45 (5), 686-694. 

Teffo, J. (1992). “African philosophy in a human context in dialogue with Western 

Philosophy”. Conference paper read at the 22nd congress of the Philosophical Society of 

Southern Africa, Durban: University of Natal. (Unpublished). 

Van Rensbugrg, C.J.J., Landman, W.A., and Bodenstein, H.C.A. (1994). Basic concepts in 

education. Halfway House: Orion Publishers. 

Van Resburg, C.J.J.and Landman, W.A. (1988). Notes on Fundamental-pedagogic concepts. 

Pretoria: N.G. Kerkboek-handel. 

Wopereis, I.G.J.H., Sloep, P. B. and Poortman, S. H. (2010). "Weblogs as instruments for 

reflection on action in teacher education" (PDF). Interactive Learning Environments 18 

(3): 245–261. 

 

 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Complimentary Contributor Copy



In: Open Distance Learning (ODL) … ISBN: 978-1-63485-403-0 

Editor: Moeketsi Letseka © 2016 Nova Science Publishers, Inc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 

 

 

 

THE NEXUS BETWEEN OPEN DISTANCE LEARNING 

(ODL), AFRICAN PHILOSOPHY AND UBUNTU 
 

 

Matsephe M. Letseka 
Department of Educational Foundations, College of Education 

University of South Africa, Pretoria, South Africa 

 

 

ABSTRACT 
 

Open and Distance Learning (ODL) institutions market themselves on the basis of 

the following assumption: (a) they are open, (b) they are accessible, (c) they are 

affordable, (d) they are flexible, and (e) supportive. Thus the University of South Africa 

(UNISA), which is the largest dedicated ODL institution on the African continent, 

markets itself as “the African University in the service of humanity.” Ubuntu, which is an 

African philosophical worldview, is often understood to mean humanness. Other 

Africanist scholars have suggested that Ubuntu is a moral theory, or “a theory of right 

action.” These suggestions imply that Ubuntu is a normative concept that presupposes a 

wide range of moral values. In this chapter I explore the nexus between ODL, African 

philosophy and the notion of Ubuntu. I grapple with ways in which this nexus might be 

drawn on to attain higher impact in the following areas: teaching and learning; UNISA’s 

public relations; and day to day interactions with students. My purpose is to establish 

ways in which Ubuntu values and principles might anchor ways of doing things at 

UNISA. A key question that I shall explore is how can adoption of Ubuntu values and 

principle impact on UNISA’s delivery of its ODL offerings to its stakeholders. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter contributes to the debate on how viable ODL is as an alternative mode of 

access to higher education. In South Africa, the majority of working students who were 

previously excluded from accessing higher education for one reason or another have found 

ODL as a remedy for their educational problems. Most of these students are mature adults 

who were excluded from accessing education by the apartheid laws of yesteryear. Nowadays, 

the situation has changed in that even students who have just matriculated find themselves 

having to access higher education through the ODL mode. Letseka and Pitsoe (2014) explain 

that this is because of the stringent admission conditions set up by the traditional, campus-

based contact higher education institutions. Some students are not able to meet these 

conditions because of their disadvantaged backgrounds and as a result they turn to ODL 

institutions. 

However, access to ODL does not mean the end of problems for these students. One of 

the reasons is that most students are under-prepared for higher learning (Nyamapfene and 

Letseka, 1995; Moll, 2004; Slonimsky and Shalem, 2006). Firstly, Slonimsky and Shalem 

(2006:35) argue that the majority of first year university entrants are first generation 

university students with little access to the social networks that possess reservoirs of 

experiences of university study. Added to this, apartheid education policies and legislation 

excluded the vast majority of Africans from political, educational and economic 

opportunities, leaving in their wake a family fabric marked by disadvantage, poverty and 

adult illiteracy. 

As the largest ODL institution in South Africa, and perhaps in the whole of the African 

continent, the University of South Africa (UNISA) provides higher education opportunities to 

the categories of students mentioned above. UNISA also markets itself as “the African 

University in the service of humanity.” Ubuntu, which is an African philosophical worldview, 

is often understood to mean humanness. Other Africanist scholars have suggested that Ubuntu 

is a moral theory or “a theory of right action” (Metz, 2007). These suggestions imply that 

Ubuntu is a normative concept that presupposes a wide range of moral values. In this chapter 

I explore the nexus between ODL, African philosophy and the notion of Ubuntu. I grapple 

with ways in which this nexus might be drawn on to attain higher impact in the following 

areas: teaching and learning; UNISA’s public relations; and day to day interactions with 

students. My purpose is to establish ways in which Ubuntu values and principles might 

anchor ways of doing things at UNISA. A key question that I shall explore is how can the 

adoption of Ubuntu values and principles impact on UNISA’s delivery of its ODL offerings 

to its stakeholders? This chapter is divided into five sections. First, I describe the ODL 

framework. Second, I locate UNISA within the ODL framework, focusing on the progress 

made and challenges the institution faces. Third, I discuss African philosophy and Ubuntu. 

Fourth, I explore the nexus between ODL, African philosophy and the notion of Ubuntu. 

Lastly, I provide some concluding remarks. 
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THE OPEN AND DISTANCE LEARNING (ODL) FRAMEWORK 
 

In this section I describe the nature and characteristics of ODL institutions. The nature 

and characteristics of these institutions have been delineated in a large body of literature 

(Commonwealth of Learning, 2004; UNESCO, 2002; Perraton, Robinson and Creed, 2001; 

Perraton, 2000; Peters, 1998; Rumble, 1997; Rowntree, 1996; Moore and Kearsley, 1996; 

Holmberg, 1995). Because ODL was born from a need to widen participation in higher 

education, ODL institutions do not have entry barriers that traditional universities have, and 

as such they admit students who could not be accepted by traditional universities (Gourley, 

2011:10). As Perraton, Robinson and Creed (2001:3) explain, ODL is “an educational process 

in which a significant proportion of the teaching is conducted by someone far removed in 

space and/or time from the learners.” They argue that in ODL the constraints of study are 

minimized in terms of access, entry, and time, place, pace, method of study or any 

combination of these. Glennie and Mays (2009:5) add to this by positing that ODL 

institutions are peculiar for the way they are able to organize or re-organize their systems and 

resources to support teaching and learning without necessarily requiring teachers and learners 

to be in the same space at the same time. Added to this definition, in their attempt to further 

unpack the nature of ODL institutions, Letseka and Pitsoe (2014:1944) posit that “ODL 

institutions provide access to education to adult working students who would otherwise not be 

able to obtain higher education qualifications were they left with full-time contact tertiary 

institutions.” 

According to Letseka and Pitsoe (2014), all over the world ODL institutions market 

themselves as affordable, accessible, open, flexible and supportive. With regard to 

accessibility, ODL institutions do not require students to be in the same space at the same 

time in order for learning to take place. Learning can take place at home, at restaurants, while 

travelling or while on holiday. The ODL openness is manifested by the fact that there are no 

restrictions in so far as admission requirements are very lenient or hardly exist (Gourley and 

Lane, 2009). ODL institutions offer flexibility when studying because people who have jobs 

can study in their own time, in their own homes, without being removed from their jobs for 

long periods (Perraton, 2000:1). Perraton, Robinson and Creed (2001:3) agree that the 

flexibility inherent in ODL, together with the fact that it can be combined with a full or near 

full-time job, makes it suitable for a widely distributed force of teachers and managers. 

Education in ODL institutions is affordable. Pityana (2009:7) asserts that on the African 

continent where resources are scarce and higher education provision is poor, ODL is 

becoming the only feasible and cost effective way of expanding provision for higher 

education.  

 

 

THE UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH AFRICA (UNISA) 
 

UNISA (2008:2) regards ODL as a multi-dimensional concept aimed at bridging the 

time, geographical, economic, social, education and communication gaps between the 

students and the institution; students and the academics; students and coursework; and 

students and their peers. Due to the social and economic inequalities which still persist within 

the South African society, UNISA’s central mission is to “influence change in society for the 
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betterment of all” (UNISA 2006:2). UNISA considers itself unique in that “it is the only 

dedicated distance education institution” on the African continent. As a result it “aims to 

establish itself as a leading provider of world-class higher education opportunities through 

open distance learning” throughout the world (UNISA, 2006:2). UNISA subscribes to  

the recognized characteristics of affordability, accessibility, openness, flexibility and 

supportiveness. It aims to open up more opportunities for people to further their studies by 

removing possible barriers that could hinder access to higher education by providing flexible 

learning, comprehensive student support and charging reasonable fees (UNISA 2006:2).  

UNISA demonstrates its openness through its wide range of minimum admission 

requirements for specific programs as well as Senate discretionary admission requirements 

for certain programs (UNISA, 2007). It provides flexibility for students who do not want to 

stop working to study on a full-time basis. Such students make use of a range of modern 

technological devices and other learning support structures to assist them in their studies 

(UNISA, 2006:15). UNISA’s programs are affordable to a wide variety of students, especially 

the previously marginalized. Through this affordability, UNISA delivers on its mandate to 

broaden access to previously disadvantaged communities (UNISA, 2006:6). 

 

 

AFRICAN PHILOSOPHY AND UBUNTU 
 

There have been a lot of debates about the existence or otherwise of African philosophy. 

While Western philosophers (Heidegger, 1956; Hegel, 1956) have negated its existence, 

African scholars (Mbiti 1969, 1975; Ayisi, 1992; Oruka, 1972, 1990) have come out in 

defense of the existence of African philosophy. John S. Mbiti’s seminal works: African 

Religions and Philosophy (1969), and Introduction to African Religions (1975) provide a 

starting point in articulating African philosophy. According to Mbiti (1969:108-109) African 

societies are characterized by communal interdependence. Communal interdependence is 

premised on the existence and flourishing of the extended family. In traditional African 

livelihood an individual lives in or is part of a family, that is, the extended family (Mbiti, 

1975:176). Ayisi (1992:16) contends that the extended family “forms the raison d’être of all 

social co-operation and responsibility. It acts as a social security for the members of the 

group.” Mbiti (1975:176) makes a similar point. He argues that the extended family is a 

microcosm of the wider society. It presupposes a broad spectrum of associations including 

children, parents, grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins, nieces, and other distant relatives. 

Similarly, Gyekye (1997:292-293) argues that “one outstanding cultural value of the 

traditional African society that is a feature of ever-present consciousness of ties of kinship is 

the emphasis on the importance of the family – the extended family.” It is my contention that 

Ubuntu finds expression in the community. Ubuntu is a way of life, or a worldview which 

sustains the wellbeing of a ‘people,’ community or society. Broodryk (2002:13) defines 

Ubuntu as a comprehensive ancient African worldview based on the values of intense 

humanness, caring, sharing, respect, compassion and associated values. In the same vein 

Letseka (2000:180) argues that Ubuntu has normative implications in that it encapsulates 

moral norms and values such as “altruism, kindness, generosity, compassion, benevolence, 

courtesy, and respect and concern for others.” There is a link between the communal 

interdependence characteristic of African communities and the notion of Ubuntu.  
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Among Southern African communities Ubuntu is associated with the maxim umuntu 

ngumuntu ngabantu, which, loosely translated into English, may be construed to mean that to 

be a human being is to affirm one’s humanity by recognizing the humanity of others and, on 

that basis, establish humane relations with them (Ramose, 2002; Ramphele, 2001): a point 

which Sindane (1994:8-9) underscores, saying that “Ubuntu inspires us to expose ourselves to 

others, to encounter the difference of their humanness so as to inform and enrich our own.” 

Letseka (2000), one of the African scholars who have written on Ubuntu argues that this 

concept illuminates the communal embeddedness and connectedness of a person to other 

persons and also highlights the importance attached to people and to human relationships 

(Letseka, 2000:183). It is essential to understand that Ubuntu does not wholly reject material 

wealth acquired through individual effort, as is evidenced by this saying among the Sotho 

communities: ‘U tla phela ka mofufutso oa phatla ea hau’ which loosely translates to ‘you 

will live by the sweat of your brow’ (Letseka, 2000:183). Ubuntu rejects competition and 

arrogance arising from being rich, as these can be detrimental to cooperative living within the 

community. Individual effort is good as long as it generates resources for the maintenance 

and sustenance of human life. The main concern of Ubuntu is the welfare of others. This is 

why when two Africans meet in the street, it is likely they will enquire about the health and 

welfare of family members rather than the weather as most Westerners would do (Letseka, 

2000:183-184). 

Having established how African philosophy and Ubuntu are conceptualized by different 

African scholars, the next step is to determine how Ubuntu values and principles might 

anchor ways of doing things at UNISA. How can the adoption of Ubuntu values and 

principles impact on UNISA’s delivery of its ODL offerings to its stakeholders? These are the 

issues I intent to grapple with in the next section. 

 

 

THE NEXUS BETWEEN ODL AND UBUNTU 
 

This section explores the nexus between ODL and the philosophy of Ubuntu. As has  

been denoted in the earlier section on African philosophy and Ubuntu, African scholars 

believe that ‘African traditional education’ or ‘indigenous African education’ has a potential 

to create citizens who possess the type of personhood necessary for ‘good’ human conduct  

in traditional African communities (Letseka, 2013). Ubuntu is an African worldview  

and philosophy, which encompasses virtues such as kindness, generosity, compassion, 

benevolence, respect and concern for others. UNISA markets itself as ‘an African university 

in the service for humanity’ (UNISA, 2006:6). This means that the institution has set itself on 

a developmental journey to become completely African and to be able to promote culture, and 

serve causes which advance society and humanity while upholding the traditional ideals of a 

university to promote universality, to produce and disseminate knowledge (UNISA, 2006:6). 

In this regard, as a university, UNISA aims to create a better Africa and a better world by 

“encouraging knowledge systems that are rooted in and taking into account the identities and 

diversities of its political, socioeconomic, ecological and other milieu” (UNISA, 2011:12). In 

view of the above, I will explore the ways in which Ubuntu can impact UNISA’s vision and 

mission if conception of study programs and study materials could be anchored on Ubuntu 

values and principles. How would embracing Ubuntu add value to UNISA’s public relations 
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profile? What would it mean for UNISA’s managers, academic staff and support staff to 

infuse Ubuntu values and principles in their day-to-day interactions with students and other 

stakeholders?  

UNISA espouses the values in the constitution of the Republic of South Africa, namely, 

human dignity, equality and social justice (UNISA, 2006:6). UNISA’s strategic plan 

elaborates on these values to embrace integrity, social justice and fairness and excellence. 

Integrity consists of adherence to “truth, honesty, transparency and accountability in all that 

we do.” On the other hand, social justice and fairness mean “promoting equity of access and 

opportunity so that all may develop their full potential.” And lastly, excellence would be 

“upholding high standards of aspiration in all our practices, with continuous attention to 

improvement in quality.” Evidence from the writings of various African scholars (Letseka, 

2014, 2013, 2012, 2000; Metz, 2011, 2007; Metz and Gaie, 2010; Ramose 2003, 1999; Teffo 

1994) on Ubuntu has shown that these are the values that are consistent with African 

philosophical thought and Ubuntu. First of all, as Letseka (2014:548) argues, Ubuntu’s 

association with humaneness makes it a worthwhile pursuit which we have to seek, cultivate 

and eventually realize. He further maintains that “Ubuntu animates the indivisible one-ness 

and wholeness of ontology and epistemology of African thought and conduct” (Letseka 

2014:548). This assertion ties in well with UNISA’s Africanization strategy. 

I wish to reiterate Schwartz and Sharpe (2012), who argue that over and above teaching 

students to think critically and analytically, they have to be taught to develop intellectual 

virtues which they need to be good citizens. These virtues would entail the love of truth, 

honesty, courage, fairness and wisdom. Furthermore, Letseka (2013:338) contends that 

education should include exposing students to other cultures besides their own. As an African 

university in the service of humanity, UNISA should incorporate these virtues in the way it 

communicates with the students; the content of the study materials; the way students are 

assessed and how research is conducted. Below I delineate the envisaged nexus into 

communication with students; teaching and learning; student assessment, and research. 

 

 

Ubuntu and ODL Communication 
 

As an ODL institution UNISA’s basic mode of communication is through tutorial letters, 

which are either made accessible and freely downloadable on the internet or sent by post to  

all registered students. Through this form of communication, the institution has been able  

to reach its students, not only in the most rural South African areas, but throughout Africa  

and the whole world. Those who need to study can do so without being hindered by  

their location or by the fact that they work full-time to support their families financially.  

They would not have to sacrifice by quitting their jobs to study full-time. However, with  

the advent of the technological era, all this is changing. This could be a good thing as 

technology is meant to make communication more efficient. Technology is seen as a solution 

in that it would help reproduce content en masse and communicate effectively, yet it  

also neglects the problem of affordability (Heydenrych and Prinsloo, 2010:8). One of  

the significant mandates has always been ODL’s affordability, but the introduction  

of technology might defeat this noble mandate as by its nature, technological equipment is 

neither affordable nor accessible to all and sundry. The very same people who are meant to 

benefit from ODL might find themselves excluded by the new technological developments. In 
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the spirit of Ubuntu technology should not replace the more affordable and accessible postal 

mode of communication, but should, at all costs complement it.  

 

 

Ubuntu and ODL Teaching and Learning 
 

The very nature of the ODL dispensation – discarding the strict admission requirements; 

making education financially affordable and providing higher education opportunities to 

people who would otherwise be bypassed by campus based institutions - is a demonstration of 

ODL’s commitment to Ubuntu values. Through its affordable education, UNISA ensures that 

it is able to “deliver on its mandate to broaden access to previously disadvantaged students” 

(UNISA, 2006:9). In a way, UNISA displays its embodiment of the values of Ubuntu of 

“altruism, kindness, generosity, compassion, benevolence, courtesy, and respect and concern 

for others” as delineated by Letseka (2000). However, this demonstration should not end here. 

In designing study materials, lecturers have to demonstrate their awareness of treating 

students in the manner in which they feel valued as human beings. Lecturers should 

demonstrate that as much as they are there to teach students to think critically and 

analytically, they also have to be concerned for their welfare (Letseka, 2000). Through ODL 

tuition and learning, students can acquire the virtues of love of truth, honesty, courage, 

fairness and wisdom. 

Another conundrum posed by the affordability and openness of ODL is that it attracts 

school leavers, who are much younger and less prepared for this mode of learning 

(Heydenrych and Prinsloo, 2010:7). It is this new category of students which needs the spirit 

of Ubuntu. Lecturers have to develop the patience to deal with these less mature students, 

who may not grasp the need to function without being pushed by their lecturers. This cohort 

of students needs to be eased into how the ODL mode operates. Lecturers in ODL have  

to also be cognizant that their students are culturally diverse and so should make provision  

for this when they design study materials and communicate with them. Lecturers should 

endeavor to expose students to the diverse cultures of their fellow students. This, according  

to Letseka (2013) is what educating for Ubuntu should be all about. The importance of 

recognizing cultural diversity in ODL is reiterated by Pitsoe and Letseka (2015) when they 

posit that good practice in ODL teaching, learning and assessment should be premised by the 

adoption of culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP). Gay (2000:9) defines CRP as “using the 

cultural knowledge, prior experiences and performance styles of diverse students to make 

learning more appropriate and effective for them.” 

In a nutshell therefore, recognition of other’s culture by lecturers as well as students will 

embed Ubuntu values and result in effective teaching and learning. 

 

 

Ubuntu and ODL Assessment 
 

Assessment is another aspect of ODL that is laden with challenges. Firstly, where 

students still receive their study materials by post, there are problems in cases where these 

materials arrive late as a result of postal strikes for the students to complete their assessment 

tasks on schedule. As a result, students do not receive the necessary support for the 

administration of their formative and summative assessments (Letseka and Pitsoe 2014:1947). 
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The implications of this are that affected students fail to gain admission to the examination 

through no fault of theirs. Modern technological devices have now been introduced to 

expedite communication with the students. However, as has already been clarified earlier, this 

also created its own challenges. Lecturers and the administrative support staff who are 

involved in student assessment have to be relied upon to be compassionate, empathetic, and to 

understand that they cannot penalize students for something that is not their own fault.  

Another challenge for ODL assessment is that it is difficult to ascertain that students have 

learned what they are expected to learn as a result of interacting with the study materials 

(Letseka and Pitsoe, 2013:203). ODL practitioners might not always be convinced when 

students submit well-written, well-argued and coherent assignments, that the assignments are 

their own work, especially when these same students perform very poorly in the examinations 

(Letseka and Pitsoe, 2013:203). This is where the imparting of Ubuntu values (love of truth, 

honesty, courage, fairness and wisdom) comes in. These values are closely related to the 

values espoused by UNISA. These values are: integrity (adherence to “truth, honesty, 

transparency and accountability), social justice and fairness (promoting equity of access and 

opportunity so that all may develop their full potential) and excellence (upholding high 

standards of aspiration in all our practices, with continuous attention to improvement in 

quality).  

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

In this chapter I have attempted to explore the nexus between ODL and the philosophy of 

Ubuntu. The section on The ODL framework was an attempt to describe how the nature and 

characteristics of ODL institutions, such as the fact that because ODL was born from a need 

to widen participation in higher education, ODL institutions do not have entry barriers that 

traditional universities have, and as a result, ODL is becoming the only feasible and cost 

effective way of expanding provision for higher education, where resources are scarce and 

higher education is poor. The next section delineated the role played by the University of 

South Africa (UNISA) in attempting to provide opportunities for the most affordable higher 

education to the wide variety of students in South Africa, Africa and the rest of the world. In 

the section on African philosophy and Ubuntu, I outlined what African philosophy and 

Ubuntu entail. The section on the Nexus between ODL and Ubuntu explored how Ubuntu can 

impact UNISA in its day-to-day interactions with its students, managers, academic staff and 

support staff. The next three sections (Ubuntu and ODL communication; Ubuntu and ODL 

teaching and learning; and Ubuntu and ODL assessment) focused on how employing Ubuntu 

principles when dealing with UNISA’s students and academic activities could alter the way 

communication, tuition and assessment are carried out.  

My conclusion is that while ODL is regarded as an alternative to accessing higher 

education, it is riddled with challenges. However, these challenges may not be 

insurmountable if solutions are sought through employing Ubuntu values and virtues by all 

who are involved in it.  
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ABSTRACT 
 

Different definitions of the notion of Ubuntu, and what constitutes the best values of 

Ubuntu are discussed in this chapter. People only exist because they are in a relationship 

with others. I argue throughout the chapter that Ubuntu values play an important role  

in relationships. This interpretation of Ubuntu is based on the understanding that  

Ubuntu is a means of establishing or determining the relationships between people. The  

chapter attempts to give a balanced perspective of what constitutes Ubuntu in terms of 

individualism and communalism. While many authors concede that Ubuntu promotes the 

notion that a person is a person in his or her rights and that the uniqueness of each person 

is connected to the rights of that individual, in this chapter I maintain that both the 

individual and the group are of equal value. Ubuntu also concerns values that contribute 

to the well-being of others and of the community. Key and fundamental values of Ubuntu 

in forming relationships, i.e., survival, solidarity spirit, compassion, respect and dignity 

are discussed. A spirit of solidarity or collectivism encourages teamwork and a non-

competitive environment. Personal interests and selfishness are not a priority to members 

of such communities. Survival presupposes the sharing of resources based on mutual 

concern for existence and on brotherly care. Respect and dignity are regarded, in this 

chapter as important values of the notion of Ubuntu and also as the building blocks of 

African society. Compassion speaks to deep conviction to the interconnectedness of 

people and it also seeks to understand dilemmas facing other people. The Ubuntu values 

discussed in this chapter are paramount to any relationship, and can be applied in any 

learning or work environment.  

 

 

                                                           
* E-mail: serotj@unisa.ac.za. 
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4.1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The concept of Ubuntu has been defined over the past three decades in various ways. 

West (2014:57) observed that the various interpretations of Ubuntu that are already in 

existence are inconsistent with each other and the possibility of arriving at a single conception 

of Ubuntu is unlikely. Maluleka (1999:13) further opines that Ubuntu is riddled with 

problems and that its scholars often conduct the study in a sporadic and unstructured way. In 

most instances there is a lack of deliberate and focused interest on African culture. Although 

there are different definitions of the notion of Ubuntu there are commonalities to be found in 

areas such as value systems and practices. Mnyaka and Motlhabi (2005) explain that the 

concept Ubuntu concerns values that contribute to the well-being of others and of the 

community. South African Bishop Dandala (1996) explains that Ubuntu is a ‘bedrock of a 

specific lifestyle or culture that seeks to honor human relationships as primary in any social, 

communal or corporate activity’. This sentiment is anchored by Mnyandu (1997:81) when he 

states that: 

 
Ubuntu is not merely positive human qualities, but the very human essence itself, 

which “lures” and enables human beings to become abantu or humanized beings, living 

in daily self-expressive works of love and efforts to create harmonious relationships in 

the community and the world beyond. 

 

In the work that he did earlier, Metz (2007:333) is of the view that Ubuntu has a moral 

tone. Further, he observes that the understanding of morality of Ubuntu should include the 

idea ‘that moral value fundamentally lies not in the individual, but rather in a relationship 

between individuals’. Letseka (2000:180) posits that Ubuntu encapsulates moral norms and 

values. More recently Metz (2014:71) maintains that Ubuntu should be interpreted as an 

ethical theory, and should be ‘understood to prescribe honoring, of sharing a way of life and 

caring for others’. In the two interpretations that Mentz espouses, a relationship between two 

individuals is of paramount importance. Augustine Shutte (2001) emphasizes that people only 

exist in relation to others. It is in this relationship that the essence of Ubuntu is founded on. In 

the context of this chapter, as argued by (Taylor, 2014:331) my interpretation of Ubuntu is 

based on the understanding that Ubuntu is a ’proper means of establishing or determining the 

relationships between people, based on the aphorism that ‘a person is a person through other 

people.’ Ramose (1999) argues that being human is to affirm one’s humanity by recognizing 

the humanity of others and this calls for a debate that seeks to define what constitutes the 

notion of Ubuntu.  

Ubuntu values play an important role in a relationship. Although not the focus of this 

chapter, University of South Africa (UNISA) ethicist LenkaBula (2008:380) cautions that 

Ubuntu is not only about human relations, but it has a potential also to conceive “ecological 

wellbeing and human relatedness with ecology”. In the section below, the Ubuntu values 

which are essential for any relationship are discussed.  
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4.2. UBUNTU VALUES 
 

Different authors have different ways of defining Ubuntu values. In most instances these 

definitions are complementary. For example, Letseka (2000:180) explains that Ubuntu 

encapsulates moral norms and values such as ‘‘altruism, kindness, generosity, compassion, 

benevolence, courtesy, and respect and concern for others’’. Further, Letseka (2000:183) 

argues that Ubuntu represents a more appropriate value system that promotes African context 

than the typical Westernized value system of competitiveness. Retired South African 

Constitutional Judge, Justice Yvonne Mokgoro (2009:3) posits that group solidarity, 

conformity, compassion, respect, human dignity, humanistic orientation and collective unity, 

are among other factors that are defined as key social values of Ubuntu. Eygelaar (1998:159) 

states that the values of Ubuntu are ‘respect, dignity, empathy, cooperation and harmony 

between members of society. Khoza (2006) agrees with Mokgoro, Letseka, Eygelaar that 

Ubuntu is characterized by values, such as caring, reciprocity, sharing, compassion, 

hospitality, cohabitation, cooperation and tolerance. Letseka (2000:186) contends that nobody 

is born with the Ubuntu ethical standards and values. Persons acquire these values throughout 

their life and education also plays an important role in transferring these virtues. 

The Ubuntu values that are stated above revolve around respect for other people and 

communalism. Waghid (2013:432) mentions that Ubuntu is connected to at least two aspects 

of human relations: respect for persons and communal human sharing and interdependence. 

The notion of Ubuntu does not only increase human value, trust and unity, but it also helps in 

creating good human relations. Interdependence and communal human sharing are at the 

heart of Ubuntu.  

 

 

4.3. COMMUNAL HUMAN SHARING AND INTERDEPENDENCE 
 

Le Roux (2000:43) states that interdependence, communalism, and being sensitive to 

others are all aspects of Ubuntu as a philosophy of life. One shouldn’t ignore the role that 

individualism plays in creating communalism. Macquarrie (1972:110) and (Shutte 1993:49-

51) maintain that Ubuntu promotes the notion that a person is a person in his or her rights and 

that the uniqueness of each person is connected to the rights of that individual. While a group 

or community occupies the central point in Ubuntu, Taylor (2014:337) argues that “at all 

times both the individual and the group are of equal value”. Gyekye agrees with Taylor that 

“the most satisfactory way to recognize the claims of both communality and individuality is 

to ascribe to them the status of an equal moral standing”. Although many scholars of Ubuntu 

ascribe to the notion that communalism is at the center of Ubuntu, I am of the view that the 

two should be accorded the same value. Sogolo (1993:191) argues that an African person is 

not just a social being but an integral part of society. A human being is inseparable from the 

community and the converse also is true. The notion of man being inseparable from society is 

confirmed by Teffo (1998:3) that  

 

‘A person is a person through other persons’ or ‘I am because we are’. In southern 

African languages, this would be, ‘Motho ke motho ka batho babang’ in Sotho-Tswana 

and ‘Umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu’ in the Nguni languages of Zulu, Xhosa or Ndebele. 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Johannes Seroto 44 

Nussbaum (2003:21) argues that in essence Ubuntu addresses our interconnectedness, our 

common humanity, and the responsibility to each other that flows from our connection. 

Nussbaum (2003:25) further explains that “African culture has celebrated mutuality and 

connectedness for centuries”. This interdependence and interconnectedness of individualism 

and communalism is well-captured by Mkhize (1998: 1) and he states:  

 
The African view of personhood denies that a person can be described solely in 

terms of the physical and psychological properties. It is with reference to the community 

that a person is defined. The importance of the community in self-definition is summed 

up by Mbiti, ‘‘I am because we are, and since we are, therefore I am.’’… It is this 

rootedness of the self-in community that gives rise to sayings such as umuntu ngumuntu 

ngabantu (Nguni)/Motho ke motho ka batho babang (Sotho). These roughly translate to, 

‘‘It is through others that one attains selfhood.’’ The Venda saying, Muthu u bebelwa 

munwe (a person is born for the other), also captures the interdependence between self 

and community. 

 

Mbiti (1969:108-109) explains the interconnectedness as follows: 

 

Only in terms of other people does the individual become conscious of his being, his 

own duties, his privileges and responsibilities towards himself and towards other people. 

When he suffers, he does not suffer alone but with the corporate group; when he rejoices, 

he rejoices not alone but with his kinsmen, his neighbors and his relatives whether dead 

or living. When he gets married, he is not alone; neither does the wife “belong” to him 

alone, so also the children belong to the corporate body of kinsmen, even if they bear 

only their father’s name. What happens to the individual happens to the whole group, and 

whatever happens to the whole group happens to the individual. The individual can only 

say “I am, because we are; and since we are, therefore I am”. This is a cardinal point in 

the understanding of the African view of man. 

 

In his attempt to argue that Ubuntu is a philosophical principle, Taylor (2014) cautions us 

that how the concept ‘community’ is defined in Ubuntu literature is problematic. In most 

instances, as argued by London et al. (2014:11) traditional societies in Africa put more 

emphasis on the individual’s sense of personhood being based on his or her relationships with 

others in the community. Sogolo (1993:191) argues that African scholars such as Nyerere, 

Nkrumah, Senghor agree that man in Africa is inseparable from the community. The concept 

‘community’ should not be seen as only confined to a group or collection of people. Taylor 

(2014:11) explains that the concept ‘community’ should be greater than our local community 

and essentially refer to “all humanity” irrespective of color, race nationality or creed.  

Setiloane (1986:10) argues that a sense of belonging should extend beyond a friend, a 

neighbor, a clan or the tribe. Further, he explains that the exclusion of the ‘other’ is a foreign 

and western importation which cannot be central to Ubuntu. Setiloane implies that Ubuntu, 

which is embedded in the African worldview should be understood as inclusive in all 

respects. A person can only realize that he/she is a person in his/her interconnectedness with 

other people. One can only realize that there is a personal growth when he/she is in a 

community. The interconnectedness becomes real when one understands, cooperates and not 
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undermines other people’s contributions and that will bring fulfilment to one’s own personal 

growth.  

Ubuntu has a practical dimension. For a proper interconnectedness and interdependence 

to take place, coexistence and cohesion should be the connecting and linking factors in the 

communal action. Brookdryk (2006:16-17) warns that in the co-existence that takes place in 

communities, no culture or people are superior to others. Oppressive attitudes should be 

avoided as much as possible. Ubuntu embraces harmonious thinking, talking and behaviour. 

Mandela (1994:172) advises that in the many discussions he had with people, it doesn’t help 

to take a morally superior tone to the other person. In most instances, he argues superior tones 

and attitudes increase tension.  

 

 

4.4. IMPLEMENTING UBUNTU VALUES 
 

Implementing Ubuntu values in a practical and relational situation is a challenge. Mbigi 

(1997) states that there are five key values that are fundamental in forming relationships and 

they are: survival, solidarity spirit, compassion, respect and dignity (see Figure 1). Respect 

and dignity will be discussed together because the line that differentiates them is tenuous (see 

Sigger, Polak, Pennink, 2010; Poovan, du Toit, and Engelbrecht, 2006). Edwards, Makunga, 

Ngcobo and Dhlomo (2004) contend that these values have always been part and parcel of the 

African culture. Nkondo (2007:93) cautions that the Ubuntu should not be seen as “a system 

of general or abstract principles nor a code of rules” but it should be seen as “the way of life 

of men and women in a particular place and time, drawn from the collective wisdom of 

generations”. The values that are stated above are drawn from the collective wisdom of 

generations.  

The five dimensions which are referred to as Ubuntu values are fundamental for 

formation and development of relationships. No dimension is more important than the other. 

The five dimensions complement each other. In the following section, I make an attempt of 

outlining the practical implementation of these Ubuntu values in a relationship setting. 

 

 

4.4.1. Solidarity Spirit 
 

One of the core components of Ubuntu values is a spirit of solidarity or collectivism 

which, according to Ncube (2010:81) encourages teamwork and a non-competitive 

environment. The Webster Dictionary defines the term solidarity “as of a group or class that 

produces or is based on community of interests, objectives, and standards”. There is a need 

for individuals to become part of the community to influence the development of the spirit of 

solidarity. The concepts ‘solidarity’ and ‘survival’ are related and cannot be separated. 

Mokgoro (1998) concurs that group solidarity is central to the survival of communities, 

especially with a scarcity of resources. Collectivism is an important aspect of solidarity. 

Franciszek Kampka (2001:8-9) explains solidarity as:  
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Figure 1. Dimensions of the Ubuntu values in a relationship (adapted from Mbigi, 1997). 

…the attitude of mutual empathy among members of a community, becoming aware of 

their deep similarities and interdependence, and deepening them by experiencing the 

needs of others just as we experience our own needs. 

 

Communities which have solidarity spirit have a collective mind-set. Personal interests 

and selfishness are not a priority to members of such communities because they are in 

solidarity to each other. African people feel the responsibility towards the community. 

Poovan et al., (2006) reiterate that communities which have solidarity spirit spend time after 

working hours with each other. Spending time together encourages community members to 

form teams which are essential for Ubuntu philosophy. Solidaity, as an Ubuntu value, creates 

a culture of empowerment and teamwork in any community or organization. Mangaliso 

(2001) reiterates that the dimension solidarity is a necessary condition for team cohesion and 

commitment. In an African setting these teams, as an entity, will celebrate traditional 

ceremonies together. Happiness, cohesion and harmony will thus become core components of 

the spirit of solidarity (Broodryk, 2006). A harmonious and happy community will 

complement and praise each other on the achievements they have made as a community.  

 

 

4.4.2. Survival 
 

Poovan et al. (2006) state that survival, which is at the heart of Ubuntu presupposes the 

sharing of resources in spite of difficulties. The sharing of resources is based on mutual 
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concern for existence and on brotherly care (Broodryk, 2006). Africans learnt how to survive 

through sharing resources and brotherly care over many years. Poovan et al. (2006) posit that 

the sharing of resources among Africans has developed into a “collective psyche”. It is this 

collective psyche that still allows Africans to share their resources. The pre-colonial period  

in South Africa was characterized by sufferings and difficulties and the spirit of sharing 

resources between Africans was evident. The Khoi or Khoikhoi (later known as ‘Hottentots’) 

kept cattle and also a bred fat-tailed sheep; the San who were hunter-gathers and the “Bantu” 

speaking people did not only share the resources they had among themselves, but they also 

extended a hand to other clans or tribes (Booyse, Le Roux, Seroto and Walhuter, 2013). It is 

the spirit of survival that made Africans survive colonial powers, domination and suppression 

of the apartheid government despite the poverty and limited resources they had. The spirit of 

collectiveness and sharing will strengthen relationships in any organizations. 

 

 

4.4.3. Respect and Dignity 
 

Frei and Shaver (2002) describe respect as a social or attitudinal construct that guides 

people’s social behaviour toward others and in most instances, it regulates relationships. 

Mangaliso (2001:32) explains that treating others with respect and dignity is central to the 

notion of Ubuntu. Respect and dignity are regarded as important values and also as the 

building blocks of African society (Bekker, 2006). It is impossible to define respect and 

exclude dignity. Poovan, et al. (2006:18) argue that respect is related to dignity. Yukl 

(2002:1) defines respect, broadly, as an “objective, unbiased consideration and regard for 

rights, values, beliefs and property” whereas MacMillan Dictionary defines dignity as 

“respect that other people have for you or that you have for yourself”. The Oxford dictionary 

defines respect as “due regard for the feelings and right of other” and dignity “as the state or 

quality of being worthy of respect”. The definitions of the terms “respect” and “dignity” 

stated above clearly shows how the two terms are inter-related. Mnyaka and Motlhabi 

(2010:219) maintain that each person has dignity which makes him/her someone to be 

respected. Whether a person occupies a particular social or professional status, is known or 

not, he or she should be afforded respect. Every individual in society deserves to be 

recognized and be treated with respect. Undermining or ill-treating other persons should be 

frowned at. The notion of respect is not only advocated by the Ubuntu philosophy. All 

societies and religions share the same values of upholding respect for other human beings 

(Mnyaka and Motlhabi, 2010:219). Respect also goes with tolerance. The way people relate 

or talk to each other should show acceptance and tolerance. Von Bergen and Stubblefield 

(2012:114) poignantly define tolerance as: 

 

[T]reating people with whom we differ, not with appreciation, acceptance, or 

endorsement but with civility, dignity, and respect even as we recognize that some 

conflict and tension is inevitable. 

 

Ury (1999:127) explains that “tolerance is ... showing respect for the essential humanity 

in every person”. Each person should be treated with basic respect as a human being even if 

he/she holds a view that others may not approve. People do not lose their dignity or respect 

just because their belief system is questionable or offensive. Respect for other persons, i.e., 
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their spiritual, religious, political, cultural beliefs and customs are cardinal components of 

Ubuntu (Broodryk 2006). The value of tolerance also stresses the importance of respecting 

each other, in for example, meetings and deliberations. People’s views and perceptions must 

be respected. Mangaliso (2001) explains respect and dignity as valuing the worth of others 

and showing admiration of others and the contribution that they make towards human 

development. Respect and dignity originate from individual’s interconnectedness with others 

and this interconnectedness, argues Le Roux (2000) is significantly related to morality and 

rationality. Respect also involves respect for elders. It is a common practice in African 

communities that elder members are accorded respect. Mangaliso (2001:30) confirms that 

“gray hairs are respected”. The African past reflects history, customs, cultural practices and 

ideas and values that are handed down from generation to generation (Dei, 2001:123) and it is 

in the past that community’s identity is constituted. Elders play a significant role in 

transferring these values which stems from Ubuntu practices and they must be respected.  

The notion of Ubuntu calls for people to respect different cultures and traditions. A 

culture is seen as an asset as different cultures may bring insights into society. Respect for 

other persons has to take a person’s cultural context into account. Respect for other cultures 

may be problematic in the sense that one may not know whether he/she shows disrespect to 

other people. To be able to know whether someone is being respectful or disrespectful, we 

need to have certain knowledge of other people’s cultural positions, at least a bit of what their 

culture is all about. Trust is also closely related to the dimension of respect and dignity. Trust 

and respect are key to any human interaction and relationship. Jones and George (1998:53) 

define trust as “an expression of confidence between the parties in an exchange of some kind 

– confidence that they will not be harmed or put at risk by the actions of the other party”. 

Trust is about expressing, sharing, exploring and valuing different ideas and approaches. 

Allowing team members to give their personal insights and concerns in a work environment 

will raise levels of trust in a team. Poovan et al., (2006) explain that in an environment where 

the level of trust is high and respect is unconditional, there is the potential for team members 

to perform on higher level. The respect and dignity dimension embraces a decision making 

which is instituted on consensus seeking (Mangaliso, 2001; Broodryk 2006). Members of 

communities are expected to accommodate different views and insights. The notion of 

Ubuntu requires individuals to protect and encourage diversity through consensus seeking. 

All people are important and equal, irrespective of their income, gender, race, social standing 

or culture. 

 

 

4.4.4. Compassion 
 

Compassion is also a central part of Ubuntu philosophy. It is about giving or  

sharing without expecting anything in return. Compassion should be viewed as a  

communal lifestyle. Poovan et al. (2006) maintain that compassion embraces a deep 

conviction to the interconnectedness of people and it also seeks to understand dilemmas 

facing other people. It tries to understand the value that is put on understanding of other 

people’s problems and the urge for helping them. Muchiri, (2011:433) explains that 

compassion makes individuals or communities to look at each other with generosity and also 

be willing to sacrifice their own self-interest to help others. Africans are a sharing nation. The 

interconnectedness that, in most cases characterizes Africans makes them understand that it is 
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through sharing that they would eventually receive (Mbigi, 1997 and Broodryk 2006). 

Compassion is a moral virtue and a lifelong journey for all people. McNeill et al. (1982:4) on 

what compassion entails commented:  

 

Compassion asks us to go where it hurts, to enter into places of pain, to share in 

brokenness, fear, confusion, and anguish. Compassion challenges us to cry out with those 

in misery, to mourn with those who are lonely, to weep with those in tears. Compassion 

requires us to be weak with the weak, vulnerable with the vulnerable, and powerless with 

the powerless. Compassion means full immersion into the condition of being human.  

 

Compassion as an Ubuntu value has an implication on the formation and development of 

relationships. Caring and sympathy are primary components of the concept compassion. 

Watson (1999) describes caring as a moment that entails genuine presence and connectedness 

between human beings. This personal interconnectedness will eventually make individuals to 

have a feeling of belonging together. Susan Mendus (2008:216) explains that ‘care’ is ‘not 

only a precondition of finding life meaningful; it is also a precondition of being genuinely 

moral in the sense of recognising morality as more than a constraint on the pursuit of one’s 

own self-interest.’ Waghid and Smeyers (2012) explore Ubuntu as a particular formulation of 

an ethic of care. Central issues that Waghid and Smeyers (2012:9) raise about the ethic of 

care include ‘reciprocity involved in good relationships of caring’ – a displacement of 

ordinary self-interest. The ethic of care framework as advocated by Waghid and Smeyers 

(2012) appeals to empathy. Slote (2007:31) argues that ‘actions are morally wrong’ if they 

lack or do not exhibit empathic concerns for caring about other persons. Ubuntu, as a 

particular ethic of care provides a space for developing genuinely humane concern for others.  

Dialogue is a vital aspect of compassion. Within the Ubuntu lifestyle, dialogue is 

emphasized in the context of understanding and treating each other with compassion. 

Richardson (2003) writes that the dialogue is not only about exchanging information, but it is 

a process where participants question their own perspectives and consider the other cultural 

self-exploration. Dialogue embraces learning about other people. In a team work context 

where relationships are involved, instilling of feelings of compassion will assist in creating a 

shared vision among team members. Senge (1990) argues that a vision comes from 

individuals’ personal visions. It is only when individuals care that the vision is realized. 

Senge (1990) and Poovan et al. (2006:18) reiterate that “deep caring can be equated to the 

social value of compassion”. 

 

 

CONCLUSION  
 

This chapter confirmed the importance of using Ubuntu values to define relationship 

between people and communities. I am aware that there are substantial debates on the actual 

meaning of Ubuntu values and also on what constitute the best values. The Ubuntu values 

resonate well with what Arch Bishop Desmond Tutu (1999:34-35) stated that ‘Ubuntu … 

speaks of the very essence of being human’. ‘I am human because I belong. I participate, I 

share.’ People only exist because they are in a relationship with others. The Ubuntu values 

that have been discussed above are paramount to any relationship, be it a work or learning 

environment.  
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ABSTRACT 
 

Dedicated ODL higher education institutions play a vital role in education systems 

around the world, particularly in developing countries where there are limited resources 

to provide sufficient contact institutions. Consequently these ODL institutions have a 

social mandate to increase access, equity, and quality whilst having to lower costs. Four 

and five generation distance education programs, required for proper provision of ODL  

in the twentieth century, require institutional and national infrastructure that may  

not be equitably available for all enrolled students. We argue in this chapter that  

a management response to these challenges occurring in African contexts requires a 

leadership disposition that values the worldview of Ubuntu. We demonstrate how using 

Ubuntu values in an ODL institution can help in addressing these and other challenges 

and shape the discourse and management approaches to problem solving. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

There are many different definitions of Open Distance Learning (ODL) in the literature 

(Barak 2012; DHET 2014a, Letseka 2015). The definitions highlight that the instructor and 

the student are usually geographically separated and technology is used as a mediator for 

communication and instruction. The evolution of ODL is categorized into generations, with 

developments in technology providing differentiation between generations (Barak 2012). 

Instantiations of ODL are many and varied. Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) have a 

repertoire of technologies, systems and approaches available at their disposition to offer ODL. 

                                                           
* E-mail: mashieo@unisa.ac.za. 
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They also are able to blend the provision to suit particular contextual dictates.  

These developments have transformed ODL into a credible system of providing higher 

education. Developments in the provision of ODL and the various demands placed on ODL 

institutions by various stakeholders however impact on the management of these institutions. 

Management in ODL institutions increasingly has to provide leadership in addressing 

challenges posed by the diverse nature of demands from students, staff and in highly 

controlled education systems, new regulations. 

ODL managers have to contend with many challenges, which are not the primary focus 

of this chapter. Letseka (2015) and Letseka and Pitsoe (2012, 2014) provide a detailed 

exposition of these challenges. One key ODL challenge is building community, as students 

are separated from the instructor and from other students. Instructors must figure out how to 

make students connected so that they can learn effectively in a DE context (Moore 2014). 

Technology integration in ODL institutions is another major challenge. Since newer 

technologies enhance the administration of ODL business processes and also the delivery of 

learning programs, there is a need to constantly introduce these technologies in institutions. 

Introducing new technologies in ODL institutions thus require modifying the environment 

and culture of organizations, a task that is a challenge at best. Another challenge includes 

contributing to the post-school education challenges of increasing student participation rates 

(CHE 2013, DHET 2014b), providing greater access to students (DoE 2004), improving 

equity by accepting different students, increasing student success even though recruitment of 

students is not as selective as in contact universities, and keeping the costs down (DHET 

2014a). The social mandate of dedicated ODL institutions requires them to focus not only on 

the 18 to 24 year old student cohort but to also provide professional development 

opportunities and increase productivity for employed citizens (Barak 2012). ODL institutions, 

in addition, have to contend with the challenges brought about by the mode of delivery. These 

issues impact on decisions management of ODL institutions can make with regard to 

enrolment management, academic exclusion, quality assurance measures and resource 

allocation. 

This chapter explores the contextual factors that impact on the management of ODL 

institutions in a country that relies on higher education to overcome decades of neglect in 

education and training and to provide a labor force that will support the economy. The chapter 

argues that managing ODL institutions in this complex environment requires an ethic, a 

philosophy and a worldview that speaks to the country’s majority of citizens. The 

management of ODL institutions in South Africa, we contend, would benefit from using 

Ubuntu as a lens to solve the varied problems that plague the system. 

 

 

UBUNTU 
 

In South Africa, the majority of the population is constituted by Africans. The legacy of 

colonization and apartheid is however still evident in that the dominating agenda for 

academia and the management styles used in training professionals is driven by a Western 

outlook. Although Africans are represented in management structures of organizations in the 

country, the numbers are skewed towards Whites, particularly at the middle and senior 

management levels. The leadership styles of these white managers are often incongruent with 
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the worldview of people they lead who are mainly African (McFarlin Coster, and Mogale-

Pretorius 1999). Since the majority of the population is African, it makes sense to draw on the 

African ethic, philosophy and worldview of Ubuntu to manage ODL institutions. 

The discussion below provides a management perspective on managing ODL institutions 

through the lens of Ubuntu as experienced by Africans. We are however not viewing Africans 

as constituting a homogenous group with an identical worldview – we acknowledge the 

diversity embedded within this commonality as elucidated by scholars within this field 

(Appiah 1992; Appiah 1994; Holdstock 2000). In other words, we are not positing a single, 

essential African identity that is held throughout South Africa. Furthermore, we are not 

associating the principles of humanity, communalism, interdependence, etc., as exclusively 

contained in Ubuntu. These principles are however expressed differently in Ubuntu (Hesketh 

2006). We contend that the complex and diverse organizations in present day South Africa 

can benefit from Ubuntu as opposed to only the dominant Western management styles. 

Ubuntu, from the aphorism umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu, meaning a person is a person 

because or through others, has found expression in various disciplines such as pedagogy 

(Xulu 2010), management (McFarlin, Coster and Mogale-Pretorius 1999, Karsten and Illa 

2005), law (Mokgoro 1998), and philosophy (Nyaumwe and Mkabela 2007). Between 1846 

and 1950 literature referred to Ubuntu as a human quality (e.g., human nature, humanity, 

humanness, manhood, good moral disposition, the sense of common humanity, the kindly 

simple feeling for persons as persons, etc.) (Gade 2011; Letseka 2012). Towards the 1980s, 

most authors began using Ubuntu as a philosophy, ethic and/or worldview (Gade 2011; 

Karsten and Illa 2005; Letseka and Venter 2012; Mbigi and Maree 2005; Nyaume and 

Mkabela 2007; Shutte in Hesketh, 2006). 

Mbigi and Maree (2005) provide a conceptual framework, the Collective Fingers Theory, 

for understanding the collective African way of life through identifying key values that 

underpin Ubuntu. This conceptual framework is best understood through the use of the 

African proverb: “a thumb, working on its own is useless. It has to work collectively with 

other fingers to get strength and be able to achieve anything” (Mbigi and Maree 2005, 

p.103). 

The five values are survival, compassion, solidarity, respect and dignity. In an attempt to 

decode the meaning of the proverb, Poovan, du Toit and Engelbrecht (2006) are of the view 

that the fingers, on the one hand can be perceived as individuals acting collectively for a 

common purpose while on the other hand, each finger can be seen as representing a value that 

is necessary to form and maintain a collective culture. 

 

 

SURVIVAL 
 

The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines survival as the state or fact of 

continuing to live or exist, typically in spite of an accident, ordeal, or difficult circumstances. 

Survival is seen to be at the heart of Ubuntu as illustrated by struggles in the African 

continent to fight drastic weather conditions, geographical disparities, poverty, ethnic wars 

and racial inequalities, to name but a few (Poovan et al. 2006). It was in the midst of such 

adversities that African communities harnessed their collective power to rally together and 

rely on one another for survival. 
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In a similar vein, for ODL institutions to survive the challenges they are faced with, they 

would need to rely on their collective bargaining power. Within an ODL institution, if we are 

to use the University of South Africa’s model as an example, there are various constituencies 

such as management, academic and support departments, students and interested external 

stakeholders. Within each of these constituencies there are further sub-constituencies, for 

instance, there would be academic departments (each representing a specific academic 

discipline), the same would apply with support departments, where these would consist of, for 

example, finance, human resources, corporate communication and marketing, etc. Each of 

these constituencies has a critical and specialized role to play. None of the constituencies can 

be successful on their own. Combined, the services of each constituency provide an all-

rounded service to the students. When faced with challenges, African people learnt how to 

survive through “brotherly” care and not individual self-reliance (Poovan et al. 2006). Mbigi 

and Maree (2005) confirm that during the period of the struggle for liberation in South Africa, 

it was necessary for the people to display personal responsibility, accountability, sacrifice, 

suffering and a spirit of service towards survival of the community. Focus was more towards 

the survival of the collective, as opposed to survival of one. 

 

 

SPIRIT OF SOLIDARITY 
 

Mbigi (1997) describes a solidarity spirit through the use of the metaphor: one finger 

cannot crush a grain of wheat on its own; it needs the help of the other four fingers. Yet 

again, this reflects the power of combined effort in the accomplishment of tasks. A solidarity 

spirit is evidenced in individuals’ combined efforts to ensure the survival of a community, 

leading the two to be very closely related (Poovan et al. 2006). During the fight for liberation 

in South Africa, for instance, the use of the slogan “an injury to one is an injury to all” was an 

outright demonstration of the spirit of solidarity among the freedom fighters. The use of this 

slogan also characterized student strikes in South African universities pre-democracy and 

recently in the “fees must fall” student campaigns. In essence, the slogan meant that a group 

of individuals would unite to support one of their own who is faced with adversity even when 

the adverse situation was not directly affecting all members in the group. 

The spirit of solidarity can easily translate to an ODL context when all the role players 

(e.g., academics, support departments and management) combine their efforts to ensure 

effective and efficient service delivery to the students. Again, using the UNISA model as an 

illustration: given the distance between students and the institution in an ODL environment, 

enhancing the learning experience of students will not only require academics to do their part 

in integrating appropriate learning activities in the design of the study material, but it will also 

take effort from support departments (such as the various regional centers) to facilitate an 

environment that will optimize students’ learning experience at various levels – be it with 

respect to registration, tuition and learning. The support of management in making available 

the necessary resources for sustaining such services for students gives both academics and 

support staff the confidence they need to press on even in the midst of challenges. Theletsane 

(2012) is of the view that such combined efforts enable the entire team to realize that together 

they are able to accomplish more. The collective is able to extend its influence on students’ 

learning experiences to a large number of students as opposed to when only one of the role-
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players invests such efforts alone and reaches a few students. To elaborate further on this, if 

only a few of the UNISA regional centers were to offer these services to students while the 

rest of the centers do not, the effect would impact on a handful of students. Poovan, du Toit 

and Engelbrecht (2006) regard the Ubuntu spirit of solidarity as the opposite of selfishness, 

competitiveness and hostility. Such a spirit strengthens unity amongst individuals and groups. 

 

 

COMPASSION 
 

The Oxford Advanced learners’ Dictionary defines compassion as a strong feeling of 

sympathy for people who are suffering and a desire to help them. From an African 

perspective, compassion is extended when people reach out to others and practice humanism 

(Ubuntu) with a view to establishing relationships and friendships (Broodryk 2002). Being 

treated with compassion has the potential to create a feeling of “belonging” and not one 

where the individual feels isolated and on their own. Through personal understanding and 

caring for each other, members of a team can create a shared vision (Mangaliso 2001). 

According to Theletsane (2012), a shared vision increases a team’s ability to perform at its 

optimal level, thus enhancing service delivery. 

Due to the nature of ODL institutions, particularly if not managed efficiently, service 

delivery is likely to present as a challenge. A desire for quality service provision presents an 

opportune moment for ODL institutions to harness the power of compassion in reaching out 

to students. A particular challenge in this respect would be to ensure the services of the 

institution are easily accessible to students, including the availability of staff (both academic 

and support) to address students’ enquiries. Given the distance between students and the 

institution, efficiency in service delivery to students enables students to feel part of the 

institution and eliminate a sense of isolation. 

 

 

RESPECT AND DIGNITY 
 

The Oxford Advanced learners’ Dictionary provides varied definitions of respect, some 

of which include: to make sure you do not do something that somebody would consider 

wrong; again the concept is defined as agreeing not to break a law or principle. Yukl (2002) 

defines respect as the objective, unbiased consideration and regard for rights, values, beliefs 

and property. The same version of the dictionary defines dignity as being given honor and 

respect by people. From the two definitions, it is clear that the two concepts are related. 

The Collective Fingers Theory does not make a distinction between the two concepts (see 

Poovan et al. 2006; Broodryk 2006). Respect is regarded as a central value of the Ubuntu 

world view and is reflected in the following ways (Broodryk 2002): 

 

 Respect for authority within the society. Respect stipulates the authority that parents 

have over their children, elders have over the younger people and tribal kings have 

over their tribes’ men and wives. 

 The youth must respect the elders in the society especially in their last years before 

elders transcend into the spiritual world. 
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 Africans generally respect others regardless of the position they may hold in the 

community or whether they are known or not; it is a state of mind for an African. 

 

It is in this regard that respect can be said to stipulate the social position of an African in 

society, as well as highlight a set of authoritarian and hierarchical relationships (Theletsane 

2012). Mabovula (2011) declares that an institution will not be able to function if mutual 

respect does not inform and shape its activities. She views respect as a precondition for 

communication, teamwork and productivity. 

The application of the Ubuntu values of respect and dignity in an ODL institution has 

great implications for the institution’s credibility and integrity. Through recognizing and 

observing the various hierarchical positions in an institution and mutually affording each of 

the stakeholders the due respect, the integrity of the institution is enhanced. 

In concluding the section of Ubuntu values, we draw on the words of Mbigi and Maree 

(2005, p.3): “Ubuntu can help organizations to develop corporate citizenship. By building the 

solidarity spirit of Ubuntu it is possible to build cooperation and competitive strategies by 

allowing teamwork to permeate the whole organization”. 

 

 

LEADING ODL INSTITUTIONS USING UBUNTU 
 

Mbigi and Maree (2005, p. 4) identify the following as outcomes of the Ubuntu 

management approach: 

 

 “development of cooperative and people; 

 development of cooperative and paradigms and perspectives; 

 development of cooperative and practices; 

 development of cooperatives and processes; 

 development of cooperatives and policies and procedures; and  

 development of cooperative and competitive values as well as institutions”. 

 

As indicated earlier, ODL institutions rely heavily on the affordances of technology in 

providing higher education. As technologies change and improve, the implications on staff 

and students alike are immense. Adoption of the newer technologies thus becomes a 

management challenge, requiring changes in organizational structure and the teaching and 

learning culture (Barak 2012). Management needs to overcome the problems associated with 

introducing cultural and organizational change that impact on the roles of academic, 

professional and administrative staff (Barak 2012). To drive transformation management 

needs to pay attention to both environmental and contextual factors within the institutional 

setting (Wolcott, in Barak 2012). Wolcott indicates a number of factors needed to be in place 

for a cultural change to be effected in an organization, namely incentives, rewards, training, 

administrative and technical support, and appropriate information and compensation. 

In line with the Ubuntu management approach, the development of cooperative and 

people will thus be an essential element. According to Mbigi and Maree (2005) this calls for 

capacity development of staff in organizations to understand their competitive survival as 

well as to develop a collaborative spirit within each member of staff in the organization. In 
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this instance, it would be essential for staff to be exposed to capacity development 

interventions that relate to the use of technology in teaching and learning. Such interventions 

would need to include practical skills and competency in the use of technology, how this 

technology can be integrated in the design of study material, as well as addressing mind-set 

shifts in the use of such technology in teaching and learning. In addition, such interventions 

would not only be targeted at academic staff, but would also have to include professional and 

support staff that play a key role in the integration of such technology into the teaching and 

learning environment. Developing the capacity of students in the use of technology will also 

form part of the required interventions as they too will be expected to learn using technology. 

The shifting of perceptions and mind-sets in the use of technology will also be 

encompassing the development of cooperative and competitive perspectives as per the Mbigi 

and Maree (2005) Ubuntu management approach. Distance education in South Africa is no 

longer exclusive to ODL institutions (DHET 2014b) but more contact institutions are 

increasingly incorporating this mode of delivery, particularly in light of the new policy on 

post-schooling education. By adopting this Ubuntu management approach, ODL institutions 

would develop and maintain a competitive edge, because staff who are able to embrace 

transformation with ease tend to adapt to the change a little easier and thus become more 

productive. 

 

 

LEAD GROUPS AND NOT ONLY INDIVIDUALS 
 

Western models of providing incentives and rewards to staff members as part of change 

management are skewed towards an individual (McFarlin, Coster and Mogale-Pretorius 

1999). Individuals who ‘catch’ management change initiatives quickly are identified as 

‘pioneers’ or ‘early adopters’ and receive maximal senior management support to enable them 

to drive the change and act as models for the late adopters. The early adopters often receive 

much recognition from senior management, including receiving high scores in performance 

appraisals that are linked to remuneration. Reward systems that are aimed at individuals are 

however not necessarily effective in contexts where the worldview is communally based and 

sense of belonging is based on the interests not of an individual but of the group (McFarlin, 

Coster and Mogale-Pretorius 1999). Leadership in such contexts requires a different 

approach. An approach that seeks to spend appropriate time in bringing the change message 

to the group and ensuring the group interests are made transparent. All individuals in such 

group settings need to be inspired about the change initiative and how it will primarily benefit 

the group and then the institution. In an ODL institution, the interests of the group extend 

beyond employees but also include the interests of students who will be affected by the 

change initiative. Staff members who espouse communal value systems will also be very 

interested not only in themselves but also in the larger community that includes students and 

their parents. This perspective “articulates social interdependence or a deep rootedness in 

community” (Letseka 2012). Change initiatives from senior management in ODL institutions 

may often not be realized because of staff’s preoccupation with how the change will 

materially impact negatively on either students or the parents of the students. Managers  

can implement Ubuntu principles to “free workplaces from only one sided, instrumental 

approaches of human beings and create an atmosphere of cultural harmony” (Karsten and Illa 
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2005). “Communicating the concept [of Ubuntu] within the realities of everyday life might 

help to develop in a humane fashion a world in which everyone counts, is given opportunities 

and is listened to” (Boessenkool 2006). 

 

 

MANAGEMENT DEVELOPMENT 
 

Training, for both the leadership team and groups of staff members, is necessary  

to support change in a multicultural ODL institution. One key consideration for managing 

ODL institutions is the propensity of management to promote change brought about by  

the challenges described earlier. In a diverse institution, staff members should be led, 

motivated, and developed to minimize perception gaps emanating from employees’ cultural 

and contextual differences (McFarlin, Coster and Mogale-Pretorius 1999). Management 

development should therefore highlight the importance of cultural differences found within 

ODL institutions. 

Management development in South African ODL institutions requires management to 

support White managers whose practices are dominated by rationalism, individualism, and 

autocracy and who lead Africans attuned to a worldview that focus on cooperation, 

community and local cultural values (McFarlin, Coster and Mogale-Pretorius 1999). White 

managers not properly oriented to the African worldview would continue to ‘talk past’ many 

African staff by focusing on ‘a clear chain of command, formal policies, and individualized, 

merit-based reward systems’ instead of embracing ‘consensual decision making and group-

based rewards’ (McFarlin, Coster and Mogale-Pretorius 1999). 

Mangaliso argues that management development should not only focus on Western 

procedures of information transfer but should recognize that in an Ubuntu context “social 

effect on conversation is emphasized, with primacy given to establishing and reinforcing 

relationships. Unity and understanding among effected group members is valued above 

efficiency and accuracy of language” (Mangaliso 2001). 

Mbigi and Maree (2005), provide a management model that could be used for training 

managers operating in contexts where there are staff members of African descent. They 

propose five phases of an Ubuntu-based approach to management development: 

 

 Phase 1 involves the development of a learning community. 

 Phase 2 consists of strategic planning that involves representatives of all 

constituencies in the firm. 

 Phase 3 includes the entire workforce in forums designed to share strategy 

suggestions and receive input. 

 Phase 4 requires participative skill building with mentors who emphasize close, 

trustful, and helpful relationships. 

 Phase 5 encourages trainees to be self-empowered and authors of their own identity. 

 

In all phases, this management development process involves rituals and ceremonies to 

enhance bonding amongst staff, building solidarity and group learning. “It is critical that top 

management talk and act in ways that reflect Ubuntu – including the use of traditional African 
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mechanisms (e.g., celebrations, etc.) to get the message across” (McFarlin, Coster and 

Mogale-Pretorius 1999). 

The development of management would also require developing their capacity to focus 

on inclusive and collaborative managerial practices. Such a development intervention will be 

in line with the Ubuntu management approach of development of cooperative and competitive 

institutions (Mbigi and Maree 2005). 

Transformation may necessitate a re-look into some of the institution’s policies and 

procedures as the Ubuntu management approach requires the development of cooperative and 

competitive policies and policies (Mbigi and Maree 2005). 

 

 

USE LANGUAGE APPROPRIATE FOR AN UBUNTU WORLDVIEW 
 

Getting the change message across and providing appropriate information are values 

respected for individuals with an Ubuntu worldview. Consequently the use of language by 

ODL leaders has an impact on the effectiveness of the delivery of learning programs, fiscal 

discipline and staff morale. 

With regard to mastering language, Mangaliso (2001) points out that Western approaches 

emphasize formal language as a means to transfer language effectively whereas Ubuntu 

approaches favor conversation. Through conversation, the trust of staff members can be won 

and it can be demonstrated that the issue at hand is livable for all those involved (Karsten and 

Illa 2005). In ODL contexts, change is the norm and to safeguard staff and students’ fatigue 

towards change, management language must espouse ‘knowledge sharing, team learning and 

consensual cooperation’ (Karsten and Illa 2005). This can be achieved through demonstrating 

‘communicative and participative competencies’ (Holden in Karsten and Illa 2005). 

ODL leaders need to constantly review the exhortation scripts used in the organization to 

drive change and to determine whether these scripts are inclusive or not. Scripts that offer a 

new approach to doing and acting must themselves not be riddled only with individualized 

justifications since an Ubuntu worldview is centered on interdependence and collectivity. 

(Green 2004) distinguishes three main types of justifications: 

 

 Pathos. These are emotional appeals aimed at highlighting the audience’s self-

interest. 

 Logos. These messages highlight improvements in efficiency and effectiveness in an 

organization. 

 Ethos. These messages justify management actions based on socially accepted 

norms. 

 

Pathos and logos justifications address individual concerns and interests and ethos 

justifications focus on social and collective interests (Green 2004). Management of  

ODL changes therefore should include a managerial approach that strengthens an attitude of 

open conversations – conversations that are not only based on pathos and logos but  

also involves ethos. In this way the voices of all staff members is included in the  

discourse. Management justification scripts that are based on the social values of Ubuntu 
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(survival, solidarity spirit, compassion, respect, dignity) will have a larger appeal in 

multicultural contexts (Poovan et al. 2006). 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

The nature of ODL predisposes it to constant change and reinvention. Expectations of 

ODL in meeting the needs of diverse groups of interested parties render it a complex 

undertaking. Consequently, management of such institutions is a complex task particularly 

when the multicultural context within which these institutions operate is considered. 

In this chapter, we have shown how Ubuntu values can be incorporated into the ODL 

context to enable it to function more effectively and efficiently, thus overcoming some of its 

inherent challenges. Core aspects illuminated by these values hinge on collectivism, 

interdependence and shared responsibility as driving forces for a productive team. 

We have also demonstrated that traditional Western approaches to management of ODL 

institutions operating in African settings may not adequately support changes that are 

characteristic of such institutions. To address this limitation, we have drawn on the African 

concept of Ubuntu to provide additional repertoire of approaches that will help support 

change in ODL institutions. To this end we have demonstrated that the language of leaders 

needs to address not only the individual interests of staff who are expected to embrace 

change, but also the needs of individuals as a group, given the value system of 

interconnectedness prevalent in African institutions. Paying attention to the use of language 

as a vehicle of communicating the change and getting buy-in from different groups in an 

organization thus becomes a key management development endeavor. Managers need to have 

competence in using conversational skills to drive change in the institution. 

Value-based leadership that supports Ubuntu has a positive appeal to dealing with the 

complex nature of diverse individuals and diverse challenges emanating from retaining ODL 

institutions to be relevant and sustainable. Servant leadership and transformative leadership 

(Stone, Russel and Patterson 2004) would resonate with value-based leadership and thus 

promote Ubuntu values. The appeal for using Ubuntu principles in managing ODL 

institutions is its ability to be inclusive. All groups in multicultural organizations stand to 

benefit from the application of Ubuntu (McFarlin, Coster and Mogale-Pretorius 1999). 
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ABSTRACT 
 

There is a growing recognition of the value of Ubuntu in student’s education. This 

recognition implies that African philosophy and social practices need to be embedded in 

the curriculum if the goals of the Ubuntu Declaration are to be realized. More often than 

not curriculum is written from a Eurocentric frame and students are just consumers 

without even questioning the culture in which the curriculum is embedded. Institutions 

like schools and universities, and the values they reflect, should cohere with the cultures 

of those they serve. This chapter does not suggest that cultural coherence can be achieved 

overnight and acknowledges that it is a complex phenomenon that would involve 

engagements of various structures and systems. The Western paradigm negates the  

value of the notion of Ubuntu because Ubuntu espouses a value system in seeming 

contradiction with current Western values. Western cultures are primarily founded on the 

political philosophy of Libertarianism, which places a strong emphasis on the rights of 

the individual in order to protect and empower them. Teaching methodologies show the 

dominance of cognitive over socio-affective strategies. Aspects such as empathy, 

solidarity, tolerance have not formed part of the baggage of an educated person. In this 

chapter I argue that to scale up the delivery of quality teaching and learning, study 

programs and study materials and interactions between lecturers and students need to be 

anchored on Ubuntu values and principles. African epistemology should form the  

basis for educational processes to better respond to the needs of the multicultural, 

multiracial and multilingual society. In addition, this chapter shows that Open  

and Distance Learning curriculum can be used to promote Ubuntu-oriented attributes  

and dispositions among students. Furthermore, integration of Ubuntu values and 

principles in the curriculum will ensure that valuable indigenous knowledge is not  
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lost but is passed from one generation to the next. School curriculum is seen as a vehicle 

to transfer this valuable knowledge to the students. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

In South Africa there is a growing recognition of the importance of Ubuntu in the 

education of the students. One of the principles on which the National Curriculum Statement 

(NCS) and Curriculum Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) are based is valuing indigenous 

knowledge systems (DBE, 2011). The inclusion of Ubuntu in the school national curriculum 

affirms the dignity of all South Africans, serving as the basis for an ethics of care for the 

environment, (Le Grange, 2012:65). In addition, Ubuntu is one of the values enshrined in  

the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996). As Mokgoro (1998:6) mentions,  

the values of Ubuntu are an integral part of the value system which is enshrined in the 

Constitution. Mokgoro (1998:7) further adds that: 

 

“the founding values of democracy established by the Constitution, viz. human 

dignity, equality, promotion of human right and freedoms and multi-party democracy to 

ensure accountability, responsiveness and openness and the rule of law, arguably 

coincide with key values of Ubuntu(ism) e.g., human dignity itself, respect, inclusivity, 

compassion, concern for others, honesty and conformity.” 

 

Therefore, institutions of higher learning need to embrace African world-view to ensure 

that students can relate to the education that they receive. That will ensure that education is 

meaningful, relevant, appropriate and assist students in finding solutions for the problems that 

they may encounter in future or in their day-to-day experiences. A more definite African 

philosophy of education which is more relevant and meaningful to African students of 

education is needed (Viljoen and Van der Walt, 2003, Higgs 2008). An Afrocentric 

framework is needed in the curriculum to ensure that the educational realities of the country 

are represented in the education system. Afrocentricity is an intellectual paradigm that 

focuses on addressing the structural impediments to the education of African students by 

engaging them with a view to identifying with their history, heritage and culture (van Wyk, 

2014:48). Van Wyk adds that in an Afrocentric-indigenous context, students must see 

themselves represented in all aspects of the schooling system and our schools have to 

incorporate Africa-centered perspectives in strategies of teaching and learning. Letseka 

(2000) and Venter (2004) confirm that education plays a very important role in transferring 

the African philosophy of life. Olinger and Olivier (2004:4) argue that the Western cultures 

that are primarily founded on the political philosophy of Libertarianism, which places a 

strong emphasis on the rights of the individual in order to protect and empower them. They 

maintain that in Ubuntu the individual’s existence and identity are relative to the group and 

are defined by the group as well. 

Curriculum is used as a tool for educating students, therefore if we want to be responsible 

for what our students are learning, focus should be on the curriculum. Education should seek 

to produce students who are critical and independent thinkers. DoE (1995) emphasized that 

curriculum, teaching methods and textbooks at all levels and in all programs of education and 

training, should encourage independent and critical thought, the capacity to question, enquire, 
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reason, weigh evidence and form judgments, achieve understanding, recognise the provisional 

and incomplete nature of most human knowledge, and communicate clearly. Institutions  

like schools and the values they reflect should cohere with the cultures of those they serve 

(Enslin and Horsthemke 2004:550). Enslin and Horsthemke add that the everyday practices  

of schools and politics should be welcoming and familiar rather than exclusionary and 

alienating. Students should have an emotional learning experience where they can express 

their viewpoints; thus, their learning should transform the heart as well as the head. Teachers 

on the other hand are change agents and they should be aware that they can transform the 

students (Venter 2004:156). 

There is an agreement among researchers that Ubuntu can make a positive contribution in 

the education of our students (Letseka 2013, 2012, 2000, Venter 2004). Ubuntu as a moral 

theory would help impart the desired values and norms in the graduates (Chitumba 2013). 

Letseka (2013:352) posits that in the African context Ubuntu is grounded in a traditional 

African community where the formative moral development of children is honed. Therefore, 

it is imperative that teachers as agents of change be up to this challenge. However, most 

reports of South African education indicate that the majority of teachers have not yet been 

sufficiently equipped to meet the education needs of a growing democracy in the 21st century 

global environment. For example, De Clercq (2008:8) mentions that it is accepted that 

teachers need competencies such as subject knowledge, pedagogical knowledge and societal 

knowledge that will enable them to understand their learners, learning and the learning 

environment, as well as the appropriate nature of curriculum resource materials. The Ubuntu 

Declaration (UNESCO 2006:67), an initiative from education and scientific organizations  

all over the world, raised the following areas where universities have a role to play: review 

programs and curricula in order to address the challenges of sustainable development; 

strengthen the role of teachers and attract young people to the profession; develop 

mechanisms to keep teachers informed; and promote knowledge transfers in innovative ways 

in order to bridge the gaps and inequalities of present knowledge. 

Friends of Ubuntu agree that African educational thought and practice should be 

fundamentally concerned with educating for communal life and Ubuntu (Higgs, 2003; Venter, 

2004; Letseka, 2013, 2012, 2000). Letseka (2012:57) argues that the development of critical 

dispositions of any learner at school level is pertinent to the promotion of Ubuntu-oriented 

attributes and dispositions. I believe that we need to take a closer look at our curriculum or at 

how we are educating our students in order to fully understand the problems we face in 

education and how to make education relevant and appropriate in the 21st century. On-going 

educational transformation in South Africa seeks to position the student in the center of the 

learning process. University of South Africa (Unisa) is the largest open and distance 

institution in Africa and the longest standing dedicated distance education university in the 

world. UNISA nearly enrolls one third of all South African students. Unisa is taking the 

challenge by ensuring that it promotes access to learning to all Africans. However, in the 

quest to promote access, Unisa is experiencing challenges in ensuring that its students feel 

supported and valued by the institution. 

This chapter explores the integration of Ubuntu principles in curriculum in the Open and 

Distance Learning (ODL) context. It begins with an explanation of the concepts Ubuntu and 

curriculum. The chapter will show that Ubuntu, just like curriculum, does not enjoy a 

common interpretation among scholars or researchers. This explanation will be followed by a 
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discussion of integration of Ubuntu values in the Open and Distance Learning context. Then a 

summary of the chapter will be provided at the end. 

 

 

UBUNTU AND CURRICULUM 
 

In this section, an attempt will be made to define the two concepts, (a) Ubuntu and (b) 

curriculum. 

 

 

(a) Ubuntu 
 

Ubuntu is multifaceted, dynamic and is perceived differently in different contexts. 

Ubuntu is difficult to define and a plethora of definitions exists, each emphasizing different 

elements of the concept (Mavobula 2011:39). Lephalala (2012) argues that Ubuntu is 

complex, elusive and multifaceted, as it mirrors the multiple and shifting nature of the African 

society and human relationships. Mokgoro (1998:2) asserts that the concept, like many 

African concepts is not easily definable. She adds that defining an African notion in a foreign 

language can be elusive. Metz (2007:323) concurs that it is difficult to translate Ubuntu  

into English because it has many different connotations associated with it. As people’s lives 

and environment change, so does their Ubuntu. Ubuntu/botho is a normative concept that 

prescribes desirable and accepted forms of human conduct in a particular community of 

people (Letseka, 2014:544). Letseka adds that there is no Ubuntu without the community. 

Community is the cornerstone of Ubuntu and Ubuntu values are embedded in the ways of life 

for a particular community. 

Ubuntu is not innate but rather is shaped by the environment. Letseka (2000:188) argues 

that Ubuntu values are the communally accepted and desirable ethical standards that a person 

acquires throughout his/her life. People’s lives are different and what is considered acceptable 

in one community might be regarded as unacceptable by the other community due to the fact 

that communities are culturally different. Chitumba (2013:1270) states that “Ubuntu can 

mutate and offer different meanings depending on the social context” and that “Ubuntu is  

not frozen in time but is rather dynamic and continually adapting.” According to Venter 

(2004:156) the philosophy of Ubuntu is encapsulated in most philosophies of life, although it 

is articulated and actualized in different ways. Sotuku and Duku (2014:29) concur that the 

concept of Ubuntu is found in diverse forms in many societies throughout Africa. 

Nkondo (2007) argues that there is enough consensus in the literature that Ubuntu as  

a philosophy and a way of life is associated with many African societies – and certainly  

in Southern Africa. In attempting to define Ubuntu attributes such as “personhood,” 

communalism, interconnectedness and moral theory were used by researchers (Nkondo 2007; 

Letseka 2011, 2008, 2000; 2013; Chitumba 2013). Letseka (2012) defines Ubuntu as 

humaneness, personhood and morality. For Letseka (2012), Ubuntu articulates our inter-

connectedness, our common humanity and the responsibility to each that flows from our 

connection. It is a worldview that emphasizes the commonality and interdependence of the 

members of the community. Nussbaum (2002: 21) contends that Ubuntu is the capacity in 

African culture to express compassion, reciprocity, dignity, harmony, and humanity. 
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(b) Curriculum 
 

The concept “curriculum” is broad and there is no universally agreed definition among 

researchers about the nature and the values to be reflected in the curriculum. As Marsh and 

Willis (1999) have pointed out, curriculum is never a single entity and it never remains static. 

They further argued that even when the people engaged in deciding on the curriculum of a 

specific school have a similar orientation, consensus remains difficult if not impossible to 

achieve. 

In addition, curriculum definition is difficult due to changing conceptions of what should 

be included in the definition. These changes are due to the results of:  

 

a.  Changes in the conception of knowledge, particularly scientific knowledge; 

b. Changes in the knowledge of the learning process as a result of child study 

movement; 

c. The need to link formal school studies with the real life of the learner; and 

d. The changing demands of the social scene. 

 

Here are some of the definitions of curriculum as given by prominent scholars in this 

field: From the perspective of a Humanistic-Educative-Caring Curriculum Paradigm, 

curriculum may be defined as the interactions and transactions that occur between and among 

students and teachers with the intent that learning occurs (Bevis and Watson 1989:5). From 

the perspective of a behaviorist or a stimulus-response curriculum model, curriculum may be 

defined as the content that has to be learned through the attainment of pre-selected behavioral 

outcomes. Curriculum means subjects that are prescribed for study in a school or any program 

of activities (Thompson, 1995:33). In the context of this chapter, the concept “curriculum” is 

used in much broader sense to encompass subjects that are prescribed and studied at the 

learning institution as well as all the activities connected with students’ roles at their learning 

institutions. The above conceptualization of the concepts Ubuntu and Curriculum is meant to 

illustrate that the two concepts do not enjoy common interpretation among scholars. 

 

 

ODL AND UBUNTU PRINCIPLES 
 

ODL has become the globally desired label for innovative non-traditional modes of 

delivery of learning that aims to overcome the hurdles of access (Pitsoe and Letseka 

2015:52). Consistent with this view, Makoe (2015:9) maintains that the primary purpose of 

ODL is to widen opportunities for learning for those people who do not have a chance to 

study. ODL entails a student-centered approach that gives students flexibility and choice over 

what, when, where and how they learn (Unisa 2008). Makoe (2012:95) posits that distance 

education is by its very nature different from other forms of education in that students are 

physically and socially separated from their lecturers, their peers and the institution. This 

separation of learners and lecturers can affect teaching and learning profoundly. The 

challenge facing the university is to offer support for these students. Accordingly, Unisa 

provides various facilities and services to cater for its diverse student population. It uses 

multi-media materials that are developed and designed to promote independent and 
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autonomous learning. In this section I will present an argument that Ubuntu principles can be 

integrated with ODL principles to provide quality and supported education for our students. 

ODL aims at providing access to education and this means that all students are included 

irrespective of their backgrounds, race and cultures. ODL institutions provide access to 

education to adult working students who would otherwise not be able to obtain higher 

education qualifications were they left with full-time contact tertiary institutions as their only 

avenues for accessing higher education, (Letseka and Pitsoe 2014:1944 and Makoe 2015:9). 

They add that most ODL institutions market themselves to prospective students as open, 

accessible, flexible, supportive and affordable. Literature has shown that students’ interaction 

is particularly important in a distance education context (Moore 1993; Yang 2009; Ferding 

and Trammell 2004). As Unisa students are geographically separated from their lecturers, for 

many of them learning can be a very lonely and isolated adventure with few opportunities for 

collaboration, sharing, support from peers or reflective discussions with other students or 

teachers. However, technologies such as Student Forum on MyUnisa, skype, e-mail, blogs, 

video- and tele-conferencing allow personal interaction and are used to support students. The 

digital technologies have increased the possibilities of ODL, thereby removing barriers and 

widening access to higher education (Makoe 2015:8). Communication can be synchronous or 

asynchronous depending on the student’s preferences and context. This means that through 

interactions students will meet students from diverse backgrounds, implying a need for 

cultural tolerance and appreciation of diversity among students. Therefore, students need to 

be kind, respect other students’ culture and be caring towards one another. Students’ needs 

are also diverse, therefore, the study programs and study materials need to be anchored on 

Ubuntu values and principles. These principles should also be reflected in our day-to-day 

interactions with the students. For example, instead of addressing students as “student” in an 

email, rather address the student by his/her name and also appreciate his/her taking time to 

send you an email. This form of address will make students feel accommodated, accepted and 

valuable to the lecturers and the institution as a whole. This could be referred to as the spirit 

of compassion. Compassion is about a deep caring and understanding of one another (Sotuku 

and Duku 2014:31). Sotuku and Duku maintained that through caring and understanding, 

community or team members can strive towards a shared goal. 

Another principle of ODL that augurs well with Ubuntu principle of sharing and equity is 

the principle of access and the flexibility of learning provision. ODL provides students with 

opportunity to study anywhere irrespective of their background. Equity refers to fairness in 

the distribution of educational resources. In some contact institution, there is no opportunity 

to share resources; institutions operate in silos thus sharing as one of the Ubuntu values is not 

observed. In ODL study materials are packaged and mediated by technology to provide 

students with the necessary support that they need. In addition, the digitized content that can 

be shared via the internet enhances sharing thus promoting cooperative learning. It should be 

mentioned that quality technology and student-centered design of the ODL curriculum has a 

strong role to play in improving quality in teaching and learning. 

The following sections examine the Ubuntu principles of humanness, sharing and 

communalism, moral relationships, and interconnectedness and social cohesion and how they 

can be integrated into ODL. 
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Humanness 
 

Ubuntu as the African philosophy of humanism speaks to the very essence of being 

human and thus shares values with the human race in general. According to Eygelaar (1998, 

cited in Venter, 2004), values such as respect, dignity, empathy, cooperation and harmony 

between members of society are not exclusively African, but comprise the human race as a 

whole. Therefore, Ubuntu is not uniquely African, it is a philosophy shared by different 

members of the human race. According to Jolley (2011:6), all cultures have a form of Ubuntu 

that establishes laws, beliefs, and values among its people to maintain humane treatment. 

However, it appears that some virtues are more pronounced in the African context than in the 

Western context. Mertz (2007:326) suggests that requirements of an individual to help others 

are typically deemed heavier in African morality than in Western. He adds that more 

generally, it is common among Africans, and more so than among Westerners, to think that 

one has some moral obligation to engage with one’s fellows and to support the community’s 

way of life. Ubuntu is a philosophy that promotes the common good of society and includes 

humanness as an essential element of human growth (Venter 2004). Therefore interpersonal 

and cooperative skills are important. Letseka (2000:189) maintains that interpersonal skills 

are integral part of educating for Ubuntu and the promotion of communally acceptable and 

desirable moral norms and virtues. Interpersonal skills are the life skills we use every day to 

communicate and interact with other people, both individually and in groups, and cooperative 

skills are imperative when working with other people. According to Higgs (2008:103) 

cooperative skills in education will, play a crucial role in promoting and sustaining the sort of 

communal interdependence and concern with the welfare of others. Ubuntu is communal; 

therefore how an individual relates and connects with other people is key. 

 

 

Sharing and Communalism 
 

Sharing is one of the pluses of Ubuntu. What I have can be used to the benefit of  

all. According to Khoza (2005:266), communalism is “a concept that views humanity in 

terms of collective existence and inter-subjectivity, serving as the basis for supportiveness, 

cooperation, collaboration and solidarity.” Higgs (2008:103) argues, educating for communal 

life and Ubuntu would be critical to traditional African educational thought and practice. 

Higgs further argues that communalism involves sharing and helping others and helps African 

people function in relation to one another and their communal tradition to promote collective 

effort. Inculcating values such as sharing could enhance teaching and learning as learning will 

be shared through technologically mediated methodologies. Distance education proceeds 

from the belief that learning can be nurtured without necessarily requiring teachers and 

learners to be in the same place at the same time, communalism is emphasized. Individualism 

is downplayed in Ubuntu and communalism is emphasized. The principle of communalism is 

evident in the translation of curricula materials into online, video or digital format. Students 

can therefore, access the materials wherever they are and anytime. In addition, students can 

share and generate knowledge through the technology mediated materials. ODL aims to 

create a quality learning environment using appropriate combination of different media, 

tutorial support and peer group discussion. 
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For Mavobula (2011:40) the philosophy of Ubuntu espouses a fundamental respect  

for the rights of others, as well as a deep allegiance to the collective identity. More 

importantly, Ubuntu regulates the exercise of individual rights by emphasizing sharing and 

co-responsibility and the mutual enjoyment of rights by all. It also promotes good human 

relationships and enhances human value, trust and dignity. It should be noted that the notion 

of Ubuntu and communalism is of great importance in an African educational discourse, as 

well as in African Philosophy of Education and in African philosophical discourse. 

Makoe (2005) notes that Ubuntu concept contrasts sharply with the notion of individual 

independencies on which distance education is based. In cultures displaying communalism 

the making of meaning is influenced by explicit negotiations with family members, teachers 

and peers. However, Letseka (2012) believes that a considerable value may be attached to 

communality in individualistic societies, just as individuality is not necessarily trivialized 

within communalism. The two orientations can co-exist in different sectors of the same 

society. Individual independence in ODL should be understood as referring to the learner-

paced and student-centered learning process. 

Letseka (2000:187) argues that the distinction between communalism and individualism 

is one of the degree only. Traditionally, ODL promoted individuality but as the need for 

student support gain momentum there has been a paradigm shift in how teaching and learning 

are conducted in ODL institutions. For example, as a way of supporting students and 

enhancing interaction among students and between students and their lecturers, Unisa has 

appointed e-tutors who provide online guidance to students in relation to their modules. In 

these forums, students pose questions to the e-tutor and clarify concepts. It should be  

noted that student independence should be emphasized and independence should not be 

misconstrued as meaning working alone and just being concerned with “the self.” 

Independence should be understood as being able to formulate one’s own opinions and views 

and also being able to make one’s own judgements. Higher education aims at developing 

students who can think critically and are self-directed in their life pursuits. 

 

 

Moral Relationships 
 

Much research has been carried out into the variables that influence the teaching-learning 

processes (Venter 2004:271). According to Venter (2004:271) the important variable in the 

teaching and learning process is the educator-learner relationship and educators’ attitudes 

towards learners constitute decisive variables in the education process. Teaching should not 

be perceived as only the transmission of knowledge as if learners are the empty vessels that 

need to be filled with information. Researchers are concerned that teaching methodologies, 

classroom discipline, and assessments are based on academic results. Focus is more on the 

control of learning and not on the student and how he/she learns. Ruiz (2004:273) model of 

efficiency is concerned with efficiency and the control of learning based on the rational and 

scientific pedagogy has not given rise to better education for all the dimension of a person to 

the same degree. Ruiz (2004:273) contends that “pedagogy with a human face” is needed if 

we want to achieve a more humane individual through our education system. More interest is 

currently placed on the school and the demands of the society and the appropriation of moral 

values is considered as secondary. 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Grounding ODL Curriculum in Ubuntu Values 73 

Ornstein and Ehrlich (2001) posit that we need most of all, to take a fresh look at  

how we are educating our young and we have to shift our understanding of ourselves as 

separate individuals, each seeking our own welfare, to an understanding of how we fit into 

social, biological, and physical environments. As mentioned by Letseka (2012), Ubuntu is 

about interconnectedness – connectivity - therefore the question of the relationship between 

students and lecturers is a crucial one. Ruiz (2004:271) questions whether our students are 

mere objects or people with whom it is necessary to establish a moral relationship. Ruiz 

(2004:272) maintains that the most radical and original relationship between teacher and 

student in an educational situation is a moral relationship, which is translated into an attitude 

of reception and a commitment to the learner, which is to take responsibility for him or her. 

Mertz (2007:333) contends that moral value fundamentally lies not in the individual, but 

rather in a relationship between individuals. This means that it is important for one to 

consider whether the decisions one makes will affect other people in a positive or a negative 

way. 

Education aims at developing students in totality, but the content and the teaching 

methodologies are centered on the interests of the school and the demands of society. Ruiz 

(2004:274) asserts that in theory we have assumed that we ought to educate a person in all his 

dimensions, but in practice we have reduced the person merely to intelligence or the 

embodiment of skills and abilities. Ruiz (2004:274) argues that teachers should be perceived 

as moral mediators who promote the personal growth of their students. Ruiz (2004) suggests 

the model of the pedagogy of alterity which, by including the positive elements of other 

models or approaches to education, responds more effectively to the ethical, original demands 

of education. According to the pedagogy of alterity, the educational process begins with the 

mutual acceptance and recognition of teacher and student and is based on a willingness to be 

responsible for the other person on the part of the teacher, on a freely given and selfless 

reception which is offered to the student in such a way that the student perceives that they are 

someone to the teacher and that they are recognized in terms of personal singularity (Ruiz, 

2004:277). The individual student needs to be recognized by the teacher for effective 

education to take place. For the students it means feeling recognized, valued, accepted and 

loved for what one is and as what one is. It means trust, company, guidance and direction, but 

it also means acceptance of being taught (student) by the ‘other’ who breaks into our life (the 

lecturer or the teacher). 

Distance higher education programs need to ensure that they equip students with the  

kind of graduate competences needed for success after graduating (DHE 2012:8). The 

competencies, inter alia, might include interpersonal and cooperative skills. Chitumba (2013: 

1273) argues that infusing Ubuntu principles in the curriculum in higher education 

institutions could result in breaking academic imperialism and enhancing the production of 

ideal citizens. In ODL contexts, students take responsibility for their own learning, thus 

becoming independent and self-motivated individuals. If students are equipped with these 

skills they can play an active role as responsible citizens in the changing national and global 

environments. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

This chapter began with a conceptualization of Ubuntu and curriculum. It argued that 

Ubuntu just like curriculum does not enjoy a common interpretation among researchers. The 

chapter argued that curriculum can be used to preserve Ubuntu values for the benefit of future 

generations. Integrating values such as humaneness, interconnectedness and social cohesion, 

sharing and communalism and morality in the curriculum would ensure that students’ 

learning is relevant and appropriate. Given the limitations of distance education, attempts 

should be made to ensure that students feel cared for and important. To scale up the delivery 

of quality teaching and learning, study programs and study materials and interactions between 

lecturers and students also need to be anchored on Ubuntu values and principles. In addition, 

this chapter showed that ODL curriculum can be used to promote Ubuntu-oriented attributes 

and dispositions among students. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

This chapter argues that indigenous knowledge systems can play a significant role  

in teaching and learning in the 21st century. Ubuntu emerges as an African philosophy 

that legitimizes teaching and learning through indigenous epistemologies such as 

Ubuntugogy. Harmonizing Ubuntu with mainstream teaching and learning theories is 

perceived to have the potential to promote social connectedness as a theory of right action 

in Open Distance Learning (ODL). The chapter opens by reviewing perspectives on ODL 

from print technology to digital technology. The closing section reviews global trends in 

ODL and ponders a period when ODL will be paperless.  

 

Keywords: Ubuntu, broadcast technology, digital technology, print technology, indigenous 

epistemologies, social connectedness, Ubuntugogy  

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Perspectives spell out generations of a phenomenon or subject of inquiry. Historical 

accounts of Open Distance Learning (ODL) lend themselves to both local and global 

contexts. This chapter reviews the generations of ODL as well as the global trends which 

point to the future of ODL around the world. Humanity has always learned via flexible  

and open modes through which teaching and learning in ODL reflected growth and 

development over time. Perspectives on ODL teaching and learning mirror a tripartite 

typology characterized by different generations. Firstly, ODL teaching and learning was 
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conducted through printed material and was popularly known as correspondence education. 

Secondly, the emergence of radio and television augmented the printed word but could not 

replace it entirely. Thirdly, ODL teaching and learning is conducted through the computer 

and is experiencing exponential growth globally where internet and digital technologies are 

accessible. This third generation of ODL appears to be one that threatens the continuation of 

printed material. Digital technologies have advanced paperless teaching and learning. It is still 

debatable however, how far these technologies can be accessible in less privileged 

communities where learners struggle to meet basic needs before they can think of buying 

technology.  

 

 

GENERATIONS OF ODL 
 

 

Print Technology - Correspondence Education 
 

Correspondence education marks the first generation of ODL in which teaching, learning, 

communication and knowledge diffusion depended on printed material. The ‘humanocentric’ 

perspective maintains that print technology originated from China (Gunaratne, 2001:463). 

Print revolutionized the world through the printed word since the Chinese first invented  

the art of printing in 600 AD (Gunaratne, 2001). Print technology is one of the oldest forms  

of teaching, learning, communication and knowledge diffusion (Strulik, 2014). Prior to 

printed material, books were laboriously hand-written by scribes and took long to produce 

(Fisher, 2012; Wakelin, 2014). Before then, teaching, learning, communication and 

knowledge diffusion depended heavily on word of mouth. The emergence of print was a 

transition from ‘orality to textuality’ allowing information to be shared at a distance and 

printed matter to reach remote places across the world (Schniedewind, 2005:1). The historical 

accounts of ODL allow transition from the past into the present. Printed matter ordinarily 

took a long time to reach its destination, though “knowledge, the world over, reaches us 

through books” (wa Thiong'o, 2013:158). The past was characterized by print as ubiquitous in 

education, commerce, industry, administration and was quickly replacing the oral tradition 

and “undoubtedly, the technology of writing has added to human power” (wa Thiong'o, 

2013:158). Literature indicates print technology as defining the first generation of distance 

education around the world (Anderson and Simpson, 2012).  

The adoption of the printing press is traced to the German city of Mainz (Rubin, 2014), 

where the printing press was mechanized and improved by Johannes Gensfleisch zur Laden 

zum Gutenberg (Anderson, 1996). The printing press became central to communicating 

human affairs and greatly supported teaching and learning, as well as communication and 

knowledge diffusion. Through the printing press, humanity shared ideas about phenomena 

found in their environments and beyond. As books, newspapers and other information bearing 

material became ubiquitous; educators began to use textbooks in teaching and learning (Pinto, 

2007). These printed items could also be ordered and sent to far away destinations often in 

countries with less capacity to produce or acquire new technologies (Esquer, et al. 2015). 

Thus, education could also be found beyond local contexts. ODL emerged as an alternative to 

addressing the needs of learners beyond lecture halls without constraints of time and space 
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(Unesco, 2002). The printed material could be sent to learners via postal services to reach 

them in their own contexts; thus popularizing education through correspondence.  

Correspondence education is considered a formal type of education where teaching  

and learning take place at a distance. Correspondence education is a mode of distance 

education which has achieved significant results in Africa (Mutanyatta, 2008). In this mode of 

education, there is limited interaction with the facilitator of learning. If there is interaction, 

 it is usually initiated by the student and therefore it is irregular and non-substantive. 

Correspondence courses are self-paced and study materials normally distributed through  

the ordinary mail in places where electronic distribution is not possible. Correspondence 

education material needs to be interesting to the reader in order to sustain their attention  

and concentration. Through advancement in print technology, there have been considerable 

developments in the production of improved material. Correspondence education as the first 

generation supported ODL for a long time before the influx of technologically advanced 

modes of delivery (An, 2013). 

 

 

Advancement in Print Technology 
 

The Chinese are acknowledged to have been the inventors of multi-color printing as 

books became commonplace under the ‘Five Dynasties (907-60) and Song Dynasty (960-

1279)’ (Gunaratne, 2001:466). Print technological advancements brought about transitions in 

printed material, enriching textbooks with images (Agrawal, et al. 2011). The introduction of 

graphic drawings in color rendered the printed matter more interesting and realistic and 

provided rich learning experiences with good visual material (Agrawal, et al. 2012). The 

antecedents of print include pre-literate rock paintings by the Stone Age people through 

which messages were communicated and a legacy of learning permanently left in caves  

and other historic places. This is a period known as ‘picture writing’, followed by ‘word-

based systems’, then the ‘sound-based syllabic writing’ and consequently ‘the invention of 

the alphabet’ (Gunaratne, 2001:460). The alphabet as we know it today was preceded by 

hieroglyphics which is a form of writing that was used by the Egyptians, the Maya and the 

Aztecs of Mexico (Gunaratne, 2001). Many forms of alphabet were developed following this, 

but currently the most dominant is the English alphabet globally as it is used in many 

languages.  

The alphabet is generally known as the mother of all inventions as through it, languages 

could be written and knowledge disseminated and shared among nations of the world. 

Language has to be printed for effective dissemination of knowledge. Print technology has 

currently advanced beyond the Chinese bamboo and wood printing (Gunaratne, 2001). The 

information age and technological advancement have brought rapid changes into the world of 

print. The demand for mass printing has also accelerated demand for new print technologies 

(Cosgel, Miceli and Rubin, 2012). Sarapulova, Kyrychok and Orlov (2013:151) indicate that 

there is a transition from the ‘analog methods’ of printing to digital technologies boasting 

‘microminiaturization in printing’ called “nanoprinting” (152). The transition from analog 

printing presupposes digital printing. “Digital printing requires minimal press setup and has 

multicolor registration built-in to its system. This eliminates many of the frontend time 

consuming processes and permits quick response and just-in time print delivery” (Cahill, 

1998:2). These advancements in technology favor the ODL teaching and learning, especially 
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where the absence of a facilitator of learning always has to be taken into consideration. 

Nonetheless, print technologies equally bring about a plethora of problems endemic to them 

such as delivery and accessibility problems. Learners who use these technologies need to be 

computer literate in order to be able to interact with material sent to them, especially if they 

are isolated and in remote areas normally reached via radio. 

 

 

Broadcast Technologies - Radio and Television 
 

Broadcasting is currently undergoing complex and rapid changes as technology advances. 

Traditionally, broadcasting was predominantly dominated by both radio and television. 

Broadcast technologies, the second generation of ODL following correspondence education 

enhanced teaching, learning, communication and knowledge diffusion more rapidly than 

printed matter. The advent of broadcast technologies was spearheaded by the invention of 

radio after telegraph. Heinrich Hertz spearheaded the invention of radio transmission in 1888 

(Vardhan, 2002). While telegraph could transmit printed word only, radio began to transmit 

the voice wirelessly. Improving on the printed matter, radio could equally be used as a 

teaching and learning instrument at a distance. Radio could reach people in their homes, 

farmers in their fields as well as shepherds as they herd their flock. Even though radio 

occupied an important place in long distance diffusion of information, it was not long that 

television followed. The origins and invention of television present controversy as different 

people from diverse parts of the world developed different components of television as a 

complete item. Nonetheless, television came to form part of broadcasting technologies in 

ODL.  

The primary reason for the use of broadcasting technology in education was to broaden 

access (Perraton, 2000). ODL by design reaches out to learners who for a variety of reasons 

could not access education at the appropriate time (Letseka and Karel, 2015). Broadcasting 

technologies support the access objective by catering for multiple senses in teaching and 

learning such as audio and visual and sometimes tactile for learners who are blind or of low 

vision or autistic (Moisey, 2004; Hart, Grigal and Weir, 2010). According to Kraidy 

(2002:95), the digital visualization of information aids the understanding of abstract concepts 

while simultaneously increasing conceptual abstraction.” This is ideal for an ODL learner 

who is most of the time alone and needs learning material that is interactive. Several 

examples of the use of television are found globally such as Mexico’s Telesecundaria and 

Brazil's Telecurso. These bear testimony that Television has been used for educational 

purposes for many years and throughout the world providing open-access programs while 

serving varied groups of learners (Wolff, de Moura Castro, Navarro, and García, 2002). 

Broadcasting technologies have proven to be effective in ODL and continue to be developed. 

ODL providing institutions could consider optimization of these technologies, especially 

when technological advancements strife to cater for learning needs of diverse populations in 

ways that accommodate the learners in their own context. Transitions could also be made 

towards computer mediated teaching and learning in ODL where possible. 
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Computer Mediated - Digital Technologies 
 

The emergence of computer technologies revolutionized teaching, learning, 

communication and knowledge diffusion as well as other segments of life globally (Asaolu, 

2006). Computer mediated education is the third generation in ODL where the information 

age has taken precedence with exponential technological developments. Computers improved 

learning by providing a strong combination of ‘text, audio and graphic within one medium’ 

(Hampel, and Hauck, 2006:3). These improvements attracted development of computer based 

modes of learning such as e-learning and many others (Moore et al., 2011). The use of 

computer aided teaching and learning revolutionized the ODL experience. The distance no 

longer presented old accessibility obstacles yet new challenges also emerged as learners 

began to engage with the new technologies. 

 Computer mediated learning is increasingly becoming an important medium of 

instruction in the information age (Godwin, Thorpe and Richardson, 2008). In the absence  

of face to face instruction, computer mediated learning facilitates collaborative learning 

among ODL learners and instructors in order to foster learning (Lazonder, Wilhelm and 

Ootes, 2003). Tutorial sessions can be organized easily across continents as well as beyond 

classroom walls, thus encouraging peer interaction in collaborative learning. Learners can 

pose questions with a small margin of time for responses which may come from professionals 

in similar or across disciplines. The advent of computer mediated learning however, promotes 

learner problems such as infringement of copyrights easily. At the same time, this can be 

offset by copyrights infringement detecting technologies that identify unauthorized use of 

material belonging to others. 

 

 

THE AFRICAN RENAISSANCE AND ODL 
 

Amidst an influx of technological advancement, Africans need to be conscious of 

“Afropolitan” (Africans of the world) ideas that can promote Africa as a whole and reflect on 

the type of education they envisage leading Africa into the future (Artner and Stanislawski, 

2013:50). This transition can be bench marked on “The Acculturalization of Developmental 

Trajectories” (Nsamenang, 2011:235). African renaissance as perceived from an afrocentric 

perspective endorses a view that promotes taking African cultures seriously and using them to 

re-educate Africans about their own value-laden indigenous education systems (Vambe, 

2010). ODL can be used to promote these values across the African nations. “The quest for an 

African Renaissance” should propel a strong desire in African scholars and learners for a re-

birth of Africa which answers to the needs of the African people via ODL (Mutekwa, 

2012:5). The re-birth which is firmly entrenched in culture would equally promote a revisit of 

the indigenous epistemologies found within the African contexts. Mungwini (2013:78) 

promotes quest for re-birth as “the critical reappropriation of indigenous knowledges.” 
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Indigenous Epistemologies of Teaching and Learning in African Settings 
 

Indigenous epistemologies emerge from worldviews which are informed by contexts. In 

African settings indigenous epistemologies are generally known to embrace an individual 

who is situated and cannot be separated from the community that defines his or her  

social status. In the light of ODL, indigenous epistemologies do not merely promote the 

return to the past but, a return to initiative (Mungwini, 2013:78). This return to initiative 

revolves around Africans knowing and understanding who they are; their being as Africans. 

African cosmology informs Africans about who they are and reflects commonalities among 

the African peoples. Existence from an African perspective is tied to the African cosmology, 

that is, the origin and nature of the universe and all that is in it. According to Viriri  

and Mungwini (2010:29), “the term cosmology refers to a people’s worldview.” African 

cosmology is a central tenet that informs African indigenous worldviews in their diversity as 

well as in their unity. Thus, knowledge of an African cosmology can be a conduit that 

transmits teaching about ourselves and our world.  

Teaching and learning have been part of humanity since human beings began  

to be curious about themselves and their surroundings. Early learning was primarily informal, 

trial and error before education became formalized. Informal education can therefore be 

construed as a predecessor to formal education as most learning depended on observation and 

experience before introduction of formal schooling. This formed part of the indigenous 

epistemologies in various African contexts, “…as a way of acquiring lifelong learning” 

(Omolewa, 2007:594). The African cosmological worldview informed communities of ways 

to raise their young. Within the African settings, informal learning took various forms among 

various Sotho communities, such as in Lesotho, ‘thakaneng’ (Sesotho for); a peer learning 

forum where youth used to share ideas and instruct one another. There were also semi-formal 

settings according to the following groupings: 

 

 The Bogwera (initiation school for boys) and bojale (initiation school for girls) in 

Botswana, 

 Pedi – byale 

 South Sotho – bale 

 Venda –vhusha and domba 

 

The Bantu groupings seem to initiate their youth in different ways, for instance the girls 

are initiated individually. Youth received guidance about adulthood and responsible behavior 

of being adults (Lesedi, Hoque and Ntuli-Ngcobo, 2011; Mosothwane; Nkomazana, 2008). 

Central to these ceremonies was the inculcation of the tribal norms and values (Pilane, 2002). 

These types of informal teaching and learning provide for traditional or indigenous education 

perspectives. Perspectives on education generally are historical and change over time as the 

sense and forms of teaching and learning change. Since the beginnings of open distance 

learning, perspectives of teaching and learning have changed to accommodate current 

demands. Although this change brings along many opportunities, there are equally many 

challenges. One of the most serious challenges that contradicts the ODL mandate is lack of 

accessibility of learning based on learner lack of relevant competencies and inadequate 

resources. 

 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Perspectives on ODL: Teaching and Learning Through Ubuntu 83 

Convergence of ODL and Ubuntu Indigenous Epistemologies 
 

Ubuntu pedagogy and andragogy teach through the oral tradition of encouraging  

the learners to listen, debate what is learned in groups or with the facilitator of informal 

learning and then engaging each learner is required to internalize the content and meditate 

how learning makes meaning in their own life. This we find in the Sesotho use of  

‘lilotho’, (riddles) ‘litsomo’, (tales) ‘lipale’ (stories) and paremiography (Mokitimi, 1997). 

The philosophy of development for Basotho is contained in their proverbs as fountains of 

wisdom (Seema, 2012). The essence of Ubuntu teaching is to inculcate lifelong learning 

through use of the indigenous knowledge systems as bench marks for creativity and co-

peration (Peavy, 2000). Basotho teach their young ones pedagogically through the value of 

respect for others, especially the elderly. Adults are taught andragogically by promoting 

values of heutagogy; a form of self-determination (Blaschke, 2012), that is, the meaning of 

work and a work ethic which promotes the communal spirit and communal working spaces 

for productivity and sustainability.  

Major interdisciplinary theoretical frameworks found in moral philosophy, psychology, 

and educational research, emphasize promotion of moral development and character 

formation (Han. 2014). Moral education spans centuries of research as exemplified by 

Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics emphasizing personal morality. The essence of Ubuntu is an 

ethic towards humanity; moral thought conceptualized by Metz and Gaie (2010:273) as 

‘Afro-communitarianism’ which extends Aristotle’s personal morality. In most African 

settings, especially Sub-Saharan Africa, solitary activities are perceived negatively as 

opposed to communal ones. For example, people eat meals together, work together, sleep 

together and rest together. Activities that are harmful to others are also seen as amoral. Based 

on the ethos of Ubuntu – motho ke motho ka batho (A person is a person through other 

persons), indigenous epistemologies also promote morality as a value which must be 

embraced by all (Metz and Gaie, 2010).  

In ODL, morality can go a long way as it can promote a sense of responsibility, social 

justice and fairness (Marovah, 2013). Better understanding of these knowledge systems can 

allow incorporation into the ODL systems and harmonization with formal teaching and 

learning (Mapesela, 2004). “Universal and culture-specific” notions of morality were found to 

yield “shared associations with justice and welfare concerns” by Vauclair, Wilson and Fischer 

(2014:55). This moral universalism in education emerges from communities of practice which 

specify moral actions within the education sector. According to Letseka (2013:351), “Ubuntu 

– inclined communities and families are pivotal to the development of personhood.” Families 

lay foundations for human development, communities fortify teaching and learning from 

families. This is where morality’s fountain results into an oasis of moral principles to be 

embraced by individuals and communities within informal learning as an arm of ODL.  

Morality in ODL should be perceived from the framework of cross-cultural moralities 

forming multiple moralities of learners globally (Qureshi, 2014). In this chapter, morality is 

viewed within the rubric of moral acts in relation to the teaching and learning of adults. 

Morality, while premised on Ubuntu in ODL, transcends what I refer to as “academic 

morality,” that is, moral responsibility in relation to the processes of teaching and learning. 

Sometimes academic immorality is referred to as lack of academic integrity. Academic 

immorality entails any acts of academic dishonesty which may be performed either by 

learners or facilitators of learning. Usually facilitators could sometimes break the moral code 
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in relation to plagiarism; maintenance of academic standards; lack of honesty and rigor in 

research and academic publishing as well as unethical relationships with learners. Learner 

academic immorality borders along the same lines, but mainly has to do with plagiarism and 

buying marks or promotions to higher levels undeservedly. The worst emerging trend is 

buying certificates when one does not qualify to claim certain titles or rights tied to the 

acclaimed qualifications. There have been incidents of high profile political officials from 

different sections of the South African society who claimed to have qualifications from metric 

to doctoral degrees when in fact they did not. For years, they enjoyed rights and privileges 

that come with such titles while under the guise of being qualified. Exposure of these 

incidents calls for both legal and ethical considerations. These ethical concerns are global and 

should become a concern for every learner and facilitator of learning in ODL.  

Most ODL learners are adults who may be holding positions of responsibility and power 

in various sections in their countries. This has implications for their involvement in processes 

of teaching and learning. African philosophical thinkers recuperate moral lessons and review 

them for contemporary learners. Dolamo (2013), views Ubuntu as the heart of African ethics 

as it is about human integrity and dignity. Metz (2011) elevates Ubuntu as a moral theory. 

Letseka (2013) extensively draws lessons from Basotho Indigenous Education and highlights 

dispositions that encourage understanding personhood and humaneness. Letseka’s arguments 

provide the nexus between ODL and Ubuntu indigenous epistemologies and highlight the 

non-formal nature of Basotho indigenous education. The implications are that less monitoring 

occurs in ODL and learners are exposed to dealing with learning the way they see fit. There is 

however, fear that some learners might actually not be writing their own assignments but let 

others write them on their behalf. Sometimes there could be reproduction of earlier work of 

former students, many a times without even bothering to understand the content. The Ubuntu 

indigenous epistemologies on the other hand encourage transparent and honest practice in 

anything any one does. Lee, Padilla-Walker and Nelson (2015) encourage a person-centered 

approach to moral motivations and development of a moral identity. The idea of a person-

centered approach is to appeal to the individual to reflect on the consequences of their actions, 

especially when they work alone, unsupervised. ODL learners could look towards Ubuntu 

morality for support and encouragement so as to retain their integrity and avoid unnecessary 

punishment.  

 

 

Harmonizing Ubuntu for Social Connectedness as ‘a Theory of Right Action’ 
 

Harmonization of Ubuntu for social connectedness is the sine qua non of education; 

driven by African renaissance. ODL teaching and learning is fertile ground for novel ideas. 

While teaching and learning in ODL may have been based on positivist approaches and 

philosophies of education such as positivism, post positivism and empiricism, the intension in 

this chapter is not to discard these philosophies wholesale. The idea is to scaffold onto 

postmodernism and African philosophies in education emphasizing social constructivism and 

Ubuntugogy. 

Social connectedness is a prerequisite for social constructivism for promotion of 

successful learning in ODL (Kohli, Hank and Künemund, 2009). The emergence of “Social 

Awareness (SA) Systems promotes people’s sense of social connectedness” in general but 

also in ODL in particular (Visser, Vastenburg and Keyson, 2011: 129). The philosophy of 
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Ubuntu embraces social connectedness premised on ‘need’, the need to belong, be supported 

and to provide reciprocal support (Mellor, et al., 2008). Social connectedness, itself a need, 

enhances interpersonal behavior, whereby needs can be satisfied reciprocally (Townsend and 

McWhirter, 2005). In contexts where Ubuntu is practiced and embraced; social connectedness 

needs of individuals and communities are answered through sharing, synergy and multi-

pronged approaches to satisfying the needs of individuals as well as those of communities. In 

the context of ODL, social connectedness can be leveraged to online learning to open up 

multiple communication avenues and enhance learning (Slagter van Tryon and Bishop, 2009). 

Meanings that are socially constructed may promote better understating of the ODL material. 

Social construction should then be the essence of ODL. 

Ubuntugogy as a theory of right action harmonizes African philosophies of education  

and Euro-western ones. The drive of Ubuntugogy is to glean the good, the relevant and the 

required from the African ways of educating society and link with the emerging ways based 

on information technology. Ubuntugogy is an African educational paradigm emerging from 

the postmodern approach to education. This system of education embraces and combines the 

classical African education with 21st century systems as suggested by van der Walt (2010) as 

an improvement of the original idea by Bangura (2005). Ubuntugogy becomes the theory of 

the right action as its efforts are directed towards the humane education of ODL learners 

based on the virtues of Ubuntu (Marovah, 2013). The right action is right as long as it 

respects the rights of an ODL learner as well as the rights of the facilitator of learning. Right 

action in Ubuntu is perceived as a moral act (Letseka, 2014) in educating for Ubuntu 

(Letseka, 2013). Since in ODL there is less contact with learners, the right act promotes social 

connectedness whereby the learner senses the facilitator through the learning material. Social 

connectedness promotes global linkages, and by extension global trends in ODL. 

 

 

GLOBAL TRENDS IN ODL 
 

ODL is gaining importance even in conventional education due to developments in 

technology and the ubiquity of the internet. In many parts of the world, internet and web-

based education are being incorporated into university teaching and learning in order to cater 

for ODL learners or those in mixed mode. The advent of open, distance, and e-learning 

(ODeL), brings about a paradigm shift to and a welcome advancement in ODL (Nyerere, 

Gravenir and Mse, 2012). With ODeL becoming widespread among learners, the massive 

open online courses (MOOCs) and open educational resources (OER) are equally gaining 

momentum (Gaskell and Mills, 2014). The prophecy of Mills (1999) of The Convergence of 

Distance and Conventional Education is becoming a reality in the 21st century. On the other 

hand, providers of distance learning are mushrooming at an alarming rate, perhaps due to 

availability of web-based modes of teaching and learning.  

The web-based teaching and learning for ODL is a developing field. According to 

McKimm, Jollie and Cantillon (2003:870) “Web based learning is often called online learning 

or e-learning.” One of the emerging modes of learning most relevant to both conventional and 

distance teaching and learning is blended learning. Study by Martínez-Caro and Campuzano-

Bolarín (2011:473) shows that “student satisfaction is greater in blended courses than in face-

to-face courses.” Blended learning posits itself as a new epistemology of teaching and 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Maximus Monaheng Sefotho 86 

learning that engages both contact and web-based learning. The learner is in the forefront of 

his/her learning in blended learning. This resonates well with heutagogy where a learner is 

seen as self-determined in blended learning for co-construction of knowledge (De George-

Walker and Keeffe, 2010). The e-learning mode compensates for contexts where contact 

sessions are not the only feasible ways of learning, but that learning can still take place even 

electronically. Hughes (2007) provides examples of effective learner support and visible tutor 

monitoring in e-learning environments. This is a postmodern way of teaching and learning 

using among others, meeting spaces such as cisco webex, moodle (Lopes, 2011) and many 

others exponentially being developed, where students can meet virtually for discussions and 

peer support (Martinho and Jorge, 2012).  

Central to blended learning is digital curation which addresses the call to a constructivist 

way of learning within the ambit of ODL. Digital curation allows learners to collect, 

document digitally store information to be used for the future in systematized ways. Antonio, 

Martin and Stagg, (2012), advise that digital curation allows learners to “locate, evaluate and 

organize web content into manageable, shareable collections.” Cloud-based e-learning also 

forms a powerful technological innovation that allows learners storage and access of learning 

material virtually (Gohari, 2013). This way, students become pro-active learners and 

constructors of knowledge. Digital curation has optimal potential for ODL students in 

generating information that can address contextualized learning needs.  

Although this information boom seems to have the potential to help facilitators and 

learners alike, Cook et al. (2010) warn that due to its diversity, web-based learning should not 

be treated as a single entity. Furthermore, Torrisi-Steele and Drew (2013) warn of the dearth 

of literature to support the use of blended learning in institutions of higher learning. As a new 

field, it has to be used cautiously so that it can benefit ODL learners as they need more 

learning support by virtue of being isolated. These ODL trends are growing at an alarming 

rate, implying that both ODL learners and facilitators have to be on top of their game. A 

fundamental need to answer for researchers, scholars and ODL curriculum developers is if the 

convergence of conventional education and ODL will continue seeing paper-based learning or 

whether the paradigm is shifting entirely to a paperless ODL system? 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Perspectives in ODL rest on the three generations which developed from correspondence 

learning to the ubiquitous computer-based learning. The transition from paper-based teaching 

and learning in ODL lends itself to vast technological developments which saw changes from 

printed material to audio-visual onto the now emerging paperless teaching and learning 

contexts. The nexus between ODL and Ubuntu promotes supportive learning environments 

both for the learners and the facilitators of teaching and learning, as well as dissemination of 

knowledge. Some Afrocentric epistemologies seem poised to contribute to the merging of 

conventional teaching and learning contexts and the vastly growing technology based modes 

of learning. Blended learning appears to be the preferable mode, especially as conventional 

teaching and learning seem to be left with no option but to embrace blended approaches to 

learning. The central tenet of blended learning, which digital curation brings about has the 
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potential for ODL learners to become co-constructors of knowledge, instead of only receivers 

of information. This appears to be the future of ODL in the 21st century. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

The 21st century imperatives have far reaching implications for the dominant ODL 

assessment theory and practice. With this in mind, we advocate for a broader and 

culturally inclusive understanding of ODL student assessment. Among others, our thesis 

is that Western (dominant) ways of assessment are insufficient and should be informed 

and guided by the Ubuntu principles and humanizing pedagogy. This chapter calls on 

ODL institutions to move away from one-size-fits-all paradigms and instead focus on 

humane approaches. In doing so, we borrow from the works of Paulo Freire, Pierre 

Bourdieu and Antonio Gramsci and the philosophy of Ubuntu. In this chapter, we 

critically reflect on the assessment approaches, present assessment as a cultural discourse, 

argue Ubuntu as a humanizing pedagogy, and propose a rethinking of ODL assessment 

practices assessment practices through Ubuntu framework and humanizing pedagogy. 

 

Keywords: assessment, ODL, humanizing pedagogy, Ubuntu 

 

 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
 

It is probably best to start this chapter with Kenyan Novelist Ngugi Wa Thiongo’s 

famous quote “since culture does not just reflect the world in images but actually, through 

those very images, conditions the colonial child to see that world in a certain way, the 

colonial child was made to see the world and where he stands in it as seen and defined by or 
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reflected in the culture of the language of imposition.” In his famous work Decolonizing the 

Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature (1994), Ngugi Wa Thiongo writes that 

“the present predicaments of Africa are often not a matter of personal choice: they arise from 

a historical situation. He further argues that “their solutions are not so much a matter of 

personal decision as that of a fundamental social transformation of the structures of our 

societies starting with a real break with imperialism and its internal ruling allies.” As he aptly 

puts it, “imperialism and its comprador alliances in Africa can never develop the continent.” 

This sentiment succinctly defines the central argument made here. While Western culture (in 

terms of perspectives and practices) continues to underpin student assessment practices, in 

this chapter, we problematize student assessment practices as both policy and cultural 

imperative. Hence, “prescription of the correct cure is dependent on a rigorous analysis of the 

reality” (Ngugi Wa Thiongo 1994) in decolonizing the (Westernized) education, more 

specifically the dominant assessment theory and practice. This notion is also endorsed by 

Creary (2012:2). His emphasis is that “decolonizing the mind is thus the dual task of first, 

placing African discourses at the center of scholarship on Africa; and second, of dislocating 

African humanity from this human-inhuman binary.” 

Flowing from above, culture, both as a social construct and habitus plays a fundamental 

role in student assessment. A significant number of assessment advocates view culture, as an 

integral component of the teaching and learning process. It is critical to mention that 

assessment is used to provide feedback to inform tutoring and learning and to improve the 

curriculum in higher education, more specifically in the ODL context. Perhaps, it is pertinent 

to point out that effective assessment practices are responsive to the strengths, needs, and are 

clearly articulated by the learning destinations of the diverse students – assessment qualifies 

to be seen as a bridge between teaching and learning. Yet, the dominant ODL assessment 

practices, in our opinion, have three fundamental blind spots – they (a) remain trapped in 

Western hegemony, (b) lack the attributes of cultural hybridization and (3) do not embrace 

the principles of humane approaches and perpetuate dehumanizing pedagogy. Our thesis is 

that basing ODL assessment practices on one set of values, namely the dehumanizing 

pedagogy, in culturally diverse settings usually results in what Antonio Gramsci (1971) calls 

“cultural hegemony.” Central to this chapter rests the assumption that no set of pedagogical 

principles can claim to be the final or complete word on assessment in ODL. As Salazar 

(2013:124) writes, “a humanizing pedagogy is crucial for both teacher and student success 

and critical for the academic and social resiliency of students.”  

Against this backdrop, it is obvious that complexity and the fluid nature of the culturally 

diverse learning environments of the 21st century call on ODL institutions to move away from 

one-size-fits-all paradigms and instead focus on humane approaches such a humanizing 

pedagogy. In doing so, we argue that effective assessment practices in an ODL setting should 

be fluid and adaptive to diverse cultures. At a philosophical level, the 21st century culturally 

diverse assessment practices of ODL are consistent with notions of cultural hybridization  

and humanizing (Ubuntu) pedagogy. To be culturally diverse, is to shift assessment styles  

to be more responsive to the life experiences of the other ethnic groups instead of the  

other ethnicities conforming to the practitioners’ experiences. Given that UNISA student 

population comprises diverse students (from South Africa, the African continent and the rest 

of the world), there is need to invoke the pedagogical principles of Ubuntu in UNISA’s ODL 

assessment practices. Ubuntu-oriented pedagogy has a prominent role to play in ODL student 

assessment – it provides a gateway for African ideas and values. For this reason, we shall 
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argue that Western (dominant) ways of assessment are insufficient and should be informed 

and guided by Ubuntu principles.  

The African way of thinking can be valuable in making assessment processes more 

accessible to people operating in an African context. In our view, the effective assessment 

practices will be best served where Ubuntu principles support the process of assessment. 

Drawing on the dominant assessment theory and practice, the works of Paulo Freire, Pierre 

Bourdieu and Antonio Gramsci and the philosophy of Ubuntu, this chapter: (1) Reflects on 

assessment practices in ODL student assessment; (2) presents assessment as a cultural 

discourse; (3) explores the philosophical background of Ubuntu pedagogy; (4) argues Ubuntu 

as humanizing pedagogy; (5) proposes a rethinking of ODL student assessment through 

Ubuntu pedagogy.  

 

 

CRITICAL REFLECTION ON PRACTICES  

IN ODL STUDENT ASSESSMENT 
 

This section critically reflects on the dominant assessment approaches, and explores 

approaches located in critical pedagogy that might be considered to shift away from a 

hegemonic or dominant discourse of assessment that perceives the role of students as passive 

recipients. For us, the dominant ODL assessment practice carries the stamp of Western 

hegemony. While Boud (2007) concluded that “the dominant discourse of assessment 

constructs learners as passive subjects,” we are of the opinion that the 21st century assessment 

practices should move away from models and frameworks that perpetuate a ‘banking concept 

of education’ to approaches that support modes of student voice; and encourage students and 

ODL practitioners to “understand relationships of ideology, power and culture in order to 

transform structures and practices that sustain inequalities” (Bain 2010:16). It is suggested 

that “these principles must be rooted in dialogic interactions so that the roles of teacher and 

learner are shared; and teacher and, particularly, student voices are validated” (Freire as 

quoted by Bain 2010:17). It can be argued that assessment is one of the most challenging 

issues in higher education.  

Despite the fact that there is currently a wide array of assessment approaches, at a 

fundamental level, best practices in assessment assess across the six levels of cognitive skills 

of Bloom’s Taxonomy. However, it should be noted that the current assessment practices in 

higher education seem to constrain the lifelong learning agenda. What is missing in all this is 

that the current assessment practices “do not equip students well for a lifetime of learning and 

the assessment challenges they would face in the future” (Boud and Falchikov 2006:400), 

and, most importantly, they lack vulnerable student voice. As Boud and Falchikov (2006) 

write, “assessment practices should be judged from the point of view of whether they 

effectively equip students for a lifetime of assessing their own learning. For this reason, Boud 

(2000:151) holds that best practices of assessment meet “the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of students to meet their own future learning needs.” Boud 

(2000:151) remarks that, the “purposes of assessment should be extended to include the 

preparation of students for sustainable assessment.” He argues that “if students are to become 

autonomous and interdependent learners as argued in statements of aims of higher education, 

then the relationship between student and assessor must be critically examined and the 
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limiting influences of such an exercise of power explored” (Boud 1995:43). For him, “the 

new agenda for assessment research needs to place this as a high priority”.  

In the light of the above, one plausible solution of shifting ODL assessment to dialogic 

interactions and meeting the needs of students’ future learning is to adopt Thomas Angelo's 

framework of assessment. Thomas Angelo's framework of assessment fit the lens of a 

humanizing process. Angelo’s work emphasizes assessment as a continuous, systematic 

process, the goal of which is to improve the quality of student learning. As Angelo (1995) 

writes, “the process calls for planning, discussion, consensus building, and reflection in 

addition to measuring, analyzing, and improving performance.” He argues that, as “an 

integral component of teaching and learning, assessment requires a considerable amount of 

faculty involvement, particularly at the beginning when learning goals are established, and at 

the end where the data are used to improve the curriculum”. For him, “these tasks may also 

require participation, in varying degrees depending on a program's mission, from external 

stakeholders such as employers and key alumni. Reflection is a necessary part of 

assessment—it is an essential element of each phase of the assessment process.”  

Angelo (1995) asserts that it is “through reflection that: (1) faculty, administrators, and 

key external stakeholders consider contextual and background information from multiple 

sources; (2) utilize specific data and information about their students learning experiences; 

paint a holistic picture of what's going on; and (3) ask difficult questions, and find creative 

solutions to improve learning and close the gap.” While assessment is an ongoing process 

aimed at understanding and improving student learning, in ODL context, it has evolved over 

the years. The 21st century imperatives have far reaching implications for the dominant  

ODL assessment theory and practice. Notwithstanding that assessment measures student’ 

knowledge, skills, and values, the emerging paradigm widely accepts that assessment of 

student academic achievement is fundamental to all organizations that place student learning 

at the center of their educational endeavors. For us, assessment should be used for both 

improving the quality of the student learning process (through modes of student voice) as well 

as evaluating a program’s success in meeting its educational goals.  

In keeping with the thoughts of Boud (2000,1995), Angelo (1995:11) notes that, 

“assessment is a means for focusing our collective attention, examining our assumptions, and 

creating a shared culture dedicated to continuously improving the quality of higher learning.” 

Our take is that assessment in ODL context requires making expectations and standards for 

quality explicit and public; systematically gathering evidence on how well performance 

matches those expectations and standards; analyzing and interpreting the evidence; and  

using the resulting information to document, explain, and improve performance. While 

Thomas Angelo's framework is consistent with humanizing pedagogy, we hold that it can be 

considered as one possible option that offers an additional perspective for exploring the 

alternatives to the dominant assessment practice in ODL context. Though Bourdieu and 

Passeron (1979:55–56) place vulnerability at the heart of the condition of being a student, 

vulnerable voices continue to remain a policy imperative and a philosophical problem in the 

21st century ODL assessment practices. For Batchelor (2006:790), “vulnerable voice is 

paradoxically a powerful voice, a flexible voice, an ephemeral, transient and free voice.” It is 

further argued that “its vulnerability constitutes its power, rather than being the effect of 

power.”  

Notwithstanding the fact that vulnerable student voices (students with disabilities, 

students from poor or disadvantaged backgrounds, women, and students from under-
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represented ethnic groups) “are a matter for concern in contemporary higher education” 

(Batchelor 2006:787), there seems to be a missing student voice in the dominant assessment 

practices in ODL. It is apposite to mention that best ODL practices should embrace the notion 

of student voices located in critical pedagogy as a “dialogue that transforms the object of 

student into the subject of student’ and is the fundamental gesture of a transformative 

education” (Bain 2010:17). Thomas Angelo’s six steps to continuous improvement of 

learning are rooted in dialogic interactions and have a place for vulnerable student voice and 

embrace reflective practice. Like Angelo, Bain (2010:17) is convinced that “student voice 

covers a range of activities that encourage reflection, discussion, dialogue and action on 

matters that primarily concern students, and also, by implication, concern teachers and the 

communities they serve.” He further emphasizes that a “dialogic approach provides the most 

promising ground for approaches to student voice in assessment.”  

We conclude, therefore, that the systematic and formal assessment of student learning 

should provide the evidence to support and guide excellence in teaching, curriculum 

development, and achievement of program goals. The process of seeking, evaluating, 

reflecting upon data, and making changes should foster continuous improvement of student 

academic learning and achievement. Angelo’s work, as a humanizing process, ensures the 

alignment between goals and teaching methods and guides in modifying assessments.  

Most importantly, it does not marginalize vulnerable student voices, but encourages  

dialogic interactions. While there is a growing public dissatisfaction with the quality of ODL 

graduates, Angelo’s six steps to continuous improvement of learning have the potential  

to give ODL assessment practitioners an account of how they know what (or if) students  

are learning - Learning Goals, Objectives and Traits are the product of reflection on the  

skills, attitudes, and knowledge. In short, Angelo’s work can be said to be consistent with 

reflective practice – student learning outcomes/course objectives are the knowledge, skills, 

attitudes, and values that students gain from a learning experience; and student learning 

outcomes/course objectives define what students know, are able to do, and value by the end 

of a learning experience. Hence, reflective practice is a necessary part of assessment — it is 

an essential element of each phase of the assessment process. 

 

 

ASSESSMENT AS CULTURAL DISCOURSE 
 

We bring into being this section by accepting Biesta and Osberg’s (2010:1) view that 

“one discourse surrounding education is that of control, and many policy makers and 

politicians continue to express a desire for making education into a perfectly controllable and 

perfectly predictable technology.” In spite of the complex, recursive, and non-linear character 

of assessment processes and practices, there is a significant amount of order and regularity in 

ODL assessment. More importantly, assessment, as power relations construct, is a “value-

laden activity surrounded by discourses about academic standards, preparing students for 

employment, measuring quality and providing incentives” (Boud and Falchikov (2007). The 

concept of “discourse” has been around for at least a century, and has become increasingly 

popular in a wide range of social science disciplines. To put it in a polemical way, the concept 

“discourse” is used in various ways across the social sciences – it is multidimensional and 

multi-layered, broadly perceived and has numerous definitions.  
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Sociologists and philosophers tend to use the term discourse to describe the conversations 

and the meaning behind them by a group of people who hold certain ideas in common. The 

concept discourse originates from Latin “discursus”, meaning “running to and from,” and 

generally refers to "written or spoken communication." In the simplest sense, discourse is 

conversation or information. For Michel Foucault (1972), it is “through discourse (through 

knowledge) that we are created; and that discourse joins power and knowledge, and its power 

follows from our casual acceptance of the "reality with which we are presented.” He argues 

that discourses also have “a strong impact at the individual level: individuals "as subjects" are 

discursively constructed and constituted.” Foucault stresses that, the notion of discourse 

describes a “certain kind of practice that is to be conceived as a collective—rather than an 

individual—reality.” 

Interestingly, discourse, as both a social and power relations construct, is created and 

perpetuated by those who have the power and means of communication. For example, those 

who are in control decide who we are by deciding what we discuss. Foucault (1972) holds 

that “truth, morality, and meaning are created through discourse.” For him “in every society 

the production of discourse is at once controlled, selected, organized and redistributed 

according to a certain number of procedures, whose role is ‘to avert its powers and its 

dangers, to cope with chance events, to evade its ponderous, awesome materiality.” Weedon 

(1997:105) asserts that discourses, in Foucault’s work, are “ways of constituting knowledge, 

together with the social practices, forms of subjectivity and power relations.” As Foucault 

(1972) points out, a discourse is “a group of statements which provide a language for talking 

about – a way of representing the knowledge about – a particular topic at a particular 

historical moment.” For him, “discourse is about the production of knowledge through 

language. But… since all social practices entail meaning, and meanings shape and influence 

what we do – our conduct – all practices have a discursive aspect.” 

Having identified discourse attributes, we should point out here that the current ODL 

assessment practice is compatible with Foucauldian discourse. Outstandingly, Western 

hegemony and colonialist bourgeoisie continue to guide and inform the discourse on 

dominant ODL assessment. Perhaps, it is worth mentioning that dominant ODL assessment 

practice, as a linguistic construct, perpetuates a Western domination. Accordingly, at 

philosophical level, dominant ODL assessment qualifies as a tool for social reproduction. 

Among others, it fits Bourdieu’s symbolic violence and social reproduction, and is consistent 

with the attributes of exploitative character of a clean capitalism. As Bourdieu and Passeron 

(1977) observe, “social reproduction is the imposition of ‘symbolic violence’ by the dominant 

class on the dominated class.” They further claim that “symbolic violence occurs in that 

pedagogic action through which the culture and values of the dominant class are legitimated 

as the objective culture and values of the society, so that they are not seen or noticed at all as 

culture and values that support and sustain the dominant class.”  

This notion of symbolic violence is also supported by Frantz Fanon. In his work The 

Wretched of the Earth, Fanon (2004:5) asserts that “violence which governed the ordering of 

the colonial world, which tirelessly punctuated the destruction of the indigenous social fabric, 

and demolished unchecked the systems of reference of the country’s economy, lifestyle, and 

modes of dress, this same violence will be vindicated and appropriated when taking history 

into their own hands, the colonized swarm into the forbidden cities.” It is remarkable that the 

dominant ODL assessment discourse reflects the imposition by one class (the capitalists or a 

dominant group) of its values on another (the students or the dominated group). Put in a 
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nutshell, our thesis amounts to this: a dominant ODL assessment practice has symbolic 

violence attributes. As a power structure, social and cultural capital, stress the “invisible 

hand” of the dominant class behind the capitalization process. In particular, dominant ODL 

assessment practices, as a concept of capital at the level of the capitalist economy, constitute a 

social relation of exploitation and domination. Perhaps a more intelligible phrase would be: 

like cultural capital, dominant ODL assessment practices can be internalized/ incorporated, 

objectified or institutionalized. It can be incorporated as durable qualities of an individual 

such as knowledge or skills. Hence, we aver that dominant ODL assessment practices as 

purposive act of the dominated are appropriated for the purposes of production. 

Through the power of consent, hegemony finds its way towards obtaining the 

spontaneous collaboration of the individuals, in order to uphold the political status quo in the 

long term. By hegemony, Gramsci (1971) meant the permeation throughout society of an 

entire system of values, attitudes, beliefs and morality that has the effect of supporting the 

status quo in power relations. This brings us to a view that the dominant ODL assessment 

practices, as cultural discourse, have a symbiotic relationship with the dehumanization of 

education and Africanization in tuition (teaching and assessment). At UNISA, Africanization 

of tuition comes with a list of mandatory ‘reorientations’ closely in line with Thabo  

Mbeki's version of the African renaissance. However, there is a strong call to Africanize  

the curriculum at higher education institutions in South Africa; and the need for an African 

approach to internationalization in higher education. Nevertheless, the current rhetoric  

of Africanization supposedly refers back to pan-African or national-liberationist ideals. 

Notwithstanding the extensive legislative developments and other policy initiatives aimed at 

transforming higher education, South Africa’s higher education institutions continue in large 

measure to reflect their apartheid past. Although the policies may have achieved structural 

and governance reform, higher education curriculum reflects a ‘factory’ or ‘Fordism’ model 

of education which denies students the chance of an individual education tailored to meet 

their needs. The factory model is an early twentieth-century phenomenon, coexistent with the 

rise of progressive education but not an essential characteristic of it. It is underpinned by  

the “assembly line” principles. Literature indicates that the higher education industry is 

consciously modeled after an effective machine. It is a teaching machine; uses scientific 

methods to measure, test, and sort students; and prepares students for their prescribed place in 

the society. 

To end this section, Africanization does not necessarily mean excluding all other forms of 

knowledge. It calls for processes by which Africans have a greater role in designing curricula, 

generating knowledge and ensuring that the outputs of intellectual endeavor are best tailored 

to meet the needs and expectations of the local context while remaining competitive 

internationally. It is about developing institutions primarily of and for the local African 

context. We end this section by claiming that higher education institutions will only be 

‘transformed’ if their intellectual discourse is fundamentally shaped by Africa and principles 

of humanizing pedagogy. For us, the transformation of higher education is not simply a 

matter of structural and governance reform, but it has to also ensure that education reflects 

African ownership and participation.  
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UBUNTU AS A HUMANIZING PEDAGOGY 
 

The concepts Ubuntu and humaneness have a symbiotic relationship. At a  

philosophical level, both imply the essence of being human; and stress human  

obligations towards others and their relationships. Notably, both concepts carry the  

attributes of beneficence, benevolence, benignity, compassion, good-heartedness, humanity, 

kindheartedness, kindliness, kindness, softheartedness, tenderheartedness, tenderness, virtue, 

warm-heartedness. It is noteworthy to mention that “Ubuntu embellishes cultural beliefs and 

values and is the essence of being human”; and it “comes in many guises in many cultures” 

(Jolley, 2011). Jolley (2011: 18) emphasizes that Ubuntu ignores “cultural barriers and goes 

beyond cultural beliefs and values, and is within the heart.” In his work Education for Critical 

Consciousness (2005a), Paulo Freire (2005a) observes that “to be human is to engage in 

relationships with others and with the world. It is to experience that world as an objective 

reality, independent of oneself, capable of being known” (p. 3). He further argues that 

“animals, submerged within reality, cannot relate to it; they are creatures of mere contacts.”  

From an axiological perspective, developing critical consciousness, as an inescapable 

concern, is to humanize the world. For us, to teach Ubuntu or humaneness is to promote 

humanism. This is also supported by Archbishop Desmond Tutu. As he aptly put it, Ubuntu is 

a belief that "a person is a person through other persons, that my humanity is caught up, 

bound up, inextricably, with yours. When I dehumanize you, I inexorably dehumanize 

myself" (Tutu, 2008). For Freire (2005b:44), the “concern for humanization leads at once to 

the recognition of dehumanization, not only as an ontological possibility but as an historical 

reality.” As Fanon (2004) writes, “colonialism dehumanizes the native, or to speak plainly 

turns him into an animal… [The native] knows that he is not an animal, and it is precisely at 

the moment he realizes his humanity, that he begins to sharpen the weapons with which he 

will secure its victory.” He further argues that “the native is dehumanized and thus he is 

anxious, insecure, devalued, abandoned, hypersensitive and feels worthless.” Notwithstanding 

the fact that colonialism, a system of domination held together by violence, dehumanizes the 

colonized, demanding its reversal, humanizing pedagogy becomes apposite in the discourses 

of decolonization and dehumanization of education.  

It is essential to mention that “humanizing pedagogy” (also known as a process of 

conscientizacão) is broadly perceived. Notwithstanding the fact that humanizing pedagogy 

has many faces and histories, there is a growing interest in a critical agenda within higher 

education. Given its complex and fluid nature, the concept of “humanizing pedagogy” 

remains contested at the levels of theory, definition and praxis. However, humanization, as a 

social construct, is both a philosophical problem and a policy imperative – it is central to the 

discourses of decolonization and dehumanization of education (from schools to institutions of 

higher education, as principal Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs). Perhaps, it is noteworthy 

to indicate that humanizing pedagogy advocates a continual critique and disruption of existing 

ideologies and structures; and strives towards social improvement and an eradication of the 

social inequalities that prevail in the oppressed societies. Hence, humanization is the 

“ontological vocation of man” (Salazar, 2013:125) and sustains the epistemological and 

ontological modes of student voice. 

From a historical point of view, humanizing pedagogy was first enunciated by Paulo 

Freire, the most prolific and polyphonic voice of twentieth century philosophy on critical 
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pedagogy. In his work Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire (1993) presents humanizing 

pedagogy as a philosophical approach that fosters critical, dialogue and liberatory practices. 

Among others, he makes a call to counter hegemonic education and dehumanizing 

pedagogies. As Freire (1993:51) writes, humanizing pedagogy is “a teaching method  

that ceases to be an instrument by which teachers can manipulate students, but rather 

expresses the consciousness of the students themselves.” For this reason, he contends that 

“teachers who are able to promote a humanizing pedagogy are more apt to develop mutual 

humanization in a dialogic approach with their students in which everyone ultimately 

develops a critical consciousness” (Freire, 1993: 56). Freire (1993:43) asserts that “concern 

for humanization leads at once to the recognition of dehumanization, not only as an 

ontological possibility, but also as a historical reality.” 

On the one hand, as McLaren (1997:46) writes, humanizing pedagogy aims to “transform 

existing power and privilege in the service of greater social justice and human freedom.” On 

the other hand, for most scholars (Renner et al. 2011; Salazar and Fránquiz, 2008; Price and 

Osborne, 2000; Bartolomé, 2010a, 2010b,1996, 1994; Ladson-Billings, 1995), humanizing 

pedagogy aims to “develop the whole person (in contrast to only developing their 

knowledge/skills in one particular discipline), and their awareness of self in relation to others 

and context; recognizes the importance of, “the students’ background and knowledge, culture 

and life experiences and creates learning contexts where power is shared by students and 

teachers” (Bartolomé, 1996: 174). In the same vein, Wood (2012:832) observes that “a 

humanizing pedagogy informs us that we can learn from those we may deem to be inferior 

and furthers the wellness of all human beings, rather than only transferring academic 

knowledge.” 

As Bartolomé (1996:173) observes, “humanizing pedagogy respects and uses the reality, 

history, and perspectives of students as an integral part of educational practice.” In addition, 

humanizing pedagogy “creates learning contexts where power is shared by students and 

teachers.” For Bartolomé (2010a, 2010b,1996, 1994), the concept of dehumanizing pedagogy 

involves the “deficit approaches in teaching that result in discriminatory practices that strip 

students of the cultural, linguistic, and familial aspects that make them unique, self-possessed 

individuals.” Similarly, Freire (1993) emphasizes that “there is no learning or humanization 

without the act of mutual dialogue. Yet for dialogue to be transformative it needs to be carried 

out in relations of love, mutual respect, and trust.” Freire (1993) was profoundly convinced 

that “if the capacity to dialogue offers an alternative to the “banking concept” of education, it 

does so because it no longer reduces the oppressed human being to the status of a thing or 

object.” Hence, a “humanizing pedagogy expresses the consciousness of the students”  

(Freire, 1993). 

 

 

RETHINKING ODL ASSESSMENT PRACTICES THROUGH  

UBUNTU FRAMEWORK AND HUMANIZING PEDAGOGY 
 

Perhaps it is apt to commence this section by indicating that the work Paulo Freire is not 

alien to the field of ODL assessment practices. Freire continues to stand as the intellectual 

giant in the field of humanizing pedagogy. Accordingly, a humanizing pedagogy “gives the 

oppressed access to their consciousness and gives voice to their consciousness” (Alexander 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Victor Pitsoe and Matsephe M. Letseka 102 

2002:112). Notwithstanding pockets of excellence in ODL assessment theory and practice, 

with the increase of culturally diverse student population and Information Communication 

Technologies (ICTs) in higher education there is tangible evidence that assessment of 

learning in ODL in the 21st century is facing an uphill battle – it lacks Freirean attributes. For 

this reason, humanizing pedagogy is crucial for both ODL practitioner and student success. 

Among others, in the 21st century, ODL assessment theory and practice is complex and 

chaotic – it is caught in a theoretical impasse. Hence, the state of dehumanization in dominant 

ODL assessment practices calls for counter practice of humanization in education. In coming 

to grips with the philosophy of Freire, a great deal hinges on understanding his dialogue on 

alternative ‘banking concept’ of education. Freire very explicitly and dramatically announces 

a move from dehumanizing to humanizing education. 

Implicit in the banking concept is the assumption of a dichotomy between human beings 

and the world: a person is merely in the world, not with the world or with others; the 

individual is spectator, not re-creator (Freire, 1993). At the heart of this paper is the 

assumption that education is the practice of freedom - as opposed to education as the practice 

of domination. According to Freire (1993), “liberating education consists in acts of cognition, 

not transferals of information. It is a learning situation in which the cognizable object (far 

from being the end of the cognitive act) intermediates the cognitive actors - teacher on the one 

hand and students on the other.” Accordingly, the practice of problem-posing education 

entails at the outset that the teacher-student contradiction be resolved. Dialogical relations - 

indispensable to the capacity of cognitive actors to cooperate in perceiving the same 

cognizable object - are otherwise impossible (Freire, 1993). Thus, we argue that the 

contemporary banking approach to ODL assessment practices, for example, will never 

propose to students that they critically consider reality. In the banking approach, reality is 

seen as motionless, static, compartmentalized, and predictable. Also, in the ‘banking’ concept 

of education, knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who consider themselves knowledgeable 

upon those whom they consider to know nothing (Freire, 1993). The students, alienated like 

the slave in the Hegelian dialectic, accept their ignorance as justifying the teacher's existence 

- but, unlike the slave, they never discover that they educate the teacher. For this reason we 

hold that ODL assessment practices should begin with the solution of the student 

contradiction, by reconciling the poles of the contradiction so that both are simultaneously 

ODL practitioners and students. 

Against this backdrop, in ODL context, a significant number of students continue to 

experience the full range of cultural domination by the hegemonic dominant assessment 

approach – assessment instruments/tools fit the lens of ISA, a term developed by the Louis 

Althusser, French Marxist philosopher, to symbolize institutions such as education, the 

churches, family, media, trade unions, and law, which were formally outside state control but 

which served to transmit the values of the state, to interpellate those individuals affected by 

them, and to maintain order in a society. Althusser (1989) notes that “what the bourgeoisie 

has installed as its number-one, i.e., as its dominant ISA, is the educational apparatus, which 

has in fact replaced in its functions the previously dominant ISA, the Church.” Humanizing 

pedagogy is rooted in critical pedagogy. It is an undeniable fact that humanizing pedagogy is 

consistent with the “right” teaching strategies; and values students’ (and teachers’) 

background knowledge, culture, and lived experiences. Among others, humanizing pedagogy 

is compatible with the emergent framework – it negates the ‘banking’ concept of education. 

In summary, with the growing influence of postmodernism and post structuralism, there is a 
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need for a revolutionary shift in assessment practice in terms of theory and practice. Among 

others, ODL assessment should be coined in such a way that it meets the needs of culturally 

diverse students. One plausible solution is to rethink ODL assessment practices through 

humanizing pedagogy and Ubuntu lenses. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

In this chapter we have attempted to explore the fact that due to the complex and the fluid 

nature of the culturally diverse learning environments of the 21st century, ODL institutions 

need to move away from one-size-fits-all paradigms and instead focus on humane approaches 

such a humanizing pedagogy. In doing so, we argued that effective assessment practices in an 

ODL setting should be fluid and adaptive to diverse cultures. In Section 2 we critically 

reflected on the dominant assessment approaches, which perceive learners as passive subjects, 

and explored approaches located in critical pedagogy that might be considered as a shift away 

from this Western influenced dominant ODL assessment practice. In section 3 we reflected on 

assessment as a cultural discourse. We argued that the current ODL assessment practice as a 

linguistic construct, perpetuates Western domination, and as such qualifies as a tool for social 

reproduction.  

In order for ODL assessment to shift away from this scenario, we proposed the adoption 

of the Africanization of the curriculum at higher education institutions in South Africa; and 

the need for an African approach to internationalization in higher education. We have 

maintained that Africanization does not necessarily mean excluding all other forms of 

knowledge, however, it calls for processes whereby Africans will have a greater role in 

designing curricula, generating knowledge and ensuring that the outputs of intellectual 

endeavor are best tailored to meet the needs and expectations of the local context while 

remaining competitive internationally. African philosophy and the concept of Ubuntu have a 

symbiotic relationship with humaneness. They all stress human obligations towards others 

and their relationships. In sections 4 and 5 we have attempted to locate the interconnection 

between Ubuntu and humanizing pedagogy which is advocated by Paulo Freire. We have 

attempted to show how the Ubuntu values can be applied in the adoption of humanizing 

pedagogy in ODL assessment practices. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

This chapter aims at understanding the techniques used in quality assuring of Open 

Distance Learning (ODL) through Ubuntu. It deals with the broad principles of Quality 

Assurance (QA) through Ubuntu; QA in ODL, purposes of QA, foundation for the QA 

System, Models of ODL(Functionalist model, Social justice model, Reflective learning 

model, Compensatory model, The humanistic model); the challenges facing ODL; and 

some strategies for QA of technology-mediated distance learning programs. Assuring 

quality through Ubuntu is to strive to be of service to people, to show respect to others 

and to be truthful and honest. QA through Ubuntu aims at encouraging students with the 

help of processes that create trust, fairness, shared understanding and dignity and 

harmony in relationships. Pillars of QA in ODL are learning to know, learning to live, 

learning to do, and learning to be. 

 

Keywords: Quality assurance, Ubuntu, Open Distance Learning, social justice, reflective 

learning, humanism, trust 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Much has been written about Quality Assurance (QA), but only limited work exists that 

has explored the assurance of quality in Open Distance Learning (ODL) through Ubuntu as a 

source of pedagogic knowledge. This chapter tries to understand the ways in which 

individuals ought to follow QA in ODL through Ubuntu. It will follow the view of Letseka 

(2013b: 338) that the culture of Ubuntu is the capability to express empathy, justice, 

reciprocity, dignity, harmony and humanity in the interests of building, sustaining and 
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strengthening the public. The English paraphrase of the expressions motho ke motho ka batho 

(in Sotho languages) and umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu (in Nguni languages) is ‘‘a human 

being is a human being because of other human beings’’. Ubuntu involves humaneness, 

personhood and morality. Therefore, Letseka (2012:48) views Ubuntu as a form of social 

interdependence that has deep roots in the community. 

Ubuntu is an African expression for a universal concept. Ubuntu is the potential for being 

human, to value the good of the community above self-centeredness. Ubuntu is to strive to be 

of service to people, to show respect to others and to be truthful and honest. Ubuntu is an 

integral part of the eco-systems that lead to a communal responsibility to sustain life. Ubuntu 

shares natural resources on a principle of equity among and amongst generations. QA through 

Ubuntu needs to be fair and show concern for all. Ubuntu is a collective term for respect for 

human dignity. It refers to people and is one of those features that one will be aware of when 

one experiences it (Chaplin 2006). It is the capacity in African culture to express compassion, 

reciprocity, dignity, harmony and humanity in the interests of building and maintaining 

community with justice and mutual caring. Ubuntu, a Nguni word from South Africa, speaks 

to our interconnectedness, our common humanity and the responsibility to each other that 

flows from our deeply felt connection. Ubuntu is consciousness of our natural desire to affirm 

our fellow human beings and to work and act towards each other with the communal good in 

the forefront of our minds. It comprises any actions that express an individual, organizational, 

corporate or governmental commitment to communicating compassion, caring, sharing and 

responsiveness to the community as a whole (Nussbaum 2003:2). 

The core of the problem associated with QA in distance education lies in identifying 

appropriate standards that will make the assessment clear to both the QA agency and  

the distance education institutions (Stella and Gnanam 2004:154). QA strategies in  

distance learning are less consultative and more assessment driven, and rely more on  

outside assessment experts. ODL comprises a teaching and learning process that involves 

activities where the learners are at a distance from the originator of the teaching material. A 

combination of media may be used, including television, videotapes, audiotapes, video 

conferencing, audio conferencing, e-mails, telephone, fax, Internet, computer software, and 

print. Knowledge and content are available through a variety of sources, not necessarily only 

from the teacher, while course delivery can be offered anytime and anywhere. Direct 

interaction is available between teacher and student, student and student, and groups of 

students (The Institute for Higher Education Policy 1998:5). 

 

 

BROAD PRINCIPLES OF QA THROUGH UBUNTU 
 

Students can serve as a vital source for improving the design of ODL courses and the 

delivery of content through QA in the spirit of Ubuntu. The assurance of Ubuntu is that 

people will listen to and encourage others with the help of processes that create trust, fairness, 

shared understanding and dignity and harmony in relationships. 

Ubuntu awareness is about the aspiration to enable a caring, sustainable and just response 

to the community – whether that community be a company, village, city, nation or our global 

family. Because of its emphasis on our common humanity and the ethical call to embody our 

communal responsiveness in the world, Ubuntu offers an alternative way to re-create a world 
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that works for all. Simply put, individuals, businesses and countries would re-learn how to 

live together with respect, compassion, dignity and justice, and would re-organize resources 

accordingly. 

Ubuntu, applied to business and corporate responsibility, would ultimately be about 

sharing wealth and making (at the very least) basic services such as food, housing and access 

to health and education accessible and visible to all members of our global family (Nussbaum 

2003:3). Higgs and Moeketsi (2012:150) are of the view that “a person ought not to be treated 

as an object or thing which is evaluated in terms of its utility value and productive capacity – 

instead, a person’s worth ought to be vested in their personal identity; needs to become 

someone with his or her own unique identity and not merely regarded as some useful or 

productive thing; needs to have his or her dignity and uniqueness acknowledged and 

respected; requires an interpersonal relationship of love in action in order to invest his or her 

existence with personal significance; needs to be supported in the responsible expression of 

his or her freedom”. 

 

 

QUALITY ASSURANCE IN ODL 
 

QA is regarded as “a continuous method of evaluating, assessing, monitoring, 

guaranteeing, maintaining and improving the quality of ODL education system, institutions or 

programs. As a monitoring mechanism, QA centers on both accountability and improvement, 

providing information and judgment through an approved and consistent method and well 

established standards” (Mupa, Chiome, and Chabaya 2012:3). QA through Ubuntu must be 

able to help those learners who could have had access to higher education at the end of their 

secondary education (postponers), but put it off for various personal or career reasons. Those 

who have already benefited from it, and come back for a second slice of the cake (returners), 

so to speak - either to upgrade their knowledge for the purposes of a better job or simply to 

enjoy cultural improvement for their own well-being. Lastly, those who have not yet had an 

opportunity to benefit from academic learning, and who apply for or are offered another 

chance (second chancers) to do so. 

Some of these groups that have so far been underrepresented in higher education must be 

helped to achieve academically, irrespective of their conditions. Examples of such groups are 

the students from diverse social backgrounds, women with family commitments, disabled 

people, and the large numbers of youths who left compulsory schooling without qualifications 

(McIntosh and Varoglu 2005:14). According to Kefalas, Retalis, Stamatis and Theodoros 

(2003:2), QA through Ubuntu must be able to satisfy the following quality criteria: 

 

 Curricular learning effectiveness (availability, appropriateness to learning styles, 

state of-the art content, clarity of objectives) 

 Academic staff teaching, research and development achievements 

 Flexibility of organization that allows credit transfer and interdisciplinary studying 

within the framework of various programs or institutions 

 Usability of infrastructure and availability of adequate equipment 

 Protection (security) of personal data 

 Accountability with regard to the use of human and material resources 
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 Positive feedback from the students and responsiveness to their suggestions, 

proposals and critique 

 Positive feedback and support from stakeholders and labor-market needs 

 International scientific competitiveness 

 Promising strategic planning with respect to international policies 

 A capacity for change 

 

 

PURPOSES OF QUALITY ASSURANCE 
 

Ubuntu QA comprises principles of quality that must be agreed upon by all stakeholders, 

for example, the state, the ODL institutions, and employers. It supports transformation efforts 

that can help express expectations for ODL institutions and their programs by stipulating the 

expected outcomes. It provides a foundation for the future development of ODL institutions 

and a structure for learning development so as to improve the level of learning quality. It also 

maximizes communication through education so as to improve a country’s capability to 

establish comparative data across its system of ODL and students’ ability to move from one 

institution to another within the ODL education community. 

Most importantly QA help users to make better choices in terms of students, ODL 

institutions, funding, equipment, library facilities and other aspects related to decision making 

(Ogunleye 2013:49). According to Mupa et al. (2012:4), QA is required for a number of 

reasons, such as the demand for efficiency and competitiveness; increasing mobility of 

students, globalization and the cross-border recognition of qualifications; an increase in 

private interests in ODL education; the challenge of new modes of delivery; expansion in 

enrolments; and the market demand for quality and relevance of schooling. 

The main aims of QA in the spirit of Ubuntu must be geared towards supporting learners 

in the following aspects: 

 

 Intellectual support and development of learning through the mediation of the 

standard and uniform elements of course materials and learning resources for 

individual students (cognitive); 

 The provision of an environment that supports students, creates commitment, and 

enhances self-esteem (affective); 

 The establishment of managerial processes and information management systems 

that are effective, transparent and overall student-friendly (systemic) in contrast to 

ODL institutions where learners will be struggling because administrative procedures 

or information management are ineffective, not timely, or being obstructive through 

admitting no leeway or exceptions (Tait 2000:289). 

 

 

FOUNDATION FOR THE QUALITY ASSURANCE SYSTEM 
 

The introduction of quality management into Higher Education teaching and research is a 

global phenomenon (Hoecht 2006:545). Stakeholders of ODL want to know that the 

institution, the program, or the course is “as good as” others. They want to be assured that 
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each conforms to “generally accepted practice” in the profession, and that each meets nominal 

or threshold levels of quality. They want to know that principles of good practice are 

demonstrated by the ODL. According to Twigg (2001:13), questions are being raised in the 

development of ODL about existing QA processes because the assumptions of basing 

judgments purely on input measures are challenged and serve as a further drive to move 

towards outcomes-based QA. QA ought to aim at supporting quality and continuous 

improvement; at the same time, ODL institutions should be made more accountable to their 

stakeholders, i.e., government, students, partners and the social community (Barnabè and 

Riccaboni 2007:304). QA in ODL through Ubuntu hinges on five interrelated principles, 

namely the sharing and communal ownership of opportunities, accountabilities and 

challenges; the importance of people and their interactions over things; shared decision 

making and management; autonomy; and reconciliation as a goal of quality supervision 

(Msila 2014:1111). 

Ubuntu values and the knowledge base shape the approach in which any given culture 

understands educational quality and performance. The main content of any QA system 

comprises the articulation of various features. Different outcomes and conditions must be 

well-defined operationally so that they can be measured. This entails the description of 

performance standards and criteria. The measurement of performance is concerned with 

defining the extent to which desired outcomes and conditions are being realized. In any 

measurement exercise, the measure must be considered to be valid, to assess what it claims to 

measure, and to be consistent by producing reliable outcomes over time (Smith and Ngoma-

Maema 2003:350-351). Ubuntu QA safeguards the ODL institution’s mission and aims that 

are clear and known to all. It ensures that everyone’s duties are clearly stated and understood 

by all involved. It explains and documents the ODL institution’s sense of ‘quality’, namely to 

check that everything is working according to plan, and when things go wrong there are 

approved methods of putting them right (Ogunleye 2013:56). 

 

 

MODELS OF ODL 
 

According to the EFA Global Monitoring Report (2005:30), the four pillars of QA in 

Open Distance Learning are: 

 

 ‘Learning to know’ – acknowledges that learners build their own knowledge daily, 

combining indigenous and ‘external’ elements; 

 ‘Learning to do’ – focuses on the practical application of what is learned; 

 ‘Learning to live’ – addresses the critical skills for a life free from discrimination, 

where all have equal opportunity to develop themselves, their families and their 

communities; 

 ‘Learning to be’ – emphasizes the skills needed for individuals to develop their full 

potential. 

 

Different models are used in designing QA instruments in a distance mode. One of the 

questions that arise is what model or models of ODL and lifelong learning are suitable. For 

example, these models show significant differences that can have profound implications for 
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the design of QA in the ODL mode. McIntosh and Varoglu (2005:3-4) suggest the following 

examples of the models in brief: 

 

 The functionalist model, concentrating on “human capital” formation, keeping 

learners abreast of technical developments, and teaching essential skills for vocation. 

 The social justice model, sharing some elements with the critical literacy model and 

including such areas as gender, human rights, peace studies, neo-colonialism and 

programs focusing on ethnic minorities and socially marginalized groups. 

 The reflective learning model, concentrating on the development of meta-level skills 

whereby the individual can critically evaluate different theories, discourses and 

knowledge paradigms. 

 The compensatory model, in which the educational content is intended to remedy 

some deficiency in the learners. 

 The humanistic model in which the aim is essentially to broaden learners’ horizons 

and enrich them. 

 

 

Functionalist Model 
 

Functionalists perceive all professions “as a positive force in social development, 

standing against the excesses of both laissez-faire individualism and state collectivism”. 

Those who advocate the functionalist model assume the professions come into existence to 

meet a genuine human need. Professional programs can be assumed essential to the 

establishment of expectations for professional behaviour in the public interest (Lindblom and 

Ruland 1997:574). According to these authors (1997:575), four general purposes of 

professional programs are 

 

i. Providing a moral foundation for the profession; 

ii. Serving as a base for self-policing of the profession; 

iii. Promoting the self-interest of the profession; 

iv. Functioning as public relations tools. 

 

 

Social Justice Model 
 

Social justice assessments can be categorized as communitarian and permeated by the 

discourse of inclusion. One of the most noticeable interpretations of social justice model 

emphasizes access to and sharing of resources. From this viewpoint, societies ought to allow 

an unequal distribution of resources “only to the extent that the weakest member of society 

benefits by that inequality” (Artiles, Harris-Murri and Rostenberg 2006:260-263). 

While schools are expected to improve life opportunities and contribute to the 

establishment of a more justifiable society, the rights and ethics discourse advocates are of the 

view that schools are in fact upholding societal imbalances. “Schools prepare people for adult 

work rules by socializing people to function well and without complaint in the hierarchical 

structure of the modern corporation. Schools accomplish this goal by what we called the 
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correspondence principle, namely, by structuring social interactions and individual rewards to 

replicate the environment of the workplace (Bowles and Gintis 2002:1)”. Parental economic 

status is passed on to children, in part, by means of unequal educational opportunity, but that 

the economic advantages of the offspring of higher social-status families go considerably 

beyond the superior education they receive. This state of affairs is predominantly evident for 

students with disabilities because they are (and continue to be) separated from ordinary 

learning activities by virtue of the design of special schooling as a parallel system. A 

communitarian vision favors social cohesion as reflected in principles and views that are 

embraced by members of a group or community. From this viewpoint, social justice is 

attained by upholding duties and rights in a balanced relationship (Artiles, Harris-Murri and 

Rostenberg 2006:260-263). 

 

 

Reflective Learning Model 
 

To reflect means to establish a distance to yourself and your practice. Professional 

competence develops through dialogue between quality assuror and student (Lindahl, 

Dagborn and Nilsson 2009:6). To engage with this complexity entails that we do an analysis 

of cultural, class, and gender suppositions and biases of rationalism that promote mind over 

body. However, in doing this we need not reverse the prejudice and give preference to body 

over mind as the site of experiential learning. Rather, we need to learn to listen to the 

discourse between what is developing to become explicit in our understanding on one hand 

and our non-conceptual experiencing on the other. When surfaced into our consciousness 

through integrative reflective practice, this discourse constitutes the learning edge of human 

understanding (Jordi 2010:2). 

 

 

Compensatory Model 
 

Utility-based decision models assume that choices are grounded on evaluations, in other 

words, that decision makers seek options that offer a high perceived utility value (Elrod, 

Johnson and White 2004:3). “Compensatory decision-making style is grounded on the well-

established distinction between compensatory and non-compensatory decision strategies in 

the field of decision theory. A compensatory strategy provides that the alternative chosen 

must be better to the other alternatives when doing QA through Ubuntu. In compensatory 

model the decision maker explains objectives, surveys an range of alternatives, searches for 

relevant information, assimilates information in an unbiased manner, and evaluates 

alternatives carefully before making a choice” (Shiloh, Koren and Zakay 2001:701). 

 

 

The Humanistic Model 
 

The ideas of the humanistic model denote normative and philosophical opinions for 

methodological individualism and the ‘subjective-personal’ nature of experience (Miettinen 

2000:60). “Humanism views organizations as social phenomena essential to the relational 

nature of human beings. Because humans have a need for friendly and cooperative 
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relationships, humanistic organizations embrace a balance of qualitatively desirable 

outcomes” (Pirson and Turnbull 2011:103).More fundamentally, an increasingly globalized 

world needs to find effective mechanisms to avoid human misery and to foster human dignity. 

The Latin expression ‘ultra posse nemo obligatur’ means that no one can be obligated beyond 

what he or she is able to do. The moral case for humanistic management rests on the life 

conduciveness and legitimacy of group conduct. As organizations are embedded into a wider 

social and environmental context, they need to legitimize their conduct before a wide set of 

stakeholders. 

On the other end of the spectrum there are cases of moral villains. Here organizations act 

against moral considerations in order to save costs or to increase revenues (Spitzeck 2011:53-

59). For example, ODL institutions may ignore Ubuntu in QA because of the costs involved. 

Quality assurors using Ubuntu in QA are guided by the aim to assist all stakeholders, 

show a high level of commitment to total value establishment, and focus on long-term 

outcomes and an equitable distribution of rewards to all stakeholders. For instance, the 

emphasis on authority mechanisms of ODL institutions ought to be more on strategic support 

for the quality assuror using Ubuntu, and less on hierarchical control. Economistic types of 

top-down control (such as time clocks, mechanistic monitoring systems, etc.) are 

consequently deemed harmful to the motivation and performance of quality assurors who use 

Ubuntu in QA and detrimental to the participation of other stakeholders. Similar to 

democratic institutions, humanistic organizations can use different quality assurors (e.g., 

quality assurors using Ubuntu) to avoid resolutions that favor one group over the other in the 

ODL mode. According to Pirson and Turnbull (2011:103-104) “[t]hese in-house checks and 

balances will mutually reinforce each other to serve various stakeholder needs in a balanced 

form”. 

The role of ODL in human capital development can be seen in two ways; firstly, to 

supply the skills for national economies, and secondly, on the demand side, to increase the 

drive within the national population for a process of “up skilling” by opening doors to greater 

access in higher education. Human capital is a step higher than “labor power” and should be 

seen as “the learned capacity to create added value from an existing system”. 

Thus, human capital, or rather knowledge capital, is becoming increasingly important for 

productivity growth as well as for national competitiveness (Ali 2008:39). 

It is seen as undermining the possibilities for learners to construct their own meanings 

and for educational programs to remain responsive to individual learners’ circumstances and 

needs. The function of assessment is to provide learners with evidence and advise them about 

the quality of their different learning outcomes. It is fundamental to the learning process. Self-

assessment and peer assessment are viewed as methods of developing deeper awareness of 

education. Social constructivism, while accepting these tenets, highlights learning as a 

method of social practice rather than the outcome of individual intervention. The teacher’s 

responsibility is more that of enabler than of teacher (EFA Global Monitoring Report 

2005:32). The positive aspects of QA in ODL through Ubuntu involve the sharing and 

collective ownership of opportunities, responsibilities and challenges. In indigenous African 

cultures, QA is a collective responsibility and the importance of people and of relationships 

over things is emphasized (the accountability of leaders is protected because there were many 

possible candidates for leadership, and strict standards are applied to determine quality). In 

doing QA through Ubuntu will mean quality assurors must respect their student’s origins and 
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identity. Principles of conflict management emphasized the values of trust, fairness and 

reconciliation, thus, quality assurors must adhere to these principles (Chiku 2006:1-6). 

 

 

THE CHALLENGES FACING OPEN DISTANCE LEARNING 
 

Letseka (2013b:339) tries to explain Ubuntu in terms of what ought to shape our moral 

attitudes and humane treatment of learners when doing QA through Ubuntu in Open Distance 

Learning. He picks out four critical sayings on the “moral law” or “golden rule” (which he 

advocates to guide the way quality assurors ought to treat others at all times) by quoting 

Jesus, Rabbi Hillel, Confucius and the Mahabharata: 

 

 “Love thy neighbor as yourself” (Jesus) 

 “What is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor” (Rabbi Hillel) 

 “What you do not want done to yourself, do not do to others” (Confucius) 

 “Let no man do to another that which would be repugnant to himself” (The 

Mahabharata) 

 

Letseka (2013) advises that in using Ubuntu in QA, one ought to think of others and 

place oneself in the shoes of those whose quality we assure; we must also be aware that our 

actions are likely to hurt them. When using Ubuntu in QA one must be able to reflect if the 

envisioned actions have the possibility to cause pain. Teaching and learning ought to enhance 

the transformation of society for the better and must improve relations between different 

stakeholders. This should be the purpose of schooling. Assuring quality through Ubuntu also 

ought to develop a respect for learners and sustain the concept of ODL (Daweti 2004:334). 

Letseka and Pitsoe (2013:2014) believe that QA ought to be a collaborative effort 

between quality assurors or lecturers and students in order to produce the best performance in 

teaching and learning. They argue that assessment should involve making the expectations of 

both lecturers and students explicit and public. It should lead to a common understanding on 

appropriate criteria and the standards by which quality learning will be assessed. Assessment 

should also lead to the gathering, analysis and interpretation of evidence to determine how 

well performance matches expectations and standards. In this regard, quality assurors ought to 

draw on the information about Ubuntu QA to document, explain and improve teaching and 

learning performance. Letseka and Pitsoe (2013) also raise concerns about the challenges of 

QA in the Open Distance Learning mode. 

There is considerable discourse in ODL institutions about what constitutes quality and 

how to ensure it. Courses through distance education are criticized on account of poor quality, 

not being on par with the regular courses, lower standards of students who enroll, and being 

unfavorable to the scheduling of higher education. The supporters of ODL on the other hand 

argue about improving access, the widespread choice of learning opportunities, the possibility 

of competitive pricing, the advantages of not leaving home to take courses and the healthy 

competition that can be promoted to offer quality courses (Stella and Gnanam 2004:148-149). 

There is a need to assure quality and standards through Ubuntu in ODL against the 

background of an increased demand for accountability in these institutions. The increase in 

student numbers with either a constant or decreasing public subsidy results in a lower unit of 
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resource per student. There is an accompanying increased demand for accountability in ODL 

institutions as a result of deregulation and the granting of increased independence regarding 

matters such as curriculum design, the selection of students, and the appointment of staff. The 

creation of new opportunities in terms of the employability of graduates in the knowledge 

society, as well as the realization of social and political agendas such as access, inclusion and 

equity are some of the challenges facing ODL (Campbell and Rozsnyai 2002:15-16). 

Letseka (2013b:355) postulates that “the underlying concern of Ubuntu (humaneness) is 

with the well-being of others and the purpose for this is that Ubuntu prescribes desirable and 

acceptable forms of human conduct in a particular community of people”. ODL challenges 

are competition, commercialization, globalization, and the exponential growth in demand for 

higher education. 

 

 

SOME STRATEGIES FOR QUALITY ASSURANCE OF TECHNOLOGY-

MEDIATED DISTANCE LEARNING PROGRAMS 
 

The applicable feature of any evaluation instrument should be its ability to respect both 

academic autonomy and the inevitable diversity that occurs in arranging teaching and 

research activities in different scientific fields (Barnabè and Riccaboni 2007:305). QA 

through Ubuntu should contribute to the unique nature of the QA approach in ODL (Barker 

2007:110). 

QA approaches seem to be integrated with the design of most ODL programs. According 

to the Institute for Higher Education Policy (1998: vii-viii) the following are some of the 

features of QA: 

 

 Faculty Credentials, Selection and Training. QA in many programs and institutions 

focuses heavily on the review of faculty credentials, selection procedures for the new 

faculty, and faculty training. 

 Time-on-Task Measures. A focus on time-on-task measures, including the minimum 

number of weeks for courses and the monitoring of course “log-ins”, is common in 

ODL programs. 

 Student Support Services and Consumer Information. Some of the ODL learning 

providers conduct what appear to be rigorous reviews of student support services as 

one element of quality control. 

 Goals and Outcomes. QA in ODL learning is distinguished by a strong emphasis on 

program goals, and assessment of results or outcomes in the context of these goals. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

The underlying principles of QA through Ubuntu should be consumer oriented, 

adaptable, consensus based, comprehensive and inclusive of all elements of the learning 

system (outcomes and outputs, processes and practices, inputs and resources), as well as 

futuristic in nature. Institutions of ODL should in their design, application and review of their 

QA systems and programs take into account the social, cultural, economic, political and 
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environmental aspects of the society concerned. Challenges related to QA through Ubuntu of 

ODL lies in identifying suitable standards which will make the assessment clear to both the 

quality assuror and the ODL institutions. QA is expected to measure the practice against ODL 

institutions’ regulations, standards of practice, code of ethics, and their practice guidelines. 

Stakeholders need to be consulted when doing QA through Ubuntu. QA activities of an 

individual student are to remain confidential and available. The focus should be more on 

quality enhancement strategies to build on strengths and overcome weaknesses. Lastly, QA 

through Ubuntu must be a collaborative effort. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

Key systems and resources supporting Open Distant Learning (ODL) teaching and 

learning are premised on the assumption that the University serves mature and working 

students who have capacity to take responsibility for their learning and materials. 

However, currently, ODL attracts young school leavers who cannot secure admission into 

full-time campus-based, contact tertiary institutions. A need, therefore for the access with 

substantive student support leading to success becomes a fundamental opportunity for 

ODL. Literature studies identified a framework for student support through Ubuntu 

values and Batho-Pele principle as well as andragogy of practice within the philosophy 

of Ubuntu values which states that andragogy and self-directed learning continue to be 

important guiding standards for epistemological access and success. A system approach 

to open and distance learning has been suggested in this chapter through constant 

interactive quality support services amongst suppliers and customers to generate hope to 

ODL students through empathetic, ethics of care and responsiveness to interventions of 

multiple practices. 

 

 

OVERVIEW 
 

Open Distance Learning (ODL) in education is a general concept for the use of 

telecommunication to provide and enhance quality of leaning for students. Since ODL 

provides flexible educational opportunities in terms of access and multiple modes of 

knowledge acquisition through correspondence, home study, independent study, continuing 

education, technology-based education; the growing need for student support services become 

                                                           
 rampash@tut.ac.za. 
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essential in terms of supplier-customer processes. We are positing therefore that innovative 

ways of managing learning and supporting students who are not only geographically isolated 

from institutions of learning as a source of information, and separated from their peers 

become essential and an obligatory standard. This is because access without support is not 

opportunity as well as access without success, as ODL, today, attracts not only matured 

adults, who are employed, but also a new generation of young school leavers who cannot 

secure admission into full-time campus based, tertiary institutions. For this purpose, student 

support services become a requisite student service essential to ensure successful delivery  

of learning experiences as elements of ODL system capable of responding to learning  

within the standardized frameworks including curriculum and quality of instruction and 

academic literacy support; orientation related to readiness for assessments and evaluation  

for curriculum activities; adequate access to plethora of student services appropriate to 

supporting of the courses and the existence of appropriate facilities and finances. Key to these 

is the epistemological access and success. 

Much has been written about ODL learning support systems (Van Nicker, 2004; Makoe, 

2012; Letseka and Pitsoe, 2014, 2013, 2012) but less on quality of support services. This 

chapter primarily focuses on the understanding of quality chains which support learning that 

builds on how Ubuntu values and philosophy of Ubuntu may strengthen ODL students’ 

learning. The concept quality is often used to mean excellence of service in service oriented 

sectors. Related to this are definitions such as fitness for purpose, value for money, total 

feature, conformance, reliability (Juran, 1992; Crosby 1979, 1984; Deming, 1982, 1993). 

Based on these, Rampa (2010) contextualizes quality to mean meeting the customer 

requirements in terms of customer-supplier chains. Questions that arise from these chains are 

who is the customer? Who is the supplier? And, what type of relationship is expected from 

ODL in relation to supporting student learning within the chains or system? Although these 

questions are answered later in this chapter, these would mean that all involved in the ODL 

teaching and learning are customers and suppliers because all, including lecturers, support 

staff, management, and support systems such as technology- based support systems, 

counseling, electronic mails, internet systems must connect, relate and all need servicing 

within the chain. Weak links in the chain may lead to waste of time and efforts, re-working 

and worse, the collapse in the system and synergies between the chain leading to 

epistemological access in terms of course content and related support services. The purpose 

for this is to assist, guide and support students to succeed in their endeavors to study. 

To this end, ODL culture of performance excellence needs to be continuously 

strengthened through comprehensive approaches to support services, from orientation to 

graduation. It is thus the responsibility of the leadership to demonstrate commitment and 

leadership by communicating the core quality, the supplier-customer processes. Oakland 

(2000) refers this to as commitment to quality of support and recognizing and caring for the 

interests of others to demonstrate ethics of duty to care. This is because commitment of ethics 

to care must go out from the top management and it should also be stated in the policy which 

is communicated through the organs of ODL and its customers. It is about the culture (ways 

of doing things right) in accordance with norms and standards within the frameworks of 

guiding philosophy, core values and belief systems leading to the purpose of ODL which is 

not about teaching and learning only. But also about issues such as good citizenship, socio-

economic contributions, value education and transformation should be inculcated in curricula 

activities encapsulated in the teaching and learning approaches. Thus, the Ubuntu values, in 
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which the philosophy of Ubuntu is central (Letseka, 2012, 2000) becomes the basic principles 

about what is important in the chain and the interconnectedness of beings living together in 

their spaces for students’ centered support. 

Although ODL offers a number of advantages such as distance and time, barriers to 

conventional learning and provisions opportunities for learning, there are however, challenges 

related to service delivery within the chain. Furthermore, Letseka and Pitsoe (2014) refer  

to the challenges of (a) articulation; (b) learner support; (c) recognition of prior learning  

(RPL), and (d) poor throughput rates. ODL mainly is faced with articulation process with 

other institutions, learning support, recognition of prior learning, but more importantly, 

marginalized individuals. In addition, there is accreditation problems questioned because of 

varying distance learning modes of delivery. Communication is a major challenge for both 

students who need help and lecturers who want to assist students in cognitive development 

with open distance education. According to Makoe (2012), the issue of limited student 

support as problematic in distance education was highlighted in several South African policy 

documents. The student support programs that are in place appear to support limited numbers 

of students who live in select urban areas, thereby neglecting the majority of the student body 

who live in rural areas. Makoe (2012) furthermore states that in most cases, the student 

services are bridging the distance: The andragogy of Mobile Learning in Supporting Open 

Distance Learners in the form of face-to-face tutorials that are optional and depends on the 

number of students who take the initiative to organize contact sessions. These are links that 

need to be communicated between students and the ODL for learner quality of support 

learning. This chapter contributes then, to how values related to the philosophy of Ubuntu 

may support ODL student learning to enable them to succeed in their studies. These imply 

how the principle of Ubuntu in terms of ODL should be applied. Ubuntu is an African word 

for human kindness to strive to help people in the spirit of service delivery, to show respect to 

others, to be honest and trustworthy and to value the good of students using open distance 

learning self-interest. 

 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

ODL is becoming an accepted and indispensable unit of main stream education prompted 

by the need to make learning more accessible to a wider population, the growing need to 

make for continual skills upgrading and re-skilling, and advances of technology that have it 

possible for teaching to be conducted at a distance. This is one of the fundamental rights of  

all people to learn and the need to incorporate it within the framework of human capital. 

Advances in the information and communication technology have opened up new possibility 

and opportunities in ODL support. In the light of these trends, this chapter frames the quality 

chain as a means to ensure successful and effective ODL provisioning and support. For this 

purpose, Figure 10.1 outlines the framework for ODL scaffolds for students’ quality of 

support to learning. Continues interaction in ODL frame according to Anderson (2010) is that 

core to education standards in ODL learning, not only a geographic separation between the 

teachers and students, is the quality of pedagogic conceptualization as there is a close link 

between epistemology, the curriculum and instruction in distance learning practice needs, 

provisions of students information, communication and support services as well as continuous 
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transformed curricula provisions. Figure 13.1 below illustrates such connections leading the 

support of student’s learning on a distance mode. 

 

 

Figure 10.1. Open Distance Learning Support. 

This framework is underpinned by the theory of andragogy of practice which state  

that andragogy and self-directed learning continue to be important understanding of adult 

learning. Basic assumptions underlying andragogy (Merriam, 2004) help describe the adult 

learner who 1) has independent self-concept and who can direct own learning; 2) has 

accumulated a reservoir of life experience that is a rich resource for learning; 3) has closely 

related to changing roles; 4) is problem-centered and interested in immediate application of 

knowledge, and 5) is motivated to learn by internal rather than external factors. However, 

based on these assumptions, philosophy of Ubuntu and Ubuntu values, quality chains in 

supporting ODL measure the extent to which factors such as duty to care in learning, pastoral 

values and communal interdependence develop supportive relations and connections. For this 

purpose, quality chains in this chapter includes links such as academic language development 

practitioners who are part or fully fledged members of the academy who understand ways 

knowledge is constructed through reading, writing and speaking as well as student support 

strategies to learning with technology and the discounting outdated pedagogical practices. 

Andragogy accelerate its own development and simultaneously acquires an identity of its own 

and an internal coherence as a science. The andragological approaches and theory or model 

emphasizes the principle of adult learning, and of adult learning as an independent science of 

adult education within the concept of lifelong learning. Amid lifelong learning, is the need for 

human elements such as all members involved in ODL support and non-human elements such 

as telecommunication, cell phones and wire-less systems of quality interacting and working 

together within the wider organs of ODL. The interaction and cooperation of all at every 

interface is necessary to achieve expected results to achieve success support of ODL. 

 

 

Philosophy of Ubuntu Values 
 

This section of the chapter labors on issues of the philosophy of Ubuntu values in the 

context of customers’ guiding their culture of promoting, supporting and inspiring ODL 

through Ubuntu values. This is because Letseka (2000:180) posited that people (customers) 

have a philosophy that guides their way (culture) of continuous improvement in culture 
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changes or when circumstances are changing. People, by nature philosophize in so far as they 

pose fundamental challenges and reflect on fundamental aspects of their conduct and 

relationships. The notion of Ubuntu (botho), meaning humanness, is treated as normative in 

that it encapsulate virtues such as norms and value, standards, kindness, concern for others 

and rules of the game for getting on in this connection. These normative values are the some 

of the elements of quality culture that maintain and sustain the mission of an organization, 

and ODL is not an exception. 

Questions that arise from the above are: What is meant by philosophy? The next is what 

does Ubuntu mean in support of learning and education in general and last is, what are 

values? 

 

 Philosophy is simply seeking wisdom or searching for knowledge by engaging  

in abstract activities. Contextually, it is searching for the nature and meaning of  

ODL existence in terms of a new episteme, how guiding principles drive, guide  

and shape customers’ purpose of existence. Van Niekerk (2004) posited that  

there is a relationship between epistemology (seeking scientific knowledge), 

curricula activities and distance education practices. These need to be continuously 

transformed in order to respond to epistemological changes congruent to the 

demands of the curriculum activities, which is teaching, learning and related 

assessments within the framework of an ODL support for learning. For this purpose, 

philosophy is then an exploration, explanations and meanings articulated about 

relevant types of fundamental questions posed. Since all people philosophize about 

such fundamental questions and reflect (mirroring) on their practices, conceptual 

activities are responded to such questions posed regarding support for learning.  

 

In summary, an educational philosophy in ODL is thus a statement of a lecturer’s guiding 

principles about mission statements of an ODL about education-related issues, such as how 

student learning and expected outcomes are most effectively maximized. These include as 

well as the defined roles of lecturers in their lecture rooms, context of an institution, 

community and its society inter-plays. For this, each lecturer comes to the lecture room with a 

unique set of principles and ideals that affects student learning leading to performance. 

 

 Ubuntu: In terms of traditional African life, philosophizing entails an interrogation of 

the notion of Ubuntuism. This is because Ubuntu (Isizulu/IsiXhosa), a Setswana 

concept, botho, understood as motho ke motho ka batho, (human beings are human 

beings because of other human beings) is underpinned by the philosophy of human 

rights, freedom and dignity interconnecting in terms of an ethics of duty to  

care. Human beings by their nature require service delivery because of social 

interdependence, deep rooted in interactive ethical considerations. Ubuntu, thus, 

translates as humaneness, personhood and morality (Letseka and Venter, 2008) 

bound to serve. The notion of humanism therefore refers to a philosophy of the view 

that human needs, interest and dignity of human beings is essential in the delivery of 

services, at the heart is student support. As indicated in the introduction, the delivery 

of quality of supporting ODL learning requires strong customer supplier relationship 

in terms of Tirisano (working together for a common good) with its Batho-Pele 

Principles (People first) (Rampa, 2010). Tirisano strategy and Batho-Pele principle 
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have been the South African government philosophy in service delivery since 1994. 

Discontent with fragmentation that characterizes isolation and individualism (silo-

effect) is thought to create cultures that support and promote a philosophy of 

Ubuntuism. 

 Values: The concept value is a fundamental concept in philosophy and education and 

refers to that which is worth striving for or living for. When ODL students learning is 

confronted with realities of quality of learning it should respond to, it is imperative to 

act in a manner which is worth striving for. Values give meaning to existence and 

hence, become part of identity. They are important to Ubuntu or humanness and 

people care (duty to care) about them to provide fundamental principles of worth 

living for. Thus, the type of ODL reflects in its existence, what type or what it wants 

to be and is rooted in the existence attached to its value. What makes ODL customers 

realize quality of life and quality of work life is an expression of who they are and 

the values they regard to be important. Quality of work life in student support for 

example would mean elements such as continued growth, development of human 

resources, social interaction and integration in the work place, the question whether 

there is fitness for purpose into the existing culture and climate of respect, fairness 

and cooperation. An inference to this is that the core values represent the organs  

of ODL basic principles about what is important, its conduct, and its social 

responsibility and equally important, it is a social and educational responsibility  

and its response to changing circumstances, which effectively should support 

performance excellence of student learning.  

 

In summary, values in education are processes by which people exhibit standards to 

others. It can be an activity that can take place in any organization during which people are 

assisted by others. Those could transcend who may have higher maturity level in a position  

of authority or are more experience, to make explicit those values underlying their own 

behavior, to assess the effectiveness of these values and associated behavior for their own and 

others' long term well-being. Values in education reflect on and acquire other social virtues 

and behavior which are recognized as being more effective for long term well-being of self 

and others. Based on the above, it subsequently means that the philosophy of Ubuntu values 

have varying aspects such as respect, helpfulness, caring ethics, community sharing, trust and 

usefulness. For example, values such as happiness, adventure and passion are elements that 

have potential to support ODL student learning. The evidence that life-long learning nurtures 

continued growth (Rampa, 2014), this transcends to growing passion that has the potential for 

ODL support for student learning through Ubuntu values. There are of course challenges 

related to adults who have not had opportunities to acquire higher education qualification at 

full-time contact institutions. This section of the chapter contributes to such challenges and 

debates. 

 

 

CHALLENGES AND PROSPECT 
 

This section of the chapter sketches challenges and prospect of ODL as alternative mode 

of successful higher education, and makes a case of University of South Africa (UNISA) 
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based on Letseka and Pitsoe research 2014. It emerged from their case study that ODL is a 

viable option for access to higher education for the majority of working students who were 

previously excluded from accessing higher education opportunities beyond their control 

(Letseka and Pitsoe, 2014:1942-1943). However, they acknowledge that there are challenges 

and thus sketches four of such challenges of ODL (Letseka and Pitsoe, 2014: 1946 - 1950) as 

well as prospect for ODL (Letseka and Pitsoe, 2014:1950-1951). Higher Education 

Institutions in teacher education require a bachelor entry in accordance with their admission 

point system stipulated by each institution criteria. For this purpose, previously disadvantaged 

candidates are not able to meet such entry requirements attributed to various reasons. Letseka 

and Pitsoe (2014) attribute this to the lack of the necessary epistemological access. They 

further refer this to the South African Human Rights Commission that noted that 

dysfunctionality, vulnerability, alienation and lack of social cohesion characterize many of 

township and rural schools associated with socio-economic status as major challenges. They 

posit that challenges of ODL are framed in terms of articulation, learner support, recognition 

of prior learning and poor success rate. To this end, such ODL student learning systems need 

support and student counseling for them to succeed through the philosophy of Ubuntu values 

and community partnerships.  

The key question (Letseka and Pitsoe, 2014) is whether or not ODL has been able to 

develop sound articulation. The influx of young school leavers who cannot secure admission 

at full-time contact institutions has implications for ODL service delivery of serving mature 

working adults, and lately, the young generations of school leavers. This is because the young 

generation of students has no full-time employment and spent most of their time to libraries 

whereas mature working generation is all serviced the same way in their respective modules. 

Since the young generations’ provision of space for face-to face tutorials, seminars, 

discussion classes and group meetings, this has implications for the taken-for-granted 

assumptions about the ODL nature of institutions and poses a conceptual challenge that has 

adverse implications for the working and more matured adults. In addition, since quality of 

delivery means meeting the needs of customers through provision of quality support to 

learning, a major challenge how to provide students with efficient, effective, sustainable and 

cost-effective and efficacy of support is another challenge. Issues of postal system and 

continuous strikes, disrupt delivery of study materials by post in respect of high student 

numbers. These hamper the quality of service and due dates for submission of assignments. It 

is implied that there will be serious implications for students with efficient support and for the 

administration of students’ assessments. The embraced use of Information Computer 

Technology systems has its own challenges. For example, in the sub-Saharan countries, 

integrated technology applications are unlikely to be widely adopted outside the most 

scientifically advanced countries. Included are the remote parts of provinces in South Africa 

such as Limpopo and Mpumalanga whose students do not receive their study materials easily 

by post, often due to continuous strikes or postal addresses.  

Furthermore, recognition of prior learning for the leveling of playing fields for  

the working class in terms broadened participation, equity and redress; making formal 

educational opportunity accessible for those previously denied access as well as getting labor 

market to recognize different forms and sources of knowledge. Despite the good intentions of 

prior learning, an increasing number of recognition of prior learning policies in contact higher 

education is selective based on the tools and criteria they apply. In addition, the expectations 

of RPL such as increasing participation and access to contact higher education, thereto 
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advantage previously disadvantaged once, however, the tendency to accept recognition 

without questioning is prevalent. The serious challenge is success rate. Letseka and Pitsoe 

(2014) attribute this to the absence of a commensurate increase or improvement in the 

institution’s through-put. These are characterized by rapid and unanticipated increases in 

enrolments and persistently poor success and through-put rates related to the distance mode of 

delivery and the clanging student profile. This leads to university leavers categorized as once 

participated non-graduates, namely drop outs, stay outs, push outs and pull outs (Rampa, 

2010). These students’ features such as truancy are rife because of students’ lack of 

motivation and their work morale is low. However, and notwithstanding these challenges, 

well managed ODL has potential to broaden access with success to higher education.  

 

 

Prospects 
 

The essential prospect for the ODL is that young school levers that cannot gain admission 

at full-time contact institutions of their choice and constitute a growing proportion of 

university entrants are accommodated. Then the ODL fills these gaps created by contact 

universities’ inability to admit the growing number of school-leavers. Their advantage is the 

offering of flexible student study while working. ODL offers a number of advantages to both 

student learning and to providers of opportunities for learning. Problems such as distance and 

time, which are barriers to conventional learning, are overcome through ODL. For example: 

ODL can overcome problems of physical distance learning in remote locations for those who 

are unable or unwilling to physically attend a campus, including students geographically 

separated in rural settings. ODL also solves time or scheduling for customers unwilling or 

unable to assemble together frequently. Most important is the expansion of limited number of 

spaces available for campus-based institutions. Furthermore, ODL makes use of the limited 

number of lecturers available when there is lack and more so, in terms: 

 

 Size - system that is able to provide sufficient and adequate numbers of students’ 

opportunities for learning and generating their hope.  

 Shape - system that produces sufficient numbers of quality students’ education sub-

sectors and who hold subject specializations aligned to the needs in each sub-section. 

Including the resources and capacity developed and directed for appropriate 

specializations 

 Substance - strengthening, supporting and counseling students’ learning to meet 

realistic expectations and to function effectively in their respective sectors. 

 

Hence, the advent of open and distance learning on the globe could go a long way in 

widening accessibility to education for the majority of working students, flexibly so that the 

learning and earning processes can coexist. Based on the prospects sketched above, it is  

the responsibility of the leadership of ODL student learning to inspire, promote and support 

ODL student learning is a systematic way. A system approach to ODL sets condition for 

proceeding in an orderly way. A system approach also recognizes that all the components of 

the system are integrated and a change or disruption in one component may disrupt less or 

more the chain or processes thereto leading to a compromise in quality of learning support. 
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SUPPORTING OPEN DISTANCE LEARNING 
 

Since student support is developed for students to communicate with the university, a 

system approach to quality of support should be part of a culture of ODL. The system 

approach includes student related factors, lecturer related factors and systematic factors. 

These related factors have to provide students with as much assistance as possible in order to 

enable them to overcome difficulties of ODL. This approach is described as a philosophy of 

life, which in its most fundamental sense encapsulate Ubuntu values including personhood, 

humanity, dignity, humaneness, and morality; a metaphor that describe quality chains in 

solidarity where customers and suppliers are interacting within the spirit of Ubuntu. In 

addition, Batho Pele principle in terms of consultations, access, service standards, courtesy 

and related ethics to care and accurate information are forms of responses related to ODL 

support. As ODL is a viable alternative to access education and generate hope for majority of 

African people, more so, from previously disadvantaged communities, it should provide solid 

building blocks for sustainable human capital development for support. The premise of ODL 

support hinges on the total involvement of all involved in the ODL. This is what we call 

supplier - customer - relationship in that quality of interaction, innovation and continuous 

development becomes essential in terms of norms and values, rules of the game, behaviors on 

how they, suppliers and customers behave and climate as the current level of satisfaction. 

These are building blocks or elements that I call quality culture in teaching, learning and 

services, chains characterized by supplier and customer.  

Whereas a customer is simply an individual who needs support and related services in 

terms of agreed value standards for student support, a supplier is an individual who provides 

service requested or promised according to set values. More often than not, roles are changing 

where a customer becomes and supplier and a supplier becomes a customer in the chain. This 

could be illustrated in this way: When person X delivers a product or service to person Y in 

the chain, he/she becomes a supplier and Y becomes a customer. The roles of Y are reversed 

as the process of service continues until the end customer receives the service. If customers 

have to be delighted at all times, it means that the manager and leader should always take 

their customers or suppliers’ wishes into account. In education for example, and also ODL, a 

lecturer (supplier) provides study guides, assessment tasks to a student (customer) and in turn 

student (supplier) submits tasks on time according to the stipulated promise made. It works 

the same with the leadership of institution who (provides) means for teaching and learning 

and in turn lectures deliver the success rate according to the through-put rate agreed.  

At the loftiest level, is about Ubuntu values evolving over time, in relations to how the 

relationships connect (chain) to each other. Fullan (2001:14) posits that this is what makes 

human different depending on the prevailing culture. For this purpose, it can be inferred that 

cooperative teams thrive collegially whereas selfish ones do not; as a result, cooperative 

societies survive at the expense of others. Thus leadership in all organs of communities, 

whether they know it or not, contribute for better or for worse to Ubuntu values to support 

one another. To strive for worthiness (value) and improve quality of how organs are, whether 

tangible or intangible, human and non-human elements such as technology, postal systems, 

wireless nets support and telecommunications form synergy in the chain where each part or 

element is interdependent and inter-relating for quality of support in the partnership and 

networks. 
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A system approach to open and distance learning thus sets the conditions for proceedings 

in an orderly way. This approach recognize that all the components or elements of the system 

are interrelated to form a chain in that weak links in the chains are observed not to disrupt the 

system. Meaning a disruption in one component will bring about adverse changes in the 

others. For this purpose, components of ODL tasks in the chain are identified to include 

standards for student support services such as:  

 

 Curriculum and instruction ensuring both rigor of programs and quality of 

instruction, including current materials of the courses offered and appropriate 

technological media. These technological media should support and provide timely 

and appropriate interaction between students and the university about statements to 

students of its commitment to offer the course with stipulations about quality of 

support. 

 Regarding evaluation and assessments, institution should provide students with 

information and communicate related matters such as induction for students, which 

helps them assess their readiness for a distance education courses and credits. 

 The institution should ensure that appropriate equipment, facilities, technical 

expertise and financial planning are communicated to students to make programs 

sustainable.  

 In addition, ODL should provide adequate access to a range of student services 

appropriate support of the programs as well as delivery of academic course materials 

and counseling. Means of resolving students’ complaints are part of student support 

for responding to student inquiries as well as to inform students of the standards of 

the programs.  

 Furthermore, ODL should physically produce, reproduce store and disseminate 

materials, print, video, and including postal systems, courier, transportation and 

telecommunications, often, specialized and including personnel to store such 

inventories. 

 Enrolment plans are required admission requirements as well as planning for 

entrance dates and scheduling. 

 Delivering programs and course materials, assessments, evaluation and feedback. For 

this to happen, library services and effective systems are required. 

 

Essentially, student support such as counseling and advice in grading and examination 

with the involvement of professional support staff are a requirement service to be available all 

the time. These examining and crediting granting credentials are a whole range of student 

support including professional developments associations involved with various fields of 

study. Training and development of staff including orientation and induction about new or 

latest technologies and approaches should assist to support learning. We contend that, against 

these components or elements in the chain, what is needed is an articulate system approach 

and development of Ubuntu values and philosophy for all to commit interactively in terms of 

Ubuntu social disposition. Learning is a social process whereby student support in terms of all 

the above components needs to interact with fellow students and lecturers. This is because 

through the philosophy of Ubuntu values, a person is a person through other persons, 

meaning that 1) all must connect and 2) a notion of individual interdependence and 3) the 
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support of telecommunication must be established to meet the expectations or requirements 

set and constructed meaningfully.  

For this purpose, ODL student support for learning is about the creation of critical, 

committed and ethical attitudes developing a sense of respect and responsibility towards 

others. In addition, creating and upholding Ubuntu values and practices in society and ability 

to develop supportive and empowering environments for students learning and respond to 

quality needs of students. Equally important, all must recognize that students learn better in 

authentic context wherein there is value-systems support for collaboration in the interest of 

students. Students also have to understand the rules of the game, norms and standards as a 

way of preparing them to mature more than they have been personally and professionally 

within the morale values of societal values. The combination of all these components 

contribute to a comprehensive formation of the whole persona and quality of life, work life 

and quality of relating with others as well as maintenance of ethos of society’ value systems. 

Figure 10.2 below sketches the synergy or the chain in partnership for ODL support 

where elements of the ODL student learning are supported.  

 

 

Figure 10.2. The value chain in partnership. 

This figure shows that stringent links exist between human and non-human elements in 

the partnership and networks. This can be used further to improve and encourage best 

practices notwithstanding the status of the leadership and subordinates’ best practices within 

the organs of an institutions in terms respect, intentionality, openness and trust leading to co-

existence. Quality of service needs all customers and supplier connects for a common good of 

an organization in the spirit of Ubuntu values. This include the efficacies to listen and 

communicate, to motivate and encourage teamwork, as well as to create an organizational 

climate which is conducive to creativity and continuous innovation and people, whether 

suppliers or customers are assets and continuous adaptive experts who continuously grow in 

their partnership (Mphahlele: 2014). For example, the incorporation of mobile technologies, 

such as cell phones, in education, can address and support this need because they can enable 

interaction between a student and lecturer, as well as between a student and her or his peers 

through telecommunication. 

The key to successful enactment of interaction in ODL rests on the philosophy of ODL 

which informs the type of decision about the techniques and available technology that 

supports and enhances the quality of interaction in distance learning. The potential for using 

cell-phones in bridging the distance is enormous in a country of limited access to electricity 

and sophisticated networks, poor roads and postal services; and fewer customers who  

have expertise of using computers. These limitations currently have led to the rapid growth  

of wireless technology. Although technologies have been used to enhance continuous 

interactions, it is necessarily not technological inherent andragogical qualities that are 

essentially successful, but technologies that are generally available to customers to bridge the 
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distance between student learning and lecturer support. Meaning, the use of cell phones is 

much more suited in supporting ODL student learning because it can reach those students 

who do not have access to sophisticated technological devices.  

Makoe (2012) sketches the challenge UNISA identified as mechanism and intervention 

strategies that can support high numbers of their students. This is because, students, no matter 

how far they are from an institution, need to be involved as active partners in the learning 

process. Students always need guidance and support about their course choice, study skills 

and counseling. For this purpose, network or partnerships of learning centers that provide a 

place where students can meet and network is essentially obligatory. Technological media to 

support service in distance learning is about responsiveness to student’s needs. For example, 

personalized learning process encourages and facilitates interaction between students and 

organs of an institution. The emphasis is on the student needs, not on the content of the study 

materials only, but also meaningful support services between academic and academic learning 

support. The purpose to this is to meet the needs of students’ (customer) learning. It can be 

inferred that the quality of the interactivity between a student and his/her peers, student and 

lecturer, and student and counselor may enhance support and influence student learning 

positively. The inclusion of mobile learning can at the end afford new opportunities for 

student learning in the ODL.  

Subsequently, Makoe (2012:70-74) summed-up technological support through the cell 

phones affordance and development collaboratively through student-interaction; student-

lecturer interaction; student-student interaction through on-line learning affordable and 

accessible can provide support for ODL. We are therefore, positing that this support requires 

people with a philosophy of Ubuntu values among them as customers and suppliers.  

This value dictates that if we are to be human, we need to recognize the genuine otherness  

of our fellow citizens; acknowledge diversity of values and standards and respect our 

customers. The notion of critical and analytical thinking is important in learning and 

fundamental, however, are virtues such as passion, duty to care and encouragement, fairness 

and commitment to hard work and respect for others as well as own philosophy of life are 

essentially important in the support of student learning.  

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

It is concluded, based on the above that ODL is a viable alternative access to enter  

higher education, more so, the previously disadvantage communities. To this end, ODL  

has the potential to generate hope for the disadvantaged candidate who would otherwise not 

be able to enter Contact Universities because of their inflexibilities. We contend that, since 

ODL provides solid blocks for sustainable and continuous development, it (ODL) may 

meaningfully contribute to ontological realities that in turn give rise to epistemological 

considerations for the hopefuls to re-construct their lives through Ubuntu as a particular ethic 

of care, reliance on empathy and central to this is a viable framework for Ubuntu values, 

philosophical episteme and the Batho-Pele principle with its strategy, Tirisano. It is required 

therefore that for an ODL student support through Ubuntu values that ODL institutions 

commit to missions such as: We value diversity. We are compassionate, empathetic, kind and 

caring. We treat people with respect and dignity. This is what we call passion for student 
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support through, duty to care with ethics of respect, intervention, responsiveness and 

optimism towards continuous improvement and re-establishment of passion for support  

and integrity of ODL. To this end, acquisition of knowledge and skills through mediated 

information and instruction should encompass technologies and other forms of learning at a 

distance. 
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The great powers of the world may have done wonders in giving the world an 

industrial and military look, but the great still has to come from Africa – giving the world 

a more human face. (Steve Biko, 1978: 46) 

 

 

ABSTRACT 
 

Open distance learning (ODL) has become a buzz word in the present day education 

system because of its ability to expand education admission to millions all over the 

world. In spite of its potential, the low completion rate of students in this delivery mode 

is still a thorny issue. Though a more dismal picture exists in South Africa, the concern 

for the phenomenon is worldwide. Reasons for the concern include: increasing student 

diversity, market forces controlling educational system, funding and benchmarking. It 

also has loss of life chances and financial implications for students, the society and the 

economy through the loss of potential skills and knowledge. Despite many studies that 

have been conducted into understanding and advancing solutions for low completion 

rates, the author of this chapter argues it might be high time for the world to turn its 

attention to the African philosophy of Ubuntu. Could understanding who we are or what 

our role in the society is, move us more toward understanding and advancing solutions to 

the common trend of low completion rates in ODL? Could moving toward achieving a 

truly human society really help? This chapter hopes to through this term hone the key 

concepts of Ubuntu and apply these to those that will be identified in ODL with an 

attempt to move the debates on understanding and improving completion rates in ODL 

forward. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Open distance learning (ODL) has become a buzz word in the present day education 

system because of its ability to expand education admission to millions all over the world. 

The world has since busted the earlier prediction by Duderstadt (2008) that there would be no 

space available for 100 million university-ready students without open distance learning. In 

spite of its potential, the low completion rate of students in ODL is still a thorny issue in this 

mode of delivery. Literature abounds on the fact that completion rates are better in 

conventional education (Perraton, 2000; Subotzky, 2003; Trounson, 2014). In a study in 

Australia, two-thirds of bachelor degree students studying by distance education drop out of 

their course in comparison to 75 per cent completion rates for on campus students (Trounson, 

2014). The picture is not totally different and is even more dismal in South Africa where it 

appears only 15% of higher education students graduate (Murdoch, 2013). However, the 

concern for poor completion rates is a worldwide phenomenon that is not only limited to  

the South African context. There are diverse reasons for low completion rates with dire 

consequences for students, the higher education market and institutions. Therefore, 

governments have shown serious commitments to completion rate by making it clear that 

institutions/courses with high attrition rates will no longer receive funding. This makes 

completion rate a key performance indicator in university quality assurance processes. 

Improving completion rate is a particularly pressing issue in the context of widening 

participation for under-represented student groups (Crosling, Heagney and Thomas, 2009). 

The latter is particularly relevant to the South African context due to its historical past. 

Though many studies (Aluko 2011; Biswas and Mythili, 2004; Dreyer, 2010; Letseka and 

Maile, 2008; Lewin and Mawoyo, 2014; Mays 2007; Ngoma, 2006; Reneland, 2003; Tinto, 

1993) have been conducted into understanding and finding solutions to this phenomenon, it 

might be high time for the world to turn its attention to the African philosophy of Ubuntu. 

Could understanding who we are or what our role in the society is, move us more toward 

understanding and advancing solutions to the common trend of low completion rates in ODL? 

Could moving toward achieving a truly human society really help? African societies have 

long grappled with this idea even before the advent of colonization. This chapter hopes 

through this term to hone its key concepts and apply these to those that will be identified in 

ODL with an attempt to move the debates on understanding and improving completion rates 

in ODL forward. 

This chapter is divided into seven sections. The first and second sections deal with  

an attempt to define the term ‘completion rates,’ and provide possible reasons for the 

phenomenon. The third and the fourth sections focus on the terms Ubuntu and ODL. In the 

fifth section, I propose a conceptual framework for improving poor completion rates based on 

the interconnectedness between both terms. In the sixth section I discuss common concepts 

which I have identified in both terms in relation to improving poor completion rates. The last 

section provides some concluding remarks. 
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BUT WHAT DOES THE TERM ‘COMPLETION RATE’ REFER TO? 
 

The term ‘completion rates’ is slippery to define due to its tandem usage with other 

related terms such as ‘attrition rates,’ ‘retention rates’ and ‘drop-out rates’, among others. 

However in this chapter, it refers to ‘the percentage of first year entrants in a cycle of 

education surviving to the end of the cycle (Philippines Statistics Authority- National 

Statistical Coordination Board, 2006). It has been said that calculating and interpreting 

completion rates is far more complex and analytically challenging than it should be (Cook 

and Hartle, 2011) because it is difficult to tell when a student has not completed a course and 

does not intend to finish it (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2012). 

 

 

Reasons for Poor Completion Rates in Open Distance Learning 
 

Even though ODL is a welcome phenomenon (Eaton, 2001), as earlier indicated, its poor 

completion rate is still a cause for concern. As a result, various studies over the past decades 

have been conducted into this phenomenon (Altmann and Armbasich 1982; Astin, 1984; 

DeAngelo, Franke, Hurtodo, Pryor and Tran, 2011; Fraser and Killen; 2005; Fraser and 

Lombard, 2002; Murray, 2014; Parker, 1999; The Open Polytechnic of New Zealand, 2003; 

Uba, 1997). As such, variables such as gender, age, locus of control, grade point average, 

inappropriately designed studies, lack of formative assessment, student support system; the 

perceptions of lecturers and students; and mode of delivery have been researched into. 

Findings from these efforts have been corroborative of Tinto’s (1975) earlier findings, which 

are: 

 

 Lack of academic ability; 

 Certain personal characteristics such as impulsiveness, lack of emotional bonds and 

lack of flexibility; 

 Poor achievement at school; 

 Lack of goal commitment and ambitious occupational aims; 

 Poor academic integration; 

 Poor social integration with other students, university teachers and administrative 

staff; 

 Lack of contact with the university as an institution; 

 Time passed between acquiring a university entry qualification and first registration; 

 Professional and family obligations, and activities in the social, cultural and political 

spheres; 

 Choice of wrong subjects; and 

 In the case of younger students, the low socio-economic status of the parents and low 

interest in the student’s education. 

 

Additional factors are the low rate of entry and persistence among the socio-economically 

disadvantaged in tertiary education generally, the inability of students to take responsibility 

for their studies and the inability of institutions to take into consideration the learning 

preferences of students, lack of motivation, knowledgeable and expert lecturers in their fields, 
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but who are not adequately skilled to teach (Crosling, Heagney and Thomas, 2009; Jones, 

2008; Long, Ferrier and Heagney, 2006; McGivney, 2003; Murray, 2014; Ravhudzulo, 2003; 

Sherry, 1996; The Open Polytechnic of New Zealand, 2003). 

Research exploring the reasons for student withdrawal tends to conclude that there is 

rarely a single reason why students leave; in most cases, the picture is complex and students 

leave as a result of a combination of inter-related factors (Crosling, Heagney and Thomas, 

2009). In South Africa it is an established fact that there is high attrition rate in the higher 

education, more so in ODL. However, research from the country has also supported the 

reasons cited above (Ravhudzulo, 2003; Killen, Marais and Loedolff, 2002; Ntshoe 2002; 

Paras, 2001; Tait and Van Eeden, 2002; Murdoch, 2013). Students persisting to completion of 

their educational goals is a key gauge of student success, and therefore, institutional success 

(Voigt and Hundrieser, 2008). As well, it also helps to boost a country’s employment rate as 

people with higher education have the lowest unemployment rates (Fisher and Scott, 2011). 

This confirms McFarlene’s (2010) earlier assertion that we are living in a school economy 

which everyone seeks one form of training or the other in order to improve their skills  

and employment prospects. Though it has been argued that students who do not complete 

may still benefit from skills developed, including increased confidence and life experiences 

(Quinn, Thomas, Slack, Casey, Thexton and Noble, 2005), nonetheless, in the current 

competitive and globalized higher education market, the reputational fall-out of low student 

retention and high student attrition figures can be damaging for institutions (Yorke and 

Longden, 2004). 

 

 

UNDERSTANDING THE TERM ‘UBUNTU’ 
 

The notion of Ubuntu has been widely theorized (Letseka, 2012). According to Tschaepe 

(2013), a variety of interpretations have been given to the term ‘Ubuntu,’ as well as incorrect 

assumptions made concerning personhood, spirituality, folk beings, and African philosophy. 

Ubuntu is a difficult word to translate because there is actually no literal translation of the 

word and meaning of Ubuntu into Western terms (Battle, 2009). The term describes the 

spiritual foundation of African societies and is best explained by the Zulu phrase ‘Umuntu 

ngumuntu ngabantu’ which could be literally translated to mean “A person is a person 

through other persons” (Battle, 2009; Sigger, Polak and Pennink, 2010). It is personhood 

(Letseka, 2000). It also means I am human because I belong to the human community 

(Tschaepe, 2013). As well, Bhengu (1996) defines it as the art of being a human being. 

Broodryk (2002:56) in addition gives a more comprehensive definition: “Ubuntu is an ancient 

African worldview based on the primary values of intense humanness, caring, sharing, 

respect, compassion and associated values, ensuring a happy and qualitative human 

community life in the spirit of family.” 

Ubuntu is an important term to understand Africa’s view of global humanity (Boyraz, 

n.d.); even though the idea exists in almost all African languages (Broodryk, 1997). Ubuntu 

pertains to the ongoing process of becoming human (Tschaepe, 2013). Archbishop Desmond 

Tutu (Battle, 2009) explains that the term speaks about the fact that one cannot exist as a 

human being in isolation, thus, it speaks about our interconnectedness. It underscores  

the importance of community; dialogue and consensus; mutual recognition; respect and 
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understanding. Ultimately, Ubuntu is about: humanity, community, and responsibility. Its 

personality values include equality, sharing, humanness, and redistribution (Broodryk, 2002). 

Metz (2007) in his argument for a secular African moral theory asserts that an action is 

wrong to the extent that it fails to develop the community. Therefore, Ubuntu is to strive to 

help people in the spirit of service – sharing natural resources on a principle of equity among 

and between generations; collective respect for human dignity; and being human because  

one belongs to the human community (Tschaepe, 2013). It also implies good moral conduct 

that makes one to treat others at all times with fairness, dignity and justice (Letseka, 2013). 

The concept ‘Ubuntu’ should make people feel more inclusive (Bonn, 2007). Violating the 

rights of another individual ultimately affects the strength of the community (Metz 2007). 

From the discussion above, the following inter-related key concepts could be identified: 

Connectedness, Sympathy, Support (Sharing), Humanness, and Respect, among others. Later 

on in this chapter, the author would examine some of these key concepts in relation to 

improving completion rates in ODL in higher education. 

 

 

UNDERSTANDING THE TERM ‘OPEN DISTANCE LEARNING’ (ODL) 
 

Many attempts have been made to define the term ‘open distance learning,’ however 

according to Commonwealth of Learning (2000), there is no one definition of the  

term. Rather, most definitions, pay attention to the following characteristics: separation of 

teacher and learner; institutional accreditation; use of mixed-media courseware; two-way 

communication; possibility of face-to-face meetings from tutorials; and the use of 

industrialized processes (Commonwealth of Learning, 2000). On the other hand, Peters 

(2010) in a later edition of his previous work indicates that there are many who believe and 

are even convinced that the only difference between ODL and its conventional counterpart is 

just “distance” and the importance of technical media needed to bridge the gap between the 

teacher and the taught. However, he argues that it is an entirely different approach, with 

different students, objectives, methods, media, strategies, and above all different goals in 

educational policy. These thus highlight the key concepts of humanitarianism, openness, 

lifelong learning, university reformation and virtual learning. 

 

 

A PROPOSED CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK  

FOR IMPROVING POOR COMPLETION RATES:  

THE INTERCONNECTEDNESS BETWEEN UBUNTU AND ODL 
 

According to Miles and Huberman (1994: 440), a conceptual framework “lays out the 

key factors, constructs, or variables, and presumes relationships among them.” However, (for 

the aim of this section) the author of this chapter agrees with Jabareen (2009) that conceptual 

frameworks should be based on concepts alone in order to discourage loose usage of the  

term. Such concepts should effectively represent the relevant social, cultural, political, and 

environmental phenomena or social behaviour, and the multidisciplinary literature that 

focuses on the phenomenon under study (Jabareen, 2009). In this section, I have focused on 
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the concepts which I have identified in my attempt to define Ubuntu and ODL. These are 

reflected in Table 1 below: 

Furthermore, I have juxtaposed all the concepts as illustrated in Figure 1 below in order 

to reflect the interconnectedness nature of the two terms. 

Due to the inter-relatedness nature of most of the concepts identified above, I have 

centered the discussion in the next section on commonalities found in both terms. 

 

 

UBUNTU AND ODL: DISCUSSION 
 

Humanness, interconnectedness, and the humanitarian goal of open distance learning 

 

In his attempt to explain Ubuntu, Tschaepe (2013) advocates the term Humanness as 

opposed to Humanity. The latter according to the author connotes a static set, while Ubuntu 

has a strong focus on humanness (Haslam, Loughnan and Holland, 2013). In comparison to 

humanity, humanness is characterized by dynamism, change and temporality; thus it pertains 

to the ongoing process of becoming human (Tschaepe, 2013). To deny the ‘humanness’ of 

people is derogatory and dehumanizing thereby perceiving people as lacking uniquely human 

characteristics (Haslam, Loughnan and Holland, 2013). Therefore, humanness compels us to 

treat people as humans. 

If completion rates are to be improved, ODL providers need to continually be dynamic 

for instance in their administrative services. Students should in essence be treated not as 

objects or money-making machines, but as human. There has been evidence that most ODL 

programs have been seen this way thereby lacking depth in program design, and in adequate 

student support (Department of Higher Education and Training – DHET, 2014). Often times 

profit that is made from ODL is diverted to the improvement of other contact programs at the 

expense of the ODL programs (SAIDE, 1999). In addition to this, a better rendered student 

services is often encouraging to students (Chen, Lattica and Hamilton, 2008; Brysen and 

Hand, 2007) thus leading to better completion rates. As well, research shows that students are 

most likely to leave in their first year of entry (Quinn et al. 2005; Thomas, 2002; Yorke, 

2004; Yorke and Longden, 2007) which highlights the importance of the first year 

experience. Customer satisfaction ironically goes a long way to determine the quality of 

rendered services (McFarlene, 2011). According to Peter (2010), ODL has a humanitarian 

goal, which alleviates the suffering of the past, while ensuring respect for the individual. 

 

Table 1. Identified concepts of Ubuntu and open distance learning 

 

Ubuntu Open distance learning 

Humanness 

Interconnectedness 

Equality 

Support 

Sharing 

Respect 

Humanitarianism 

Social justice/Equity 

Openness 

Lifelong learning 

University transformation 

Virtual learning 
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Source: Created by the author. 

Figure 1. The interconnectedness between Ubuntu and ODL. 
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Based on Ubuntu, I argue that it is dehumanizing to immerse students in non-authentic 

curriculum contents and tasks that are not challenging and relevant to students’ lives and 

futures, non-appropriate orientation or induction procedures, and non-integration of study 

skills (Crosling, Thomas and Heagney, 2008). 

 

 

Openness, Equality and Transformation of University 
 

The rationale for ODL from its earliest days has been to open opportunity for learners to 

study regardless of geographic, socio-economic or other constraints (UNESCO, 2002). This 

section of the chapter does not necessarily focus on the distinction between ‘distance 

education’ and ‘open learning,’ but rather on the characteristic nature of the former to lead to 

more openness of education. This invariably makes the extension of educational opportunities 

possible to once denied groups. This becomes clearer if one considers the fact that the process 

of spreading education used to be extremely slow, requiring whole-system change (Hudson, 

2012). However, ODL has helped to change this, especially in view of the advent of new 

technologies. According to the Distance Learning Portal (2015), the six characteristics of 

openness are open access(ibility), freedom of time, freedom of pace, freedom of place, open 

programming, and open to people. Though these characteristics may differ across institutions, 

one could say that these highlight the key features prevalent in the theory and practice of 

ODL (UNESCO, 2002). Openness therefore makes the ideas of lifelong learning and virtual 

learning possible. 

From the explanation of the term Ubuntu, the concepts already identified in the term 

could be said to be related to ODL because the essence of ODL is to make education more 

accessible to the wider community. This in itself challenges the idea of inequity in the 

society, which was formerly the norm in the South African society. In order to correct this 

anomaly, ODL becomes the savior of all societies, not just South Africa, which has decided to 

refocus their education from elitism to massification. The decision taken by the South African 

government to re-focus its education on massification, means attention is now being paid to 

the education of the neglected and undeserved (DHET, 2014; Peter, 2010). ODL in its 

parlance, is unarguably connected to the issues of social justice as it opens up educational 

opportunities to once-denied groups, thus creating, to some extent, the atmosphere for the 

terms (equality, fairness and human rights) connected to the concept of social justice to thrive 

(Aluko and Hendrikz, 2011). It appears that more and more distance teaching institutions are 

framing their vision/mission explicitly in terms of social justice (Tait, 2013). This, according 

to the author, has at its core a commitment to equality of human beings, the development of 

programs of activity to deliver inclusion of the great majority in the benefits of society, and 

solidarity with those in need. 

Gone are the days when universities existed in silos – away from the society. It could be 

argued that the society gives universities their essence, hence reasons for their existence. An 

institution that cannot respond to the need of the society in which it exists cannot justify its 

existence. According to Peter (2010) ODL compels universities to be transformed in their 

entirety. Open and distance learning has a major impact on thinking and practice throughout 

the whole educational system, regarding such critical matters as how students learn, how they 

can best be taught, and how educational resources might more efficiently be organized to 

deliver the instruction that is needed (UNESCO 2002). Therefore providing access to 
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information and the tools to interact with it are critical to spreading education and stimulating 

innovation (Hudson, 2012). In particular ODL has the potential to enhance a more student-

centered and consumer-oriented approach to education, leading in turn to more extensive 

contact between educational institutions on the one hand and community-based organizations, 

business and industry on the other (UNESCO 2002). As such, according to the organization, 

many ODL institutions have emerged to become major players in education, some becoming 

complements, alternatives, and even replacements to the traditional educational formats. 

 

 

Sharing and Support 
 

Ubuntu as political philosophy has aspects of socialism propagating the distribution of 

wealth (Wikipedia, 2015). According to Tschaepe (2013), Ubuntu is to strive to help people 

in the spirit of service sharing natural resources on a principle of equity among and between 

generations, thereby leading to collective respect for human dignity. Closely associated to the 

concept is the term ‘Unhu’ in which sharing is incorporated and determines how we behave 

and interact in our various social roles (Wikipedia, 2015?). If one has Ubuntu, one practises 

generosity (Battle, 2009). It means children are never orphans since the roles of mother and 

father are by definition not vested in a single individual. …furthermore, a man or a woman 

with ‘unhu’ will never allow any child around them to be an orphan (Wikipedia, 2015). 

Student financial issues, which result in fear of debt and employment-related issues have 

frequently been identified as barriers to completion, especially by students from lower socio-

economic groups (Aluko, 2007; Dodgson and Bolam, 2002; Letseka and Maile, 2008; Yorke 

and Longden, 2008; Yorke et al., 1997). In South Africa, it is evident that steep university 

fees contribute to the continued under-representation of black students, which threatens to 

replicate racial inequality in higher education well into the future (Letseka and Maile, 2008). 

According to the authors, recent evidence shows that on average, 70% of the families of the 

higher education drop-outs surveyed were in the category “low economic status.” Letseka and 

Breier (2012) have both warned that the vicious cycle of financial disadvantage and academic 

under-performance which originated under apartheid still prevails. Unless South Africa 

seriously addresses issues of poverty and inequality, it is unlikely that the high drop-out rates 

and under-representation of black African students will improve (Letseka and Maile, 2008). 

Unfortunately, certain circumstances like family issues, poverty and poor schooling are 

beyond the control of higher education institutions (Scott, 2014). 

To compound this matter, financial support is more often provided for students in the 

conventional mode. However, statistics have shown changes in the demographic profile of 

ODL students, which for instance is the case at the University of South Africa (UNISA, 

2009). As (more) younger students enroll for ODL the more financial support they will  

need from the government. This appears to be inadequate even in instances where it is 

provided as evident in unabated student protests (McGregor, 2014). As well as highlighted in 

the newly released policy on distance education, the South African government needs to 

seriously reconsider its funding pattern of ODL at a lower level in comparison to its contact 

counterpart (DHET, 2014) if truly ODL has been identified as a remedy for its historical past 

in education. With regard to student support, it has been proven often times that much of the 

difference between institutions in their degree completion rates is attributable to differences in 

the characteristics and profiles of the enrolled students (DeAngelo, Franke, Hurtodo, Pryor 
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and Tran, 2011; Trounson, 2014). One could argue that Ubuntu requires institutions to  

know their students profile in order to be able to adequately address the needs of students  

who have lower probabilities for completion (Aluko, 2014; DeAngelo, Franke, Hurtodo, 

Pryor and Tran, 2011). Parker (1999) has earlier warned that a student’s source of financial 

assistance may act as a predictor of their non-completion in ODL. Student support should 

include providing students with pre-entry information, preparation and admission processes; 

induction and transition support; learning, teaching, assessment and curriculum development; 

student support, including financial and pastoral services; and improved use of institutional 

data (Jones, 2008). Others are bridging, foundation or extended curriculum programs that 

facilitate a special focus on building skills for academic study, expanded tutorial systems, and 

other forms of support such as mentoring, which often help to improve teaching and learning 

strategies (Aluko and Hendrikz, 2012; Council on Higher Education – CHE, 2004). George, 

Cowan, Hewitt and Cannell (2004) as well suggest that the incorporation of both summative 

and formative assessment helps to build confidence, a positive attitude towards learning  

and successful engagement with the cognitive demands of the program. (Ubuntu) makes  

it immoral for institutions to knowingly admit students with lower probability of success 

without adequately providing the necessary support for them (Killen and Fraser, 2002). 

According to Khoza (1994), Ubuntu is a concept that brings to the fore images of 

supportiveness, cooperation, and solidarity. African genius lies in caring for people (Mbigi, 

1997). To do otherwise will be less humane. There is ample evidence in research that 

providing positive and adequate learning and teaching environments are highly influential for 

students’ retention and success (Bamber and Tett, 2001; Laing and Robinson, 2003; Parker, 

Naylor and Warmington, 2005; Preece and Godfrey, 2004). Rhodes and Nevill (2004) in their 

research conclude that many of the issues identified for low completion rates are within 

institutional control, and thus all students can be supported to succeed in higher education. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Though open and distance learning means more freedom of access, and thereby provides 

a wider range of opportunities for learning and qualification (UNESCO, 2002), yet its  

poor completion rates still remain a thorny issue. This is not peculiar to South Africa, and 

could be attributed to the transformation going on in the country (Killen, Marais and 

Loedolff, 2003; Mckenzie and Schweitzer, 2001; Perraton, 2000). Nonetheless, the onus rests 

on practitioners in the field to find solutions to the myriad of possible causes of the 

phenomenon. This becomes necessary in view of increasing student diversity, market forces 

controlling educational system, funding and benchmarking (Crosling, Heagney and Thomas, 

2009; Leppel, 2004; Open Polytechnic of New Zealand, 2003; Woodley, 2004). Apart from 

this, non-completion has loss of life chances and financial implications for students (and their 

families), and for society and the economy through the loss of potential skills and knowledge 

(Crosling, Heagney and Thomas, 2009). In this chapter, the author is of the view that due to 

the highlighted interconnectedness between the concepts of Ubuntu and ODL, it might be 

high time for practitioners in the field to turn to the African philosophy of Ubuntu, which 

encourages connectedness, sympathy, support (Sharing), humanness, and respect. These 

would hopefully help to abate the situation. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

This chapter discusses the potential of using of Ubuntu values to ground delivery of 

Open Distance e-Learning. It highlights the crucial role that learner-centeredness of  

adult learning situations play in ensuring that students get to access and succeed in  

higher education. ODeL Learning delivery is unpacked in relation to Ubuntu values.  

The author goes in detail to illustrate the link between the origin of distance education 

and the contributions of Ubuntu values. Epistemological acquisitions that foreground the 

development of higher order thinking skills about particular content in the education 

phenomenon are discussed in detail. Several aspects of ODeL like design, teaching and 

assessment; learner support; postgraduate supervision; and role of library are discussed in 

relation to Ubuntu based educational provision. 

 

Keywords: Ubuntu, Distance Education, learner-centeredness, higher education, Responsive 

Learner Support  

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Open Distance e-Learning (ODeL) delivery is a form of education delivery that does not 

only depend on appropriate command of subject matter and academic staff; but it also 

requires the presence of different learner support provisions. Learner support provisions could 

be in form of counselling and careers guidance, academic writing coaching, technology-

enhanced learning support, and so on. Collaboration between the academic and support 
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departments is necessary for the students to have a positive learning experience. The 

collaboration would not be successful if it is not foregrounded on empathy which is a value of 

Ubuntu. According to Chaplin (2006) and Letseka (2012) Ubuntu is based on the ethics of 

humanity, care for each other’s wellbeing and being prepared to provide reciprocal support. 

The South African White Paper on Social Welfare (Department of Welfare and Population 

Development, 1997) highlights the strength of Ubuntu in recognizing that one is only well 

when the other is also well. In the isiZulu language this is expressed as ‘umuntu ngumuntu 

ngabantu’ (A person is a person through other people). The White Paper also promotes ‘the 

right and responsibilities of every citizen in promoting individual and societal well-being’ 

(n.p.). Chachine (2008), Adonis (2008), McCluskey and Lephalala (2010) stress on the 

character of social interdependence and communal wellness in Ubuntu. Letseka (2012) argues 

that Ubuntu can be used as a moral theory and a public policy. Against this background it  

is argued that the delivery of ODeL would benefit more people if it is based on the principles 

of Ubuntu. For this to happen we recognize that the different perspectives on what Ubuntu  

is; could make it difficult for ODeL policy makers and practitioners to know how to put  

it into action. We therefore use the case studies from the literature we have read to illustrate 

how ODeL could be more accessible hence contribute towards education for sustainable 

development in Africa as a whole. 

 

 

UNPACKING UBUNTU PRINCIPLES THAT COULD GUIDE  

THE DELIVERY OF ODEL 
 

In the discourse on how Ubuntu principles could guide ODeL it is imperative to firstly 

show how it could guide Open Distance Learning (ODL). One might wonder about the 

difference between ODL and ODeL; ODL is an educational mode that bridges the huge 

distances between the lecturers and the students through the use of traditional technologies 

like teleconferences, written feedback on hardcopy assignments and programmed contact 

sessions (Perraton, Robinson and Creed, 2001; Perraton, 2000; UNESCO, 2002; Peters, 

1998). The origin of ODL was not collated until the 19th century. According to Keegan (1990: 

94) proponents of distance education like Sewart (1993) argue that distance education started 

from ancient times when people learnt through the word of mouth. This approach went on 

until the coming of the industrialized model which is normally called the correspondence 

model. The main aim of systematizing DE was to ensure that education can reach those who 

were far away from the institutes of learning. The very nature of distance education was based 

on Ubuntu principles which promote lifelong learning. During the World War 1 and 2 

countries like United Kingdom, Soviet Union, United States and so on used DE to improve 

people’s education levels including vocational education (Young, Perraton, Jenkins and 

Dodds, 1980; Kulich, 1985; Holmberg, 1986).  

On the other hand, ODeL is a form of education delivery that requires one to possess and 

have access to modern electronic technologies (Ngubane-Mokiwa and Letseka, 2015: 129). 

ODeL is generally understood as a structured teaching and learning process, delivered 

through a collection of methods, where the course materials are the main means of 

communication of curriculum due to physical separation between lecturers and the students. 

The communication between teachers and students involves the use of a variety of media 
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which includes face to face interaction. Face to face interaction can take different forms such 

as tutorials, peer support and practical work. Louw (2003) suggests that Ubuntu should not 

only be seen as “being- with others” but how we should relate to others, that is “what being 

with others” should be all about. Furthermore, the expression of “a human being depends on 

others just as much as others depend on him/her” is focusing on the “mutual rootedness” of an 

individual to other individuals. Ubuntu encourages us to offer ourselves to others and is 

profoundly concerned about mutuality. It provides a theoretical clarification and analysis of 

the two as defining aspects of conventional African existence. Ubuntu should, therefore be 

used to guide interpersonal skills and human growth. In this way, lecturers would approach 

students with respect and realization that they are equal players in the processes of teaching 

and learning. The students would equally feel valued and enabled to be openly engaged in 

their own learning. This kind of interaction would lead to an understanding that both parties 

have to contribute mutually for successful learning to happen. Without suggesting that 

patriotism is part of Ubuntu; the use of Ubuntu in teaching and learning would lead to the 

lecturer ensuring that his student succeeds so they can be self-sustaining. Student support and 

development through ODeL can only be successful when the principles of Ubuntu form part 

of the basis and guiding principles of the same program (Du Toit, 2012). 

The 1997 White paper on Social Welfare recognizes Ubuntu as embracing the principle 

of caring for each other’s wellbeing and a spirit of mutual support. Waghid and Smeyers 

(2012) postulate that Ubuntu should encourage one to respect others’ dignity as they would 

respect his; live in harmony with others always striving to forgive and be compassionate in 

order to ensure socio-economic-spiritual and physical wellbeing for all community members. 

Each individual’s humanity is ideally expressed by his relationship with others and theirs  

in turn through recognition of the individual’s humanity. Ubuntu also encourages the  

way of life by promoting values, sharing and caring, forgiveness and reconciliation  

distinctly. Furthermore, collectivism is embraced and provides an encouraging and 

commendable emulation of outcomes such as genuineness, understanding, togetherness, 

communal relations, patience, actual reciprocity, companionship, brotherhood and unity-in-

fairness. These outcomes should be there throughout interacting with students in an ODL 

context. This can help the student to be able to follow and experience his/her “right to 

existence” inside such an ODL community/society of students: “I exist because we exist.” 

Now that the difference between ODL and ODeL has been discussed; the later will be 

discussed in relation to learning delivery through Ubuntu.  

 

 

ODeL Delivery as framed by Ubuntu 
 

There is general consensus among scholars that Ubuntu is a moral theory (Metz and Gaie, 

2010; Metz, 2007; Letseka, 2000; Ramose, 1999, 2002; Teffo, 1994). The history of distance 

education (DE) reveals that the very foundation of DE was based on trying to extend access to 

education for the many people who could not have easy access to education. Garrison and 

Cleveland-Innes (2010: 13) assert that the main reason for distance education was to ensure 

that the disadvantaged students had equitable access to higher education. ODeL also is being 

introduced in order to enhance access to higher education for the travelling working adults so 

that they can study wherever they are. ODeL is also aimed at making Unisa graduates who 

are not only carrying a degree certificate but also have the competence to work in 
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environments with cutting edge technologies. Equally, Castells (2009) highlighted the human 

development role played by universities by saying that universities are the main machine that 

contributes towards development. However, Makoe (2006) and Walker (2005) point out that 

although ODeL policies indicate an effort to address the past educational injustices the 

ongoing practices and narratives do not reflect improvement. 

 

 

Epistemological Access as Ubuntu 
 

For many years schooling has been going on but little was done to ensure that access to 

education translates to epistemological access. In this case, epistemological access means 

using teaching strategies like negotiation and mediation in order to facilitate the students 

understanding of the academic world (Ballard and Clanchy, 1988). Wally Morrow, the father 

of Epistemological Access asserts that epistemological access is about facilitating learning in 

a structured manner in order to enable the learners to ‘develop competences that cannot be 

learned in an instant’ (Pendlebury, 2008: 1). This also means clarifying the rules of the 

‘academic game’ to enable the students to formulate knowledge that can liberate them. 

Facilitating access to epistemology is Ubuntu since it allows the people engaging in learning 

to have a common goal which could be to improve the living conditions, be socially just and 

ensure sustainable living for the future generations.ODL that does not give students 

epistemological access disempowers. Students do not develop cognitive competencies to use 

the knowledge they have acquired in a meaningful manner. Morrow (1992) also highlighted 

the challenge that the education system has with creating clear structured strategies for 

learning how to learn. Boughey (2005) argues that universities should ensure that the learning 

design team and the student support team are adequately skilled with both learning facilitation 

and discipline-specific knowledge. She further calls for collaboration towards the holistic 

development of the students. Support towards epistemological access and mastery should be 

more elevated in an ODL context to compensate for the transactional distance between the 

learning facilitators, the student and the support staff. In a distance learning context the 

struggle is always in finding the best techniques to bridge the distance between the learner 

and the lecturer and the institution. 

The main question addressed in this discourse is: How can ODL delivery be enhanced 

through Ubuntu values? Moore and Kearsley (2012) and Nipper (1989) argue that distance 

education cannot be possible without the use of low and high (advanced) technologies to 

facilitate learning. In this regard, Guri-Rosenblit (2005) warns that a balance should be 

maintained in the use of technologies to address learners’ needs. In an effort to strike the 

balance in integrating technologies in learning, it is proposed that careful planning of 

curriculum and learning designs should be undertaken. The next section outlines how 

accessible design and delivery could lead to accessible learning and assessment. 

 

 

Delivery of Accessible ODeL and Assessment 
 

Accessible design of ODeL curriculum is a crucial element of enhancing access to 

learning for all students including those with disabilities. Kotzé, Wong, Jorge, Dix and Silva 

(2008:8) assert that appropriately designed and delivered learning is the one that provides a 
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positive learning experience and enables the learners to be productive. Depending on the 

delivery model that has been chosen by the ODeL institution, learning delivery can take place 

through several ways. These could be in a form of correspondence study, multimedia distance 

education, computer-mediated education or online learning. Below is a discussion of how 

Ubuntu values influence each of these models to enhance access.  

 

 

Correspondence Study 
 

Correspondence study became clearly defined as a system of distance education delivery 

towards the end of the 19th century (Sumner, 2000). This form of DE was referred to as the 

industrialized model of learning. Peters (1994 and 2007) contends that structures had to be 

made so as to guide the division on labor needed to make DE possible. The distance teaching 

labor was divided into course designing/development, editing, quality assurance, printing, and 

so on. The theory of Guided Didactic Conversation was propounded in order to enhance the 

delivery of distance education. This theory was conceptualized by Holmberg (1986), who 

stressed the importance of conversation in enhancing the processes of ODeL teaching and 

learning. At the time that this theory was born, conversations took place in terms of the 

lecturer making comments on the students’ assignment then returning it through the post 

office. This form of conversation took long to be exchanged between the lecturer and the 

student due to geographical separation and post office logistical arrangements. The 

conversation also took place in the form of one-way communication technologies usage. 

These technologies were audio cassettes, videotapes, radio, television (which was done 

through satellite broadcasting) and paper-based tutorial letters. The correspondence study 

model had an Ubuntu element because it provided distance education to masses at the time 

when only the few from the high and middle class families could afford higher education 

from contact institutions. 

 

 

Multimedia Distance Education 
 

The Collaborative Learning model took advantage of the availability of two- 

way Information and Communication Technologies (ICT). The technologies used were 

videoconferencing, electronic mail, teleconferencing and computer-based conferencing. 

Garrison (1989) contends that this focused on enhancing teaching delivery through facilities 

that people were already making use of. Bates (1993) applauds the abovementioned 

technologies because they allow for interaction between the teacher and the student, the 

student and the institution and the student and his or her peers. The Collaborative learning 

model aims to guide how the students learn and how they support each other as peers through 

interactive collaborations. According to Garrison (2000) there are elements of this model that 

have not been thoroughly researched if they have any impact on students’ learning 

experiences. These elements are; that students should entirely participate in the learning 

process; they should fully and freely cooperate with their learning coaches, their learning 

material and amongst themselves. Garrison (2000) also states that the learning process should 

facilitate students’ holistic growth; that is cognitive, metacognitive and social growth.  
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Computer-Mediated Distance Education 
 

This form of DE opened opportunities for more interaction; it could be synchronous  

or asynchronous depending on the students’ patterns and frequency of internet connectivity. 

Where there is more interaction amongst the students there are chances for social learning 

(Daniels and Walker, 1996) to take place. Social learning principles of sharing, debating and 

collective analysis also identify with the Ubuntu principle of sharing and agreeing on learning 

outcomes that seek to fulfill social development.  

 

 

Online Technology 

 

 The online technology is aimed at harnessing students’ holistic engagement in 

knowledge era. The choice of technology to be used to facilitate learning should be informed 

by the students learning needs and their technology profile. Hendrikz (2010) suggests that not 

understanding the students’ technology profile before deciding on the choice of technology 

would amount to injustice –lack of Ubuntu. There is a variety of online offerings that could 

benefit learning delivery, for example e-learning, mobile learning, blended learning, etc. E-

learning is an offering that requires one to have reliable access to a computer and internet. 

Mobile learning is a form of learning that can take place through mobile phones (Traxler, 

2007), laptops (Corbeil and Valdes-Corbeil, 2007) and tablets and other handheld devices 

(Brown and Mbati, 2015). Blended learning is mixture of any of the previously discussed 

offerings; the blend is decided on the students’ technology profile. Adherence to Ubuntu 

values would inform a student-centred choice of appropriate learning technologies.   

 

 

Instances Where DE Could Serve Non-Ubuntu Purposes 
 

History of education has insights that can be used to prove that DE has been used as a 

colonization tool. This means that the education provided to the oppressed could teach them 

how to serve the master instead of giving them critical thinking skills that leads to self-

reliance. In his call for increased opportunities of communicative action Habermas 

(1987:325) warns that in the absence of critical analysis of DE ‘the colonization of the 

lifeworld’ could occur. Collins (1991: 99) also cautioned that lack of critical analysis of DE 

and its effects on the people could lead to distance education that seeks to serve the 

government and corporate sector’s interests. Welton (1993: 87) points out that people in the 

position of power to influence education delivery systems tend to ignore ‘human norms and 

values’ and instead seek to fulfill tactical or strategic objectives at any cost. 

Equally, DE has been used as a tool of propaganda. This phenomena can be easily traced 

in the South African case reported by Reddy (2000: 9) that education given to non-white 

students aimed to teach them to be servants to the ‘masters’ who were the white people. This 

notion of serving the master meant that the non-whites were trained to do administrative jobs 

and provided unskilled labor in order to benefit the industrialization of the economy. Makoe 

(2006) postulates that in South Africa education was used to brainwash the non-whites into 

thinking that they were naturally inferior to white people. Greenwood (1988: 19) confirmed 
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this claim by indicating that white education sought to empower them to make decisions and 

lead and black education meant to teach them to serve the white people. Equally, Hytten and 

Warren (2003) point out that in some cases education is used to serve and protect the best 

interest and sustainability of white dominance also termed elitist orientations (Apple, 2000).  

 

 

RESPONSIVE LEARNER SUPPORT 
 

Currently, lecturers and curriculum or learning designers are designing the learning 

material, giving instructions without taking into consideration their students’ individual 

needs. Often lecturers are contacted by their students for support and guidance. In an ODeL 

context student experience an intensely rooted need and longing for a lecturer as fellow 

(member) human being to guide him/her during their journey (thus a member of Ubuntu). 

This profound rooted necessity is to have a sense of community throughout their learning in 

the ODeL context- where academic and scientific guidance and leadership to the student is 

being provided for. The prominence is equally in the need of both the support of fellow-

students and the spatial “real-time” presence of a lecturer during scheduled contact sessions 

(Du Toit, 2012). According to Thorpe (2002), response is identified as the functional essence 

of student support; and identity, interaction and time as the key elements of meaningful 

response. Therefore, identity informs the support process and allows for personalization  

of support for individual and shared construction of meaning. Interaction provides a two- 

way communication and allows for feedback in activity. Interaction allows support to be 

conveyed in the terms that the students choose to express themselves which contribute to 

comprehensibility and individual construction of meaning. In addition, time is significant 

because learning is a demand driven process and timely support adds meaning for individuals 

by providing responses when they are needed (Brown and Duguid, 2000). 

In order to ensure that support is responsive to learning, the following should be taken 

into consideration: 

 

 Commenting on assignments needs to be an effective means of extending the 

teaching on the course and providing supportive formative feedback. 

 Assessment needs to be designed in such a way that it contributes to the achievement 

of the program goals, mastery of the course content, and development of broad 

abilities in terms of the process students go through to achieve that product. 

 Another aspect of assessment design is the extent to which it supports students to 

achieve assessment requirements by providing clear instructions and criteria, and 

scaffolding and support in the achievement of the tasks. 

 There needs to be mechanisms in place to ensure that the marking is fair and reliable, 

particularly if there are different markers. 

 There also needs to be mechanisms in place to ensure that the turnaround time on 

assignments is kept to a minimum. 

 

Ramsden (1992: 96–103) has identified six key principles by which the effectiveness of 

teaching in ODeL can be judged. These include: interest and explanation, concern and respect   
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for students and student learning, appropriate assessment and feedback, clear goals and 

intellectual challenge, independence, control and active engagement, and learning from 

students. 

 

 

APPLICATION OF UBUNTU IN LEARNER SUPPORT 
 

To provide support and teaching to students in an ODeL context requires working 

together with tutors who can carry out observations and provide feedback to the academics. 

Moreover, the needs of students should be catered for during scheduled ODeL contact 

sessions, each student should be accepted completely as an individual and by accommodating 

him/her completely, the needs of an individual ODeL student are catered for. The support 

provided can be within or outside the learning context. For instance, students can be 

supported through the use of Open Educational Resources (OERs) that have the potential to 

improve their understanding of the topic at hand. OERs can be used as extra learning material 

that comes in different formats like audio, graphic and interactive learning content. The 

student can be encouraged to search for other relevant OERs, engage with them and provide 

detailed reflections on how they can apply the acquired knowledge or skill in their real life 

situation. 

Grünewald, Meinel, Totschnig and Willems (2013) propose the use of Massive Online 

Open Courses (MOOCs) as a way of supporting students with different learning styles. Here, 

students would have the opportunity to learn content that they feel matters to them and that 

will give them the ability to manage their authentic lives. MOOCs remove the teacher as the 

sole possessor of knowledge and encourage the Ubuntu-based approach of co-learning 

(Okada et al., 2014). The practice of co-learning acknowledges that each person has prior 

experiences that are worth sharing with others, it also recognizes that different people 

interpret different scenarios differently. It is through this diversity that people have something 

to learn and to share with each other. The big question that one should ask is: What is the 

benefit of MOOCs? My response to this question is that the types of MOOCs that promote 

Ubuntu are the connectivist MOOCs normally called cMOOCs (Siemens, 2013; Yuan and 

Powell, 2013). cMOOCs are more aligned to Ubuntu because they are not teacher-centered 

and hierarchical in nature. Teacher-centered approaches are somehow alien to Ubuntu 

principles because they recognize the teacher only as the possessor of knowledge. Ubuntu 

principles allows for development through informal networks of people with the same 

interests. cMOOCs could be beneficial to a group of students who are collectively trying to 

support each other’s learning. Once each student feels that they are ready to undergo 

assessment they can then do so at their own convenience. 

In some instances the students support can benefit from the use of new interactive 

technologies such as video conferencing. It is widely accepted that in distance education, the 

course takes the place of the educator in providing an appropriate learning environment. An 

important element of the course is support for the learners. The South African Institute for 

Distance Education (SAIDE, 1995) Audit notes that `... a well-functioning [distance 

education] system, will integrate various types of support (including carefully planned contact 

tutorials, telephone tutoring, vacation schools, and other forms of support) with course 

materials to create a system which supports and deepens students' learning'. Learner support 
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also requires the provision of strong and constant feedback on activities specified in the 

course. The provision of feedback has to be supported by a description and analysis of 

practice in assessment procedures. Effective student support is critical for the success of an 

educational program, particularly one where there is considerable work done by students 

independently at a distance. 

It should be noted that students need a considerable amount of support and cannot be 

expected simply to engage with the course materials and assessment on their own. Support 

should motivate and encourage students as well as help them to combat feelings of isolation. 

The main structures provided for student support in an ODeL context should be: 

 

 Compulsory group discussion classes 

 Peer support 

 Telephone/email and the use of discussion forums 

 Individual face-to-face consultation with lecturers and tutors; 

 Feedback on assignments (dealt with under assessment). 

 

The above structure could be beneficial to the process of postgraduate research 

supervision too. Frequent opportunities and motivation for the application of knowledge and 

skills during contact session/group discussion classes should be provided. A study manual 

should include a range of activities and strategies to encourage students to engage with the 

content. If feedback or commentaries on these activities are provided by the course writer, 

then students will be able to have a written version of the experience of discussion that takes 

place during contact sessions. Furthermore, because students work through the materials on 

their own, they need some means of assessing their own progress. Comments on the activities 

in the materials can be extremely invaluable in this regards.  

 

 

UBUNTU IN POSTGRADUATE SUPERVISION 
 

Postgraduate research supervision is challenging in nature as its success does not depend 

solely on the submission of assignments and undertaking of formative and summative 

assessments. Supervision becomes more challenging in an ODeL context where there is a 

geographical separation between the student and the supervisor. Schultz (2012: 3) states that 

postgraduate communication in an ODeL context comprises of faceless encounters through 

telephone, mobile phones and email or in the case of UNISA, the online learning platform 

known as myUnisa.It is more difficult where the students are far away from the library and 

need to have advanced technological skills in order to appropriately search for reading 

material. Worse still, the students also need to have reliable internet connection in order to 

access the online library and communicate electronically with their supervisor. 

 Kritzinger and Loock (2012: 2) analyze the Academy of Science of South Africa 

(ASSAf 2010) consensus report and conclude that it portrays the pitiable postgraduate 

supervision status that exists in South Africa. The ASSAf report and DoE (2001) reveal that 

South Africa is producing less than 15 percent of postgraduates, which is the lowest in the 

world. ASSAf (2010) report on doctoral education in South African Higher Education 

institutions highlights the twin challenges of the insufficient number of qualified and 
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experienced supervisors and of novice supervisors not receiving sufficient or effective 

assistance to develop their supervisory capacity. The report also emphasizes a growing 

awareness that the traditional apprenticeship model of one-to-one supervision might not be 

the most effective way in which to support postgraduate research (Meyiwa, et al., 2012). This 

echoes a range of international literature that shows how collaborative and social approaches 

to postgraduate research supervision and research support can enhance research capacity, 

productivity and quality in Higher Education institutions (Schultz, 2012; Kritzinger and 

Loock, 2012; Lessing and Schultz, 2003). 

It should be seen as a shared responsibility of the supervisor and student alike to develop 

mutual understanding and commitment to make the process effective. It also calls for 

emotional connection between the supervisor and the student during the supervision process 

because both the supervisor and the student simultaneously lead and learn. Both the 

supervisor and the student depend on each other for emotional as well as other support. 

Ubuntu is the kind of approach to research supervision which is akin to what is referred to as 

‘knowing yourself because of the people around you’. If there is sharing of the process that is 

being led by the supervisor and the student, then nurturing and protection of the partnership is 

required. Distance education is a mode of learning that thrives on effective communication 

between the student and the teacher; the student and the institution of higher learning and 

amongst the students themselves.The communication tools that come with the ODeL 

provisions have enhanced opportunities for one-on-one continuous engagement between the 

postgraduate supervisor and the student. According to Oluwalola (2015:968) postgraduate 

supervision should be a combination of new ideas and creation of new knowledge in the 

process of engagement with literature and empirical data. 

 

 

Libraries as Springs of Knowledge Sharing 
 

In an ODeL context libraries are not stand alone services; they are there to enhance the 

process of teaching and learning of distant learners. While others might be unclear on the role 

of the library in the Knowledge Era that is dominated by online technologies (2011); 

Omeluzor et al., (2013) clears the confusion by reporting on the results of the study on the 

relevance of a library in the 21st century. The study identifies the library as being a crucial 

player in promoting and sustaining the core business of teaching and learning both at 

undergraduate and postgraduate levels. For the students who are conducting research, 

libraries remain the springs where they get exposed to all kinds of reading material in both 

paper and electronic formats. As most universities have the postgraduate or research spaces, 

these serve as common rooms where students formally and informally share information, 

ideas and motivate each other. In some of the universities these research and learning spaces 

are also virtual allowing the students to collaborate on projects from different geographical 

locations. For the library to be able to provide the above mentioned benefits to students and 

academics there are basic library use skills that the users should possess. It is through the 

need for library skills that the library becomes the learning provider that teaches the users 

information searching skills, information sorting and management skills like storing, 

retrieving and using the acquired information appropriately. In some universities, the library 

teaches the users proper referencing skills so as to avoid cases of plagiarism which might put 

the users and the university into disrepute.  
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The nature of libraries in an ODeL context is more than a resource storage center; instead 

they serve as centers of student support. Gibson, Newton and Dixon (1999: 219) see the 

library as a component of student support through the provision of services such as study 

areas; access to books, journal articles and other reference materials; library user education 

and support, and access to online resources from other electronic libraries. According to 

Gibson, Newton and Dixon (1999), libraries are normally known to provide resources such as 

study space, access to books, journals and other reading materials, development of library 

users’ information literacy and response to reference enquiries. In an open and distance 

learning environment the library provision requires more advanced interventions so as to 

serve students who are far away from the physical library. The effort to provide library access 

to all distance students demands that library managers adopt both face-to-face and online 

strategies. Providing online library services necessitates involvement of different support 

departments like the Information and Communication Technology (ICT) systems; Student 

Registration office and Technical services. The multifaceted nature of online library provision 

should be based on the Ubuntu principle of sharing. Gibson, Newton and Dixon (1999: 220) 

highlight the three key areas that are needed in order for online libraries to be effective:  

 

 access to resources,  

 access to skills and services, and  

 the need to adjust policies so they can accommodate the extension of library services.  

 

Schiller (1996) argues that to afford all distance learners the ability to search the library 

from a distance requires the On-line Public Access Catalogue (OPAC). OPAC ensures that 

the distance library services are not incidental, but are characterized by impartial access for 

both on-site and online library users. Gibson, Newton and Dixon (1999: 220) argue that 

access to online library services could be enhanced through allowing distance learners to have 

full access to their ODL institution OPAC and that of other institutions’ libraries through their 

own institutions’ main library system. As per the Ubuntu principle of ensuring that everyone 

has an equal share to the necessary resources, it is suggested that online libraries should be 

structured in such a way that all students including those with disabilities are able to freely 

access the learning materials of their choice at all times. Burgstahler (2002) calls for all 

distance learning institutions to develop policies, guidelines and procedures that will form a 

fertile ground for equitable access to library manuals and electronic resources. Equally, 

Tripathi and Jeevan (2009) suggests that in the process of ensuring that distance learning 

students receive quality distance education, learning institutions should conduct ongoing 

evaluative research on their library services. The results of this research would assist in 

developing the best practices.  

Librarians have to negotiate the affordable means for students to access electronic 

materials, provide different access alternatives and rights and offer clear instructions on 

effective online library searches. Another effective way of preparing distance learners to 

make maximum use of the online library could be through effective communication between 

the academics and the learning designers (Gibson, Newton and Dixon, 1999: 229). During the 

process of course design the guidelines on what journals to access in what way should be 

included in the course material so that the students are able to access them anytime. Resource 
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sharing (Omeluzor et al., 2013) between libraries is an Ubuntu informed practices that 

discourages selfishness and instead maximizes on the use of available resources. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

This chapter unpacked Ubuntu principles, how these principles guide or frame ODeL, 

and linked the origin of ODeL to Ubuntu. The issue of enhancing epistemological access as a 

product of Ubuntu; delivery of ODeL through accessible learning design, teaching and 

assessment, and instances where DE could serve non-Ubuntu purposes were discussed. How 

Ubuntu might be used to make learner support more responsive to the needs of online 

learners; how postgraduate supervision might be made more efficient and successful, and 

lastly how Ubuntu should guide the positioning of libraries as springs of knowledge sharing. 

It is my submission that the delivery of open distance e-learning would be more beneficial to 

the distance learner if it was guided by Ubuntu moral values and principles. The adoption of 

Ubuntu moral values and principles would lead to the open, inclusive, interactive learning 

practices and accessible delivery of ODeL. The high numbers of students make it impossible 

to adopt ODeL models from other universities; instead empathy and genuine interest in 

supporting students for success are necessary. As Ubuntu is about promoting shared growth 

adopting Ubuntu principles could lead to learner-centered delivery of ODeL. 
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ABSTRACT  
 

This chapter draws from Ubuntu as a moral theory; Ubuntu incorporates morals, 

values and the perceptions of African communal justice. Broodryk (2002:13) asserts that 

Ubuntu is an ancient African worldview based on values of intense humanness, caring, 

sharing, respect and compassion. Communities need to be prepared to do what is right 

and moral in the African society. This chapter sought to document the understanding of 

Inclusive Education and Ubuntu in an Open Distance Learning (ODL) context. One of 

the principles of Inclusive Education is the belief that every individual can be taught and 

everyone needs appropriate support. This is also emphasized by the United Nations 

Declaration of Human Rights Article 26 which states that “everyone has the right to 

education and that …. Technical and professional education shall be made generally 

available.” The role of ODL institutions is to remove all types of barriers of education at 

all levels. This chapter is based on experiences of the authors who are working at UNISA 

as a comprehensive ODL institution on the continent of Africa. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

In an African context, Ubuntu is grounded in African traditional community where the 

formative moral development of children is sharpened (Letseka: 2012: 352). As such UNISA 

is better positioned as its vision is “The African University in the service of humanity” 

Ubuntu is “Botho” in Sotho languages and communicates how human beings should relate to 

others. This clearly shows that human beings need each other to survive; the business of life 
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cannot be done alone as indicated later in this chapter. Therefore the social mandate that the 

institution has to the public should be upheld. Although UNISA is committed to offer 

distance education and access to students with diverse needs, it has its own challenges which 

will be discussed in other sections. To realize its vision, UNISA should ensure that its core 

business of teaching and learning, research and community engagement are well catered for, 

bearing in mind that people at all levels need to be included and one can only be able to do 

that if the principles of Ubuntu are practiced. 

 

 

OPEN DISTANCE LEARNING AND UBUNTU 
 

Open distance learning (ODL) practice is currently in trend among many African 

universities as a process of delivering educational programs because it is becoming extremely 

difficult for universities to accommodate the explosive demand for full-time studies on 

campus. Faith (1988: 128) stresses that ODL is a global and rapidly growing phenomenon 

which offers formal learning opportunities, especially to those people who would otherwise 

not have had an opportunity to access higher education. Open distance learning can thus assist 

in providing the needs of impoverished, underprivileged, geographically remote communities 

in areas excluded from admission. Open distance learning can also supplement in the 

acquisition of unique skills and responsiveness regarding the accommodation of latest 

technological developments (Moore and Tait 2002; Bollinger and Wasilik 2009). In ODL 

lecturers and students are separated by physical distance and time but then again use a variety 

of communication channels, which range from basic teaching and learning materials and  

the postal services to greatly advanced information and communication technologies like 

MyUnisa, Open Educational Resources and video conferencing in order to facilitate teaching 

and learning.  

In addition, open distance learning is a set of teaching and learning strategies that can be 

used to overcome space and time gap between lecturers and students. It disregards the need 

for students to acquire the program of study by attending classes regularly. Open distance 

learning aims to generate a quality teaching and learning environment using a suitable 

amalgamation of diverse media, tutorial support and peer group discussion (Schmidt-Jones 

2012; Capdeferro and Romero 2012; Wright and Reju 2012).  

Since the needs of students should be catered for during scheduled contact classes,  

it is important that each student should be accepted and included in totality. By way  

of accepting and including every student, the yearnings of an individual in an open  

distance learning student are accommodated. Ubuntu principles such as communalism and 

collectivism, offer a reassurance and worthy effects such as genuineness, understanding, 

compassion, togetherness, communal relations, patience, actual reciprocity, companionship 

and comradeship. It is, therefore, key that an open distance learning student must be seen 

primarily as a communal human being and wherein this student is essentially communally 

included in their immediate reality, as a member of Ubuntu community. Open distance 

learning is for this reason a communal learning community which also assumes a communal 

blending in which communalism and its beneficial principles and values are manifested.  
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UBUNTU AND INCLUSIVE EDUCATION AS IMPERATIVES FOR  

OPEN DISTANCE LEARNING (ODL) 
 

As an ODL institution, UNISA needs to create a learning environment that supports 

students to achieve greater success, retention and improved throughput and pass rates. 

Inclusive education is based on the notion that every learner/student is entitled to a quality 

educational experience, this implies that individual characteristics including physical 

disabilities, intellectual gifts, impairments or economic constraints should neither define the 

type nor the quality of the educational experience available to them (Anderson, 2008). Open 

Distance Learning is a movement from a traditional correspondence mode to an open learning 

system. The ODL system provides opportunities, accessibility and affordability to students; 

students can learn at their own pace and experience success. On the other hand students at an 

ODL institution feel isolated, they usually do not have access to resources and above all they 

have other responsibilities at home. It is the higher institutions’ responsibility to make sure 

that despite all the challenges that the students have, they have a social responsibility of 

supporting the students. Supporting each and every student ties neatly with the concept of 

Ubuntu as the one who is willing to help possesses some conscience to be human to the other 

individuals. Many organizations have their own challenges and successes and UNISA is no 

exception, the pass and throughput rates at higher institutions need a lot of refurbishing. 

Lecturers at ODL institutions have the ability to improve teaching and learning, to contribute 

to make the vision of a specific higher institution a reality. The authors believe that student 

support is very crucial for all ODL institutions, which means they need to consider all the 

aspects that will improve teaching and learning and make students succeed in their learning.  

In the same breath, Ubuntu is a traditional African philosophy that offers an 

understanding of oneself in relation to other persons. According to Ubuntu, a common link 

exists between all persons. Through interactions with our fellow human beings, we discover 

our own human qualities. Ubuntu offers itself as a critical and relevant lens through which all 

issues already mentioned are looked into (Valle, King and Halling 1989). People here are 

allowed to be original and that enables them to realize their full human potential. Mbigi 

(1997: 6) emphasizes that the Ubuntu principle is the spirit of unconditional dignity. It is the 

spirit of unconditional collective acceptance and unconditional collective respect, which 

guarantees unconditional dignity. Ubuntu inspires us to render ourselves to others and this is 

profoundly concerned with communality. It provides an explanation and analysis of the 

essential aspects of traditional African existence. Open distance learning therefore, endorses 

Ubuntu and inclusivity, with interpersonal skills and human growth. Growth through open 

distance learning can only succeed when the principles of Ubuntu and inclusion form part of 

the basis and guiding principle. (Du Toit, 2011). Ubuntu and inclusion are not therefore for a 

situation where an individual, within open distance learning, focuses on individualized 

teaching and learning and where a specific person is the most significant source for all plans 

(Du Toit, 2011).  
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STRATEGIES FOR PRACTICING INCLUSIVITY  

AND UBUNTU IN ODL 
 

Unisa offers support to the students, be it academic, financial, career guidance, 

administrative support or those with special needs. The notion of Ubuntu talks to a sense  

of community at all levels of education and working together with other distance lecturers 

worldwide, while Inclusive Education is about increasing access to education for all, by using 

many techniques that will be relevant for teaching students at a distance. This implies making 

use of Open Educational Resources (OER) to create educational opportunities for students 

studying at a distance in order to expand the opportunities for students to access a whole lot 

of resources through technology while networking with other students and lecturers globally 

(Shanafelt, 1998: 51).  

Ubuntu and inclusivity provide a sense of connection with others, an opportunity for 

reflection and critical thinking, it increases students’ retention and it is also an indicator of 

success for an educational institution. According to UNISA’s Service chatter (2007), UNISA 

as and ODL institution seeks to establish itself as a recognized and leading university among 

the mega-universities of the world. Student support is an integral part and critical for the 

delivery of a quality ODL system. This may refer to a range of services that are developed by 

an ODL institution with the aim of assisting the students to meet their learning objectives 

(Tutor Handbook, 2007).  

 The vision of being the African University in the service of humanity would never be 

realized if the university does not cater for the needs of the students. Distance learning 

students’ needs, applicable academic and administrative support are necessary so that the 

students remain committed and motivated in their studies (Unisa, Corporate Profile: 17).  

Therefore Universities can uphold the principles of inclusivity and Ubuntu by adopting 

the following teaching and learning strategies: 

 

 Alternative ways of assessment could be used since the university has a large number 

of students, peer assessment strategies can be employed at different levels, for 

example, projects where students do peer assessment, self-assessment.  

 The curriculum development should accommodate a diverse range of students, 

should be relevant to the society.  

 Lecturers in the Departments need to make an effort to communicate with the tutors 

and e- tutors in turn should give lecturers feedback on which problems were 

encountered in the discussion classes. Attend tutorial sessions to support the tutor 

and be involved in tutor training. 

 E –tutors should be specialists in the field and should keep abreast with the latest 

technologies. 

 Attending discussion classes so that they can interact with the students. 

 Encourage lecturers to make use of the (sms) message service to communicate with 

students. 

 Encourage staff to use of videoconferencing, skype and satellite as well as other 

multimedia options to extend tutorial support to students. 
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 Taking the complexity of UNISA into account new staff members should be 

allocated a mentor who will guide them on the logistics of the functioning of the 

Department and the University as a whole. 

 

 

Values Associated with Inclusive Education and Ubuntu in ODL 
 

ODL therefore captures the essence and spirit of Africa through Ubuntu. In  

ODL lecturers are mindful of the significance and critical need for values in education 

(Living Values 2002). These values address the question of peace, respect, love, honesty, 

responsibility, happiness, human dignity, and compassion (Living Values 2002). All these 

values are excellently captured in the Ubuntu philosophy. In addition, these values need a 

genuine respect for human rights and an honest appreciation of diversities that exits among all 

persons, as propagated by Inclusive Education. ODL needs to have these values in place to 

efficiently include diverse and contrasting values, opinions and tendencies in a communal 

setting. 

 

 

Caring and Learning from Others 
 

Ubuntu as well as inclusive education express a worldview and idea of humanity (Mbigi 

and Maree 1995; Social Studies 2002). Ubuntu and inclusive education regard humanity as a 

vital part of ecosystems that lead to a communal responsibility to endure life. Human value is 

based on social, cultural and spiritual norms and standards. The White Paper on Welfare in 

the South African Government Gazette of 1996 (Social Studies 2002) captures Ubuntu as 

follows: “the principle of caring for each other’s well-being… and a spirit of mutual 

support…. Each individual’s humanity is ideally expressed through his or her relationship 

with others and theirs in turn through recognition of the individual’s humanity. Ubuntu means 

that people are people through other people. It also acknowledges both the rights and the 

responsibilities of every citizen in promoting individual and social well-being.”  

Ubuntu and inclusive education also inspire us to expose ourselves to others to encounter 

the diversity of their humanness so as to inform and enrich our own (Louw 2002). Ubuntu 

and inclusive education furthermore inspire us to be open to others, to learn from others as we 

learn of ourselves. This respect for diversity is paramount to Ubuntu and inclusive education 

(Social Studies 2002).  

 

 

Collaborative Learning 
 

Brandon and Hollingshead (1999: 111) and Naidu and Oliver (1999: 33) define 

collaborative learning as the acquisition, by individuals, of knowledge, skills or attributes 

through group interaction wherein group members share work and develop shared meanings 

about a group task. The social creation of knowledge as a basis of learning is accepted and its 

meaning cannot be prepacked and delivered to the students for rote learning.  

It is claimed that open distance learning students experience and collaboration is 

impossible to achieve. This is not necessarily the case. Naidu and Oliver (1999: 344) 
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investigated  

student attitudes toward collaborative learning. Their findings showed that learners found 

collaborative learning enjoyable and valuable and appreciated that with help from others in 

the group they were able to persevere. In addition, Wilson and Whitelock (1998: 91) in their 

study reported that students felt less isolated, found the work easier, liked the group work and 

felt more at ease to ask for help. Students indicated that they would make more use of such a 

system if they register for more courses presented in such a collaborative environment. 

Treadwell et al. (1998: 503) further report in their research study that participants who formed 

a partnership with other students, were more satisfied with the course than learners who did 

not make a fruitful alliance. However, learners do take some time to get used to collaborative 

environments. 

 

 

OPEN DISTANCE LEARNING COMMUNITY 
 

The notion of communities is generally attributed to Etienne Wenger’s pioneering work 

on ‘communities of practice’ (Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder, 2002; Wenger and Snyder, 

2000, 1999; Wenger, 1998). Wenger and Snyder (2000: 139) define communities of practice 

as “groups of people informarlly bound together by shared expertice and passion for a joint 

enterprise”. With open distance learning community, a student experiences open distance 

learning as a collective interaction through relationships with their lecturers along with fellow 

students (Du Toit, 2011). Social orientation as a point of reference, as well as collective 

relations with peers, are decisively imperative to Ubuntu and inclusion. An intrinsic need 

exists for mutual interaction and relations and logic in traditional communality and 

consequently a shared open distance learning community (Du Toit, 2011). Communication, 

contact, benevolence, coherence, devotion and communal cohesion are in fact indispensable 

within the social setting with shared norms and shared principles within an open distance 

learning community. In recent years, more and more students prefer the principle of 

communality and collective open distance learning and thus not individualized education (Du 

Toit, 2011; Van Niekerk, 1992; 1996; 2004). ODL students have a need for conversation 

where ideas can be shared and where there is social interaction, social dedication as well as 

the presence of a lecturer and fellow students during scheduled contact classes or sessions. 

These matters such as social communication, social devotion, and social presence lead to 

communal cohesion and common coalition in an open distance learning community (Du Toit, 

2011).  

The ODL student seeks to exist and experience safety and support as additional 

components of collectivity in scheduled contact occasions. Moreover, it explains why ODL 

students have a need for togetherness, an ever extended level of interconnection within the 

specific open distance learning community. (Du Toit, 2011). It is fundamental that communal 

collectivity has to be successfully measured within ODL and that it has to persistently try to 

construct a communal and joint team for the ODL students. Belonging to a team in a 

communal education community, students in ODL obtain an unambiguous identity and 

distinctiveness inside the open distance learning community where the students regard the 

team as fundamental (Van Der Walt, 1994).  
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Thus, an ODL community refers to a situation of constant belonging, an initiative of 

Ubuntu, where fellow team members are strengthened by one another. As previously 

mentioned, the principle of Ubuntu can only succeed when all teaching and learning form part 

of a community in ODL. Within this ODL community that represents a particular learning 

community. An experience of existence preservation has to triumph and this will lead to 

students not only considering themselves as protected, but also cared for. If the student is 

being accepted wholeheartedly in an ODL community, they will experience a much more 

reflective shelter, which will also lead to communal approval that includes safety and 

security. Communal positioning, collective interactions with other open distance learning 

community members is determinedly vital to existence of a specific community member (Du 

Toit, 2011).  

Furthermore, within the ODL community, students understand that they belong to a 

particular community where there is the prospect for inter-commitment, interdependence, 

mutual development, consistency and social integrity. In an ODL community students  

are provided with an intimate, interactive space within and during which they can exist  

and experience their communal longing for the cohesion of belonging and as such the 

principles of Ubuntu and inclusion can contribute to their eventual learning success (Du Toit, 

2011). Kellogg (1999) defines learning communities as “small subgroups of learners 

characterized by a common sense of purpose that can be used to build a sense of group 

identity, cohesiveness, and uniqueness that encourage continuity and the integration of 

diverse curricular and co-curricular experiences”. The functions of learning community as 

providing social membership and strengthening, aims to fulfill the need for self-respect. 

Shared values, norms, and preferences keep the learning community together. Internet and 

computer-aided communication allow geographically separated students to produce and share 

knowledge. Their discussions allow for alternative information and perceptions to be reflected 

upon (Moller, 1998: 116).  

Learning can be enhanced in caring learning community environment. Students cannot 

learn effectively and efficiently until they are convinced that they are well accepted within the 

oDL community. Students have a human need to feel cared about (Bulach, Brown and Potter 

(1998: 442). Caring can be taken as having feelings for others, having relationships and 

indicating values of kindness, respect and faithfulness, sincerity, attentiveness, being tolerant, 

explaining work, encouraging one another to improve, helping with personal problems, 

providing guidance and going the extra mile (Bulach, Brown, and Potter, 1998)  

 

 

COLLECTIVITY AND COMMUNALISM 
 

In the African traditional community a feeling of commonality existed and the 

obligations in the community were performed by the community as a whole. According to 

Menkiti (1979: 158) the ideal person, with regard to Ubuntu, is one who possesses the 

qualities of sharing and compassion. The individual has a social commitment to share with 

others what they have. The ideal person will be judged in terms of his relationship with 

others, for example his personal best in terms of his kindness and good character, generosity, 

hard work, discipline, honor, respect and living in harmony with others.  
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African beliefs are naturally collective (Dia, 1991: 10; Hofstede, 1980: 46). The group 

has more importance than the individual and group success is more valued than individual 

success. Group activities have always characterized traditional African societies. Traditional 

activities, such as hunting, fishing, harvesting and celebrations were performed through 

various groups. The average African feels more comfortable when they are in a group than 

when they are alone (Ahiauzu, 1989: 6). The prominence of the group requires compromise in 

decision-making. Consensus building has characterized traditional African societies although 

in modern organisations, Traditional African leaders used consensus to reach their decisions 

because consensus is built through long discussion and negotiations. When a problem occurs, 

the goal of the authority is not to punish one side and reward the other; but to reconcile both 

parties (Du Toit, 2011). Open distance learning, on the other hand, is not a solitary action  

or a type of individualized learning, but exhibits an existential desire for communality. 

Communality suggests that an individual is, first and foremost, viewed as well as accepted as 

a social being; someone who is fundamentally socially and communally intended with the 

surrounding practicality, having advanced in the direction of a consistency of belonging 

inside a particular communal unity within a particular open distance learning community as a 

definitive aim (Du Toit, 2011).  

The interdependence of persons on others for the exercise, development and fulfillment 

of their powers is recognized as an essential of being a person. Persons are defined not by 

natural property but by the relationship which exists between them and others. According to 

Ubuntu, it is the community which defines the person as a person, not some isolated quality 

of prudence, will or memory (Menkiti, 1979: 158). Ubuntu and inclusivity are an image that, 

among other things, have to do with community building. The community engagement points 

to the fact that Ubuntu is inherently anti-individualist. The belief is that the promotion and 

feeling of being included among all people of the land would unvariably enhance the 

experience of Ubuntu (Menkiti, 1979).  

Naturally, people who are unified are able to create a stable situation in which values 

flourish and national dignity is restored and gained. Members of the community are known to 

share almost everything, for example, food during certain celebrations or festive rites. This is 

incorporated in daily life, in the context where the community owns land and possesses self-

determination (Kekana, 1996: 5). For African people land is holy and is complicatedly 

interwoven with the practice of religion, agriculture, festivals, celebrations, health and 

education. Land distribution is systematized for the common good. The land provision is  

done for the decency of everybody. In the same vein, in African communities learning is a 

collective social process facilitated by collective customs and ceremonies. The collective 

learning undertaking is facilitated by all. This learning emphasizes collective action and 

participation. There is also a strong spiritual dimension in African collective learning (Mbigi, 

1997: 64).  

A good illustration of this is the initiation instruction. The role of the initiation school is 

fundamental to education, training and induction of the young and upcoming life (Kekana, 

1996: 6). Collective learning is a social, intellectual and divine process, which is facilitated by 

collective social events as well as by collective rites and ceremonies interspersed by the 

rhythm of African drums, collective singing and musical dancing including the collective 

sharing of food and drink. In these schools ‘students’ are unambiguously taught the principle 

of Ubuntu, which is based on the spirit of African hospitality where people show the spirit of 

unconditional collective kindness. Collective unity is emphasized during this practice, but 
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especially when it comes to selected survival issues, such as collective work is shown. 

Furthermore people are allowed to be creative and this empowers them to realize their full 

human proficiency as people (Mbigi, 1997: 6). At these schools the communal and divine 

aspects are as important in the Afrocentric learning as are the scholarly aspects as part of 

collective learning. The approach to education within Ubuntu is therefore extremely 

assimilated and all-inclusive, strongly shaped by the influence of tradition and by the purpose 

of preparing young students for life in the community (Mbigi, 1997).  

The divine wisdom of ancestors is a key source of morale and a concrete point of 

reference for all the serious matters in life. Students are taught collective social, economic, 

political and spiritual sustenance. Social orientation as a point of reference, as well as 

communal relations with peers, are conclusively vital. A central need exists for communal 

collaboration in addition to associations and coherence in a conventional communal society 

and thus a shared ODL setting. The focal point should also be on the education for the 

communally inclined ODL student. This means that communication, kindness, coherence, 

devotion and communal cohesion and inclusivity are in fact central within the social setting 

and ultimately within a specific open distance learning environment (Du Toit, 2011).  

ODL students would like to experience communal acceptance as a communal unity. In 

attending scheduled contact sessions, there must be no pressure, a sense of interdependence, 

neighborliness, kindness, brotherhood, compassion, patience and benevolence should reign 

throughout all group discussions, as indicated above. Only then will such discussions turn 

into an inclusive space intended for the training and development of ODL community 

members. Mutual acceptance, devoid of any hidden intention, must be a consistent aspiration 

of an open distance learning community (Du Toit, 2011). 

 

 

CONNECTEDNESS AND RESPECT FOR INDEPENDENCE 
 

African cultural practices of the principles of Ubuntu are dependent on the interpersonal 

relations that are tightly woven together. The uniqueness of any persons as against the 

community culture or way of life is discarded. Ubuntu is something that springs from within 

oneself or from within a society. Traditional African societies realize this belief because they 

were connected together socially. Tutu (1996: 9) points out that Ubuntu emphasizes the 

features of human relations, it implies the essence of being a human person, knowing that this 

essence is when Ubuntu is there, and that Ubuntu speaks of gentleness, kindness, troubling 

oneself on behalf of others. It denotes that any humanity is bound up with others. It signifies 

not having resentments, but being eager to receive other human beings as they are and being 

appreciative to them.  

Relating to Ubuntu human beings never appear as secluded beings or self-sufficient 

beings. Every person, every being, forms a link, dynamic and inactive, linked from beyond to 

the soaring line of his off springs. Ubuntu sees humans as communal beings and they cannot 

be comprehended separately from their connection with others. These conceptions of Ubuntu 

agree powerfully with some viewpoints of western philosophy. Sartre (1958: 370) states that 

existence of one being signifies the presence of others.  

According to Ubuntu, the older a person is, the more they are respected. However, people 

should recognize that what is respected more is the wisdom of an individual than their 
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chronological age. Here there is a strong association between age and wisdom. The elders are 

seen as those who have the knowledge and gathered a great deal of experience. Age is  

the apparent meaning. Respect for elders indicates a give-and-take relationship. Inclusive 

education also emphasizes the respect of all human beings regardless of their disabilities, 

race, sexual orientation, health status. As the children respect the elder, the latter must, in 

response, take care of the former, provide them with advice and help them realize their full 

potential. This is the relationship based on mutual interdependence. However, these days this 

culture has a tendency to be overturned in some urban areas. For example, those who have 

wealth are often more influential and have a habit to command more respect even though they 

might be far young. But, since old habits die hard, respect for elders still shapes interpersonal 

relationships in Africa (Beugre and Offodile, 2001: 537). Ubuntu’s respect for others is also 

respect for individuality. The individual in Ubuntu is not solitary but is described in terms of 

the relationship to others. As affiliations transform, so do the individuals. With Ubuntu, 

individuals only exist in their associations with others and as these links change, so does the 

personality of a person. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

This chapter explores the imperative for the University of South Africa’s (UNISA) 

scholars to conduct research in an open distance learning (ODL) environment cognizant 

of the imperative to ground their conceptualizations in the values and principles that are 

implicit in the philosophy of Ubuntu. That imperative is sine qua non given that 

UNISA’s vision is ‘towards the African university in the service of humanity’. Implicit in 

the philosophy of Ubuntu is the all-important value of humanness. UNISA policy of 

Policy of Research Ethics maps out the code of ethics that governs research and is 

anchored on humane treatment of research participants. The chapter argues that the three 

concepts call for an Africanist commitment to Ubuntu, coupled with an orientation to a 

humane attitude towards the conduct of research. The chapter explores the symbiotic 

relationship between UNISA’s vision, the philosophy of Ubuntu, and the university’s 

research ethics policy. It makes a case for the above tripartite nexus not only to impact 

UNISA’s research and scholarly credibility, but also the level at which research 

emanating from UNISA is able to provide tangible policy solutions to UNISA’s 

challenges of poor pass rates; poor completion rates, poor graduation rates, and poor 

throughput rates. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

In this chapter we explore the imperative to conduct research in an open distance learning 

(ODL) environment such as the University of South Africa (UNISA), cognizant of the need to 

abide by and embrace the values and principles implicit in the philosophy of Ubuntu. Our 

exploration shall be premised on the following three basic assumptions:  

 

a) UNISA is an ODL institution whose vision commits it ‘towards the African 

university in the service of humanity’; 

b) Ubuntu is synonymous with humanness - the inclination to treat others with fairness 

and dignity at all times, and  

c) Policy of Research Ethics (UNISA, 2013) is predicated on the humane treatment of 

all research participants.  

 

Central to the above assumptions is the apparent symbiotic relationship between 

UNISA’s vision, Ubuntu as humanness, and UNISA’s Policy of Research Ethics. Our aim in 

this chapter is to unpack this symbiotic relationship with a view to ascertaining how it might 

impact not only UNISA’s research credibility, but also the level at which any research 

emanating from UNISA might be publicly perceived. We shall argue that UNISA’s vision  

of an ‘African university in the service of humanity’ is a clarion call for an Africanist 

commitment to an Ubuntu-oriented and/or humane treatment of the relevant stakeholders with 

vested interests in the university’s processes. For our purpose in this chapter our interest is in 

the most disadvantaged sections of society that have been described as ‘the poorest of the 

poor’ (Desai, 2002), for whom UNISA offers the only tangible opportunity not only to access, 

but also to benefit from the university’s research initiatives. 

As an ODL institution UNISA is part of the global community of other ODL institutions 

that have identified a specific niche area in the provision of higher education opportunities  

to mature working adults who aspire for credible and accredited higher qualifications but do 

not have the time for full-time attendance in campus-based conventional universities. Among 

such institutions we should mention Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) in 

New Delhi, India. In 2012 IGNOU’s enrolment was an estimated 4 million, about “ten  

times the size of America’s largest university, the University of Phoenix’s online campus” 

(Garland, 2012). In the next ten years the number of India’s college entrants is expected to 

increase to 40 million. As is the case in South Africa where ODL is not only convenient to the 

‘poorest of the poor’ sections of society that were previously excluded from access to higher 

education by apartheid laws and policies, but is also affordable, Garland (2012) points out 

that in India, IGNOU provides access to higher education opportunities to “the poor people 

living in rural areas and slum dwellers.” In terms of headcount enrolments UNISA students’ 

enrolments were estimated to be in excess of 300 000 in 2011 (Bopape and Constable, 2011; 

Pityana 2009; Subotzky 2009), the University of Phoenix “enrolled more than 532,000 

students during the 2009 academic year” (Deming, Goldin, and Katz, 2013), but experienced 

a slight drop to 450 000 in 2011(Pepicello, 2012).  

UNISA has been under a lot of pressure to account for its poor pass rates (Letseka and 

Karel, 2015), poor completion rates, poor throughput rates, and poor graduation rates (Aluko, 

2015, 2016; CHE, 2013; DHET, 2013). For instance, the DHET (2013) has reported that 
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UNISA’s 2010 graduation rates were in single digits in the following three degree categories - 

Undergraduate Degrees and Diplomas (8%); Master’s Degree (9%), and Doctoral Degrees 

(5%). The CHE (2013) reported that almost 80% of students registered for the 3 and 4 year 

qualifications will not graduate in five years. In this chapter we grapple with the role that 

ODL research that is driven by Ubuntu values and principle ought to do in response to these 

myriad policy, implementation as well as monitoring and evaluation challenges that UNISA 

faces. This chapter is divided into four sections. The first section demarcates UNISA’s ODL 

framework. In the second section we broach the philosophy of Ubuntu and argue that was 

research at UNISA to be approached and conducted against the backdrop of Ubuntu’s moral 

values and principles, which are undergirded by the notion of humanness, perhaps UNISA 

would have a more humane and nuanced understanding of its systemic challenges and be 

well-positioned to conceive relevant and sustainable strategic plans and projections. In the 

third section we plug into UNISA’s (2013) Policy of Research Ethics, which, we shall argue, 

is predicated on the humane treatment of all research participants given that it demands 

researchers to take responsibility by ensuring that their research conduct and reporting 

complies, at all times with code of research ethics such as, among others: integrity in 

research; informed and non-coerced consent; justice, fairness and objectivity; integrity, 

transparency and accountability; respect for cultural differences, and above all, justice, 

fairness and objectivity. We shall argue that these codes of research ethics manifest the values 

and principles implicit in Ubuntu and humanness. In the fourth and final section we shall 

offer some concluding remarks. 

 

 

UNISA’S ODL FRAMEWORK 
 

UNISA is the biggest ODL institution in Africa. As mentioned above UNISA’s 

headcount enrolments compete on fairly similar grounds with similar ODL institutions in the 

world, such as, for example, the University of Phoenix, in Arizona, - the largest university in 

America. In 2011 UNISA had a total headcount enrolment of 328 864 students (DHET, 

2013). UNISA scholars in the ODL field have confirmed this fact about the university’s 

massive size that dwarfs almost all South Africa’s campus-based contact universities 

(Letseka, 2015; Letseka and Pitsoe, 2014, 2012). As Fischer and Scott (2011:5) observe, 

Unisa absorbs a large share of South Africa’s higher education students. Broekhuizen (2015) 

concurs. He contends that UNISA is likely to remain the foremost driver of first-time 

enrolments (FTEN) in initial teacher education (ITE) programs in South Africa for a 

foreseeable future. This makes UNISA the most powerful role-player and game changer in 

South Africa’s higher education sector, with specific reference to ODL teacher education 

programs. And yet UNISA has its own internal and systemic challenges. In 2013 the 

university struggled to shrug off negative publicity resulting from reports by two major 

shareholders in South Africa’s higher education, one by the Council on Higher Education 

(CHE), which is statutory body with a mandate to advise the higher education minister, and 

the other, by South Africa’s Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET). The 

CHE’s (2013) report, A Proposal for Undergraduate Curriculum Reform in South Africa: The 

Case for a Flexible Curriculum Structure, showed that an estimated 80% of students 

registered for 3 and 4 years qualifications will not graduate in the five years duration set for 
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such qualification to be completed. Similarly, the DHET’s (2013) Statistics on Post-School 

Education and Training in South Africa: 2010 reported UNISA’s 2010 graduation rates were 

so poor that they were in single digits. For instance, the graduation rate for all undergraduate 

Degrees and Diplomas was 8%; for Master’s Degree it was 9%, and for Doctoral Degrees it 

was a miserly 5%. The challenge we grapple with in this chapter is whether embracing an 

Ubuntu-oriented research culture would have a meaningful and/or desired impact?  

UNISA’s teaching, learning and research are driven by eight (8) colleges and the 

Graduate School of Business Leadership (GSBL). The colleges in question are: 

 

 The College of Accounting Sciences (CAS);  

 The College of Agriculture and Environmental Sciences (CAES);  

 The College of Education (CEDU);  

 The College of Human Sciences (CHS);  

 The College of Law (COL); 

 The College of Science, Engineering and Technology (CSET); 

 The College of Graduate Studies. 

 

While all discipline-based research, ranging from commerce and accounting; agricultural 

sciences, education, all humanities fields, law, and science, engineering and technology takes 

place in the above-mentioned discipline-specific colleges, the College of Graduate Studies 

houses and manages interdisciplinary research; the Archie Mafeje Research Institute, and the 

following Research Chairs: the South African Research Chair in Development Education, the 

Institute for Renaissance Studies, the Institute for Open Distance Learning (IODL); the 

Institute of Science and Technology Education, and the Institute of Social and Health 

Sciences. Besides their core business of teaching and learning, each of the above-mentioned 

college is responsible for driving discipline-specific research, multi interdisciplinary and 

trans-disciplinary (MIT) research, ODL research, and to initiate and manage community 

engagement projects. The colleges’ community engagement project serve a very important 

role of moving UNISA’s academics, researchers and scholars away from the ‘university ivory 

tower’ of confinement to neon-lit passages, glass-houses and the privileges of broad-band 

internet access to getting their hands dirty at the coal face of research - the communities, 

where their research ought to have the most impact. UNISA’s (2013:3) Community 

Engagement and Outreach Policy defines ‘community engagement’ as 

 

“The scholarly activity of academic research and teaching that involves external 

communities and stakeholders in collaborative activities that address the socioeconomic 

imperatives of South Africa and the African continent while also enriching the teaching, 

learning and research objectives of the university.”  

 

In the same vein, the policy defines ‘outreach’ as 

 

“the donation of time and/or resources by UNISA employees, be these academic, 

administrative or support employees, in their capacity as employees of UNISA to benefit 

a community or its institutions such as nonprofit, faith-based or community-based 

organizations in an effort to improve the quality of life for its community residents. 

Outreach activities are not discipline-specific.”  

Complimentary Contributor Copy



ODL Research and Ubuntu Values 179 

UNISA (2013:3) is unequivocal that “the relationship between community engagement 

and outreach activities should be recognized in that outreach activities can also potentially 

create opportunities and open up opportunities for further community engagement activities 

or projects.” The policy regards ‘community engagement’ as a form of scholarship through 

which the expertise of UNISA scholars in the areas of teaching and research is applied to 

address human development imperatives, and by which knowledge and understanding might 

be advanced (UNISA, 2013:4). Our view is that UNISA scholars and researchers have the 

opportunity to conduct research that can meaningful impact the aforementioned challenges 

and yield the desired transformation if they ground their research in Ubuntu values and 

principles. Below we explain. 

 

 

THE PHILOSOPHY OF UBUNTU 
 

In Southern Africa the notion of Ubuntu has a much profound and deeper cultural and 

philosophical import. As a philosophy, a worldview and a normative concept or moral theory 

Ubuntu has been widely delineated (Waghid, 2014; Letseka, 2013a, 2000; Metz and Gaie, 

2010; Metz, 2007; Teffo, 1994); as an ethic of care (Waghid and Smeyers, 2012); as a 

constitutional and jurisprudence principle (Letseka, 2014; Mahao, 2010; Chaskalson, 2003; 

Mokgoro, 1998; Goldstone, 1997); as a pedagogical principle (Letseka, 2013b, 2012; 

Maharasoa. and Maharasoa, 2004; Mapesela, 2004; Marah, 2006), and as a public policy 

(Nkondo, 2007). Ubuntu can be said to resonate with Martha Nussbaum’s (1997) ideas of 

‘cultivating humanity’ and development of ‘narrative imagination,’ which she aptly sketches 

in her book, Cultivating Humanity: A Classical Defense in Liberal Education. Briefly, 

Broodryk (2002) conceives of Ubuntu / botho as a comprehensive ancient African worldview 

based on the values of humanness, caring, sharing, respect, compassion and associated values, 

ensuring a happy and qualitative human community life in a spirit of family. Letseka (2000) 

regards Ubuntu as a normative concept in that it encapsulates moral norms and virtues such as 

kindness, generosity, compassion, benevolence, courtesy, and respect and concern for others.” 

Mokgoro (1998) argues that Ubuntu is a humanistic orientation towards fellow being in that it 

envelops key values of group solidarity, compassion, respect and human dignity. It is her 

considered view that the spirit of Ubuntu emphasizes respect for human dignity and marks a 

shift from confrontation to reconciliation. Against the backdrop of the above expositions it 

can be reasonably argued that Ubuntu articulates our inter-connectedness, our common 

humanity and the responsibility we owe to each other. It cajoles and compels us to care for 

each other and to embrace the principle of reciprocity and mutual support (Elechi, Morris and 

Schauer, and 2010:75). The African communal interdependence maxim: umuntu ngumuntu 

ngabantu, whose English translation approximates, “I am a person because of other persons” 

captures the very essence of Ubuntu. It articulates social interdependence or a deep 

rootedness in one’s community (Chichane, 2008; Adonis 2008). Thus to utter the phrase 

umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu is to inspire us to expose ourselves to others, to encounter the 

difference of their humanness in order to enrich our own (Sindane, 1994).  

Louw (2006:161) opines that umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu articulates a basic respect for 

compassion. It is both a factual description and a rule of conduct or social ethic that not only 

describes human beings as being-with-others, but also prescribes how human beings should 
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relate to others: that is, what being-with-others should be all about. The notion of being is at 

the heart of French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre’s work. For instance, in Being and 

Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, Sartre (2003:238) writes that finally 

in my essential being I depend on the essential being of the Other, and instead of holding that 

my being-for-myself is opposed to my being-for-others, I find that being-for-others appears as 

a necessary condition for my being-for-myself. For Sartre (2003:414), the being-for-others 

precedes and founds the being-with-others. As a result “the nature of my body refers me to 

the existence of others and to my being-for-others” (Sartre, 2003:218). 

We should also hasten to mention that as a pedagogical principle the notion of Ubuntu 

was the focus of international debate during the 2015 Comparative International Education 

Society (CIES)’s annual conference which was held in Washington DC under the theme: 

‘Ubuntu: Imagining a Humanist Education Globally.’ The CIES articulated its vision for the 

conference as exploring an imagined future where education is “A moral enterprise that 

develops and shapes minds to embrace humanism that is inseparable from socio-economic 

equality, and which defines the world as a complex whole,” and is “an interconnected and 

interdependent ecosystem of diverse humans, nature and the planet.” The CIES’s Call for 

Papers stated that the “vision of humanist education is in harmony with Ubuntu, which 

inspires a multiplicity of worldviews, indigenous epistemologies and ideological schools of 

thought in a world that is inclusive while fostering autonomy and humanity.” Thus for the 

CIES, “to imagine an education fostering a future that reflects Ubuntu is to engage in a 

process of deconstruction of the prevailing modernist epistemologies that tend to separate the 

heart and mind.” It is our contention that the same sentiments articulated by the CIES with 

respect to Ubuntu not only pertain to the way research ought to be conceived at UNISA, but 

also shape the way researchers conduct themselves in the field. That conduct can only be 

assured if researchers fully understand and recognize the provisions of UNISA’s Policy of 

Research Ethics, to which we now turn.  
 

 

UNISA’S POLICY OF RESEARCH ETHICS 
 

UNISA’s (2013) Policy of Research Ethics is an official policy document that was 

approved by University council in September 2013. The policy is a firm and instructive 

document that maps out in very clear terms the code of research ethics governing the conduct 

of research at UNISA. Our view is that if one digs deeper and goes beyond its firm and 

authoritative provisions vis-à-vis the conduct of researchers, it becomes evident that the 

policy has strong resonance with the university’s vision that commits ‘towards the African 

university in the service of humanity.’ The policy aims to ensure that  

 

 An ethical and scientific intellectual culture prevails among employees and students 

and is adhered to in research practice.  

 The rights and interests of human participants and institutions are protected.  

 Research is ethical where animals, genetic material, agriculture, living organisms, 

and genetically modified organisms are involved.  

 Research is ethical in increasingly diverse research areas, and that 

 Ethical and scientific soundness of research is not compromised.  
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While the policy is unambiguous with respect to the responsibilities of UNISA to 

research, for example the need for the university to (a) respect the autonomy and academic 

freedom of researchers; (b) create and maintain an enabling environment in which researchers 

may conduct ethical research, and (c) promote the observance of the Policy on Research 

Ethics, it is equally clear about the responsibilities of researchers. For instance, it is clear that 

researchers should conduct themselves with integrity and adhere to internationally recognized 

moral principles of ethics such as:  

 

 Autonomy (that is, to respect the autonomy, rights and dignity of research 

participants); 

 Beneficence (that is, research to make a positive contribution towards the welfare of 

people); 

 Nonmaleficence (that is, research to refrain from causing harm to the research 

participant(s) in particular or to people in general), and  

 Justice (that is, research to fairly distributed the benefits and risks among people)  

 

Taken together, these codes of research ethics resonate with Ubuntu values and principles 

sketched above such as “compassion, benevolence, courtesy, and respect and concern for 

others”; “humanness, caring, sharing,” and “a humanistic orientation towards fellow being, 

group solidarity, and human dignity.” It is our contention that the philosophy of Ubuntu and 

UNISA’s Policy of Research Ethics are two sides of the same coin. They have a symbiotic 

relationship and should therefore be harnessed to complement each other. When researchers 

combine Ubuntu with UNISA’s Policy of Research Ethics in their conduct of research they 

bring the much needed value of humanness into their lives as scholars. This, we argue, should 

augur well for an ODL institution like UNISA which needs a critical mass of ethically 

minded researchers to swell its many colleges in order to drive research through Ubuntu 

values and principles.  
 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

What we have attempted to do in this chapter is to unpack the tripartite nexus between 

UNISA’s vision of ‘the African university in the service of humanity,’ the philosophy of 

Ubuntu as humanness, and the central assumptions and provisions of UNISA’s Policy of 

Research Ethics. We argued that UNISA’s vision should be regarded as a clarion call for an 

Africanist commitment to an Ubuntu-oriented research coupled with recognition of the 

imperative to treat research participants humanely. We argued that the philosophy of Ubuntu 

resonates with UNISA’s vision because as a normative concept or moral theory; an ethic of 

care; constitutional and jurisprudence principle, as well as a pedagogical principle, it gels 

with the kind of humanness that is implicit in UNISA’s vision. Finally, we established a 

symbiotic relationship between UNISA’s vision and Ubuntu above with UNISA’s Policy of 

Research Ethics. We argued that the ethics policy’s emphasis of the four internationally 

recognized moral principles of ethics, namely autonomy, beneficence, nonmalficence, and 

justice resonate with the already established pertinence of the university’s vision and  

the philosophy of Ubuntu to UNISA’s research initiatives. We moved for UNISA’s scholars 

and researchers to embrace the above-mentioned tripartite nexus and allow it to shape their  
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research and policy solutions to UNISA’s challenges of poor pass rates; poor completion 

rates, poor graduation rates, and poor throughput rates. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

This chapter discusses the notion of Ubuntu, as a fundamental principle in managing 

and leading various activities in life. The chapter starts with some conceptualizations on 

humanism which in this chapter is seen as having key aspects of Ubuntu. Further, the 

chapter provides key insights into the various ideas that are given on humanism but 

closely linked to Ubuntu by different authors. The principles of humanism are brought 

into the discussion and linked to the notion of Ubuntu. This is examined in the context of 

different situations in the community. The discussion draws from the two notions to 

reflect on conceptions of managing and leading one’s life in a community through 

Ubuntu values and principles. The reflection draws from the views of different scholars 

on the subjects of humanism and Ubuntu. The reflections also aim to deepen the 

understanding and knowledge of how we could effectively manage and lead our lives in 

the spirit of Ubuntu. The connection between civic education and the principles of 

Ubuntu is explored. The aim is to show that there are compelling aspects within civic 

education that manifest some Ubuntu values. The last part of the chapter discusses the 

critical role of civic education in managing and leading one’s life in the community 

through the values that are implicit in Ubuntu. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Managing and leading through Ubuntu is incomplete without clarifying the concept of 

Ubuntu itself. In this discussion I locate Ubuntu first and foremost in the philosophy of 

humanism which must be the guiding principle upon which we are able to understand what it 

means when talk about Ubuntu. I will draw some of the ideas on humanism from Lamont 

(1997)’s works, Kaunda’s works, Khoza’s works as well as from John Dewey’s new 

humanism and liberal education for the 21st Century regarding the philosophy of humanism as 

a guide to the full realization of Ubuntu in our lives. While it is appreciated that Lamont has 

done quite significant in this area, it is my considered view that much of the discussions will 

dwell more in show casing the concept of Ubuntu around the African views or perspectives. 

In the same vein some reflections will also be drawn from Dewey’s new humanism not as a 

guide to the discussion but also to understand his perspectives on the nature and grounds of 

humanism and Ubuntu. We ought to manage and lead through Ubuntu because of some 

philosophical positions that we hold about certain things that we do in life as a result of 

following some kind of philosophy and without this philosophy, which could be conceived as 

Ubuntu or any other concept that could be used to describe it. Suffice to state also that the 

works done on Ubuntu by Letseka will also form the bedrock upon which managing and 

leading through Ubuntu is contextualized. Last but not least I shall argue that we could also 

manage and lead our lives through civic education, which has similar ideas and principles as 

Ubuntu. 

Humanism as a philosophy has never competed with other philosophic viewpoint for the 

allegiance of human beings. But however, far-reaching its disagreements with rival 

philosophies of the past and present, humanist at least agree with them on the importance of 

philosophy as such. That importance stems from the perennial need of human beings to find 

significance in their lives, to integrate their personalities around some clear, consistent and 

compelling view of existence and to seek definite and reliable methods in the solution of their 

problems (Lamont, 1997: 3). For Lamont, philosophy brings clarity and meaning into the 

careers of individuals, nations and civilizations. It is no wonder Aristotle once remarked that 

we each adhere to a philosophy. From the perspectives of Kaunda on the concept of 

humanism he touches on a number of aspects where the human person is put at the center of 

all human endeavors. As stated by Kanu (2014:375-377) Kaunda’s humanism taught people 

to be considerate to their fellow human beings in all that they did; it sought to create an 

egalitarian society, a society in which there was equal opportunity for self-development for all 

among the other values upon which this philosophy was anchored. From the point of view of 

Kaunda’s philosophy, there was no need for human beings to discriminate or segregate other 

human beings given that all human beings are created in the image of God. That work in the 

community called for team spirit and togetherness where all were supposed to live not on the 

basis of divisions due to their creed, color, religion, political inclinations or other 

characterizations. This way of philosophy reflects the very principles that undergird Ubuntu 

in a number of ways. This kind of reflection on our ways of doing business as Africans is 

consistent with Khoza’s (1994) discussions of the concept of Ubuntu seen in the context of 

African humanism which gets its support from a Pan-Africanist thrust. Khoza argues that 

Africans have distinctive ways of behavior, expression and spiritual self-fulfillment which 

have been inherited from the west. Khoza makes a case for the meaning of Ubuntu that 
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encompasses values that reflect humanness or being human. Thus sharing, treating and 

respecting other people as human beings in many respects and this resonates very well with 

what Kaunda’s humanism entailed. At the same time, he also brings out the challenges that 

have come out in the context of the struggles against colonial domination and capitalistic 

exploitation which this chapter is not able to discuss due to the focus that it is taking but it 

would be an interesting subject to look at in future. Another interesting piece we could bring 

into the focus of this chapter is the work of Dewey on New Humanism where he addressed 

the young graduates in the spring of 1917 and told them that the great aim in life was not only 

to improve the mind, but also to use knowledge for the welfare of others and also ultimately 

uplifting the very basis of humanity (Stallman, 2003: 18-22). The literature on Ubuntu and 

humanism from which I draw to support my argument suggests that lives could be lived well 

through Ubuntu values and principles. As such all human beings should conduct their lives 

through some general patterns of behavior that are more or less conscious, more or less 

consistent, more or less adequate, to cope with the everyday affairs and inevitable cries of the 

human scene. This is so because they have some element of humanism within them and in the 

next section I explore the meaning of humanism from various stand points. 

 

 

HUMANISM AND ITS RELATIONSHIP TO THE PRINCIPLES  

OF UBUNTU IN SOCIETY 
 

Lamont (1997) looks at the concept of humanism from number of angles and for him the 

term is much broader than one would have ever imagined. He states that “the term first came 

into use in the early 1500 to designate the writers and scholars of the European Renaissance.” 

However, contemporary humanism includes the most enduring values of Renaissance, but in 

philosophic scope and significance goes far beyond it. This means that humanism is a 

philosophy of joyous service for the greater good of humanity in this natural world and 

advocating the methods of reason, science and democracy. While this aspect of the statement 

has many deep and profound implications, certainly one is able to follow and understand what 

is implied. What is coming out from Lamont resonates very well with the works that Letseka 

has done especially in Anchoring Ubuntu Morality where he argues from his previous works 

that as an African, his orientation and engagement with the notion of Ubuntu is grounded in 

understandings of a traditional African community which advocates for a broad based 

understanding of the issues that constitutes the concept itself. It does not end on a few issues 

but examines a horde of aspects that are fundamental in creating a community that will feel 

for each other and also be able to support one another in good times and bad times. For him 

this is what it would mean to manage and lead any form of life in the community. He does not 

end here but further proposes that the concept should be seen in a communal arrangement 

where each member of the community should be managed and be led in the spirit of attaining 

and maintaining a web of sound and solid social relationships. In this way one would see that 

what it means for the greater good of humanity within the particular context of the 

community whether at microcosm or macrocosm levels. 

Further, Lamont argues that “humanism generally is not a way of thinking merely for 

professional philosophers, but is also a credo for average men and women seeking to lead 

happy and useful lives.” This statement again resonates very well with the arguments raised 
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by Letseka (2013) in the other works such as ‘In Defense of Ubuntu; Educating for 

Ubuntu/botho: Lessons from Basotho Indigenous Education on Ubuntu where he has put up 

sustained arguments demonstrating the essence of Ubuntu in the African setting and with 

various examples that he draws from other scholars who are inclined to the subject of Ubuntu 

such as Mbiti (1989, 1975, 1972); Masolo (2010); Gyekye (1997) and Verhoef and Michel 

(1997) among the many other scholars. He has also made reference to the works of scholars 

such as Letseka, 2012; Metz, 2011, 2007; Bessler, 2008; Ramose, 2006, 2002, 1999; Sindane, 

1994; Mokgoro, 1998 and Shuttle, 1994. His interaction with such works has helped him to 

bring out the core meaning of Ubuntu. For example, he contends that the “notion of Ubuntu 

has been highly theorized and is seen on one hand to represent the epistemological paradigm 

that informs the cultural practices, including the law of the people while on the other hand 

Ubuntu represents a comprehensive ancient African worldview based on the values of 

humanness, caring, sharing, respect, compassion and associated values, ensuring a happy and 

qualitative human community life in a spirit of family.” The last part from Letseka’s 

statements on Ubuntu has a bearing on the concept of humanism and this is why in my 

introduction I argue that to understand Ubuntu we need first and foremost have to have an 

understanding of the concept of humanism because it does make room for various aspects of 

human nature. Lamont has tried to explore these aspects and these are briefly examined in the 

following section. 

 

 

VARIOUS MEANINGS OF HUMANISM 
 

Lamont (1997) provides a number of meanings to the concept of humanism and in this 

section I will try to briefly attempt to underscore them in the context of managing and leading 

through Ubuntu. While Lamont has made some strong case on the notion of humanism, it 

would be also important in this chapter to discuss or bring in an African perspective that has 

been seen by other African authors who have written something on the concept of humanism 

implicitly and explicitly. I have in mind the works of Kaunda former President of the 

Republic of Zambia who had established himself as an authority on African Humanism with 

his three volumes on humanism in Zambia and a Guide to its implementation. In South Africa 

Reuel Khoza has also done something immense with regard to the subject of Ubuntu 

contextualized as humanism. Sekwat (2000) has equally written something in the line with the 

philosophy of humanism focusing on Zambia’s humanism and where he has looked the 

principles enunciated by Kaunda in his philosophy where humanism was presented as a set of 

philosophical guidelines rooted in the Zambian cultural heritage, intended to unite the country 

in the economic and political development. In addition to all these authors, Letseka has 

equally brought out fundamental issues regarding the notion of Ubuntu and some of the ideas 

to be discussed in this chapter will be centered on his perspectives and other experiences that 

he has used to underscore the values and principles that Ubuntu proposes in the community. I 

will also draw out some of the principles that John Dewey has given out in his new humanism 

piece as a way of drawing lessons that could be used and applied in the context of Ubuntu in 

the community. 

Starting with Lamont his conceptualization of humanism takes quite a number of aspects 

and dimensions which may not be dealt with exhaustively in this chapter due to the angle that 
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has been taken to understand the notion of Ubuntu and how it could be used in managing  

and leading lives in the community. My immediate reaction to such a position is that future 

works on this particular aspect be looked at from a more focused position than probably the 

direction that is being taken in the current chapter. For Lamont, the first meaning to the 

concept of humanism lies in a naturalistic set-up of metaphysics towards the universe where it 

considers all forms of supernatural, as mythical and regards nature as the totality of the being. 

This kind of argument brings out issues of managing and leading people in the community. 

From this perspective one could see this meaning as providing enough information about how 

communities are organized on the account of wanting them to maintain the status quo and 

also ensuring that people in the community live according to established norms and systems. 

This way people are able to live together and do things as prescribed by the laws governing 

that particular community.  

Secondly, the concept of Humanism, according to Lamont draws its power from the laws 

and facts of science believing that human beings are evolutionary products of the nature of 

which we are part. Therefore the meaning here is that the mind is indivisibly conjoined with 

the functioning of the brain and that as inseparable unity of body and personality we can have 

no conscious survival after death. This kind of meaning again is centered on the concepts of 

managing and leading the people into accepting and without having to questions the laws 

governing their very existence. These principles tend to define the concept of Ubuntu in many 

ways. For this, Letseka (2014) looks at it from the argument of Rawls where he states among 

the many things that society is well-ordered when it is effectively regulated by a public 

conception of justice in which everyone accepts and knows that others accept the same 

principles of justice and that the basic social institutions generally satisfy and are generally 

known to satisfy these principles. For Rawls as cited by Letseka (2014) though men or 

generally human beings do disagree on certain fundamental principles governing their 

wellbeing in the community; they do however, understand that they have some responsibility 

upon them to uphold the rules and regulations defining them in the community. Thus giving 

themselves roles and duties was meant to maintain a society that is governed by a set of moral 

values. This again gives a very clear direction that people in the community do not just do 

things that please them but they have to do what is acceptable and arising from the agreed 

upon standards. This entails leading and managing their lives in the context of agreed upon 

norms and where there is some departure then sanctions are invoked on such erring members. 

The meaning that Lamont brings out with respect to humanism is that human beings 

possess the power of solving their own problems through reliance primarily upon reason and 

scientific method applied with courage and vision. In the context of Ubuntu we look at the 

members of the community who are organized on account of what is set out by the elder 

members of the community to guide everyone on how they should conduct themselves in 

society. It is not primarily relying on the reason of each member but rather relying on what 

has been agreed upon by every member of the community. The aspect of clear guidelines 

comes out and thereby reflecting an element of management and leadership to a greater 

extent. Therefore leading and managing systems through Ubuntu becomes a reality in many 

ways in life. 

The fourth meaning of Humanism, as postulated by Lamont in opposition to all theories 

of universal determinism, fatalism, or predestination, believes that human beings, while 

conditioned by the past, possess genuine freedom of creative choice and action, and are, 

within certain objective limits, the shapers of their own destiny. The last part of the statement 
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reflects an aspect of managing and being led. While it is appreciated that human beings 

possess genuine freedom of creative choice and action, there are limitations that confront 

them and this is because they have to adhere to laws that in most cases are not even written 

down but are merely principles that have been passed on from one generation to another.  

On this account I argue that their lives or the lives of individuals in such communities  

are always governed and controlled by such norms and principles and thereby directing 

individuals’ destines. This therefore confirms the works that are cited by Letseka on this 

particular issue that for instance the idea of African communality is interdependence; that you 

cannot be complete alone but you must be attached to the greater community where everyone 

is seen as one. What affects one affects all and that the community has a huge say in matters 

of the individuals in the community. This kind of approach to life in the community is always 

supported by the now famous maxim associated with Mbiti that: I am, because we are and 

because or since we are, therefore I am. This is a clear demonstration that one does not live 

by oneself but has to be brought up under the conditions that define everyone in the 

community and therefore clear levels of managing and leading coming out here. This kind of 

approach to African communities is also supported by other scholars such as Appiah who 

Letseka in his work acknowledges as supporting the maxim of Mbiti. Indeed it makes sense 

and as we know from the perspectives of such communities, problems affecting one member 

will have to be dealt with by everyone coming together to understand the issues and to 

prescribe the solutions that will make everyone happy in that community. 

The other meaning that Lamont brings out on the concept of humanism is founded on 

ethics where human beings’ conduct is regulated by morals that ground all their values and 

systems in their daily experiences with other members in the community. This is also 

consistent with the arguments that have been raised by Letseka in his works “Anchoring 

Ubuntu Morality” as well as “Ubuntu and Justice as fairness.” In both works there is a 

challenge that is thrown to the practitioners and scholars that work in the field of philosophy 

that we need to reflect on human experiences and conceptions of good life but consistent with 

norms of desirable ethics. The concept of Humanism is also seen in the context of individuals 

attaining the good life by way of harmoniously combining personal satisfactions and 

continuous self-development with significant work and other activities that contribute to the 

welfare of the community. Seeing it from this perspective one can again clearly see the aspect 

of managing and leading through Ubuntu. It also reflects the principles of the common good 

attained in the spirit and letter of what is agreed upon by the members of the community as a 

whole and not as individuals. 

The other meaning to the concept of Humanism is anchored in the belief that the widest 

possible development of art and the awareness of beauty including the appreciation of 

nature’s loveliness and splendor lies in the aesthetic experiences that have become so 

pervasive in the lives of all people. In the case of African traditional community what defines 

the community is the aspect of our human interactions that are well crafted by the experiences 

and traditions that have been in existence for ages. These traditions and beliefs are always 

passed on to subsequent generations for possible development and appreciation of nature and 

this way it reflects well-coordinated levels of managing and leading people in a particular 

direction. Therefore one would argue from the other angle that it is indeed possible to manage 

and lead through Ubuntu which is similar to the principles enunciated in the philosophy of 

humanism. The other meaning of Humanism lies in the belief that democracy, peace and high 

standard of living form the bedrock of economic order in any given society. In the context of 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Managing and Leading through Ubuntu 191 

Ubuntu it suits very well because the very fact that people have to discuss issues affecting 

members of the community as a whole is a reflection of direct democracy aimed at 

maintaining law and order while also creating a harmonious society where everyone will be 

able to do things as free as possible without having to go beyond the boundaries of set rules 

and regulations. A further meaning of humanism as postulated by Lamont lies in the belief 

that complete social implementation of reason and scientific method lies in democratic 

procedures that guide the freedom of expression and civil liberties, throughout all areas of 

economic, political and cultural life. The fact that procedure is mentioned here demonstrates 

some aspect of managing and leading and not just doing things for the sake of it. 

While Lamont brings out quite significant ideas on the concept of humanism it is also 

important that we bring into this discussion the perspectives of African writers on the subject 

as a way of getting some clear understanding of how Africans have lived their lives supported 

by the principles enunciated in humanism and/ or Ubuntu. From the perspectives of Kaunda 

former President of Zambia, he outlined basic principles of the Zambian Humanism as 

follows: the human person being at the center of everything happening in the community; the 

significance of considering the dignity of human person; non- exploitation of man by man; 

giving equal opportunities for all; hard work and self-reliance; working together; the extended 

family and loyalty and patriotism (Kanu, 2007: 375-377). From the principles, the ideology 

was a form of African Socialism which combined traditional African values with Western 

socialist and Christian values. Kanu (2007) further notes that the ideology of humanism was 

based on the fact that Africa had always contained much indigenous socialism which the 

colonialists had tried to destroy and so the Zambian humanism was an attempt to rescue pre-

colonial values and traditions and to use these as the basis on which to build and create a 

society where everyone would be appreciated and understood from a humane point of view. 

This kind of perspectives speaks a lot about how the values of Ubuntu could have been seen 

in guiding the African Communities. Suffice to state however, that there could be some 

misgivings on how this ideology becomes relevant in addressing the letter and spirit of the 

community. I argue that the misgiving is arising from an interaction with western ideologies 

which in most cases tends to override other ideologies that appear to be non- western in 

nature. Equally important to note is that those who have oriented themselves with western 

ideologies tend to dismiss other philosophies. Whatever the case may be the point at issue in 

this chapter and form Kaunda’s perspectives is that humanism as a form of Ubuntu stands to 

promote the dignity of the human person; the equality of the human beings regardless of all 

other forms of aspects in society. 

From Kaunda’s humanism, we could also look at what Khoza (1994) states about the 

concept of humanism in his works, “Ubuntu Botho: Vumhnu Vhuthu African Humanism.” 

The concept of humanism seen by Khoza is about humanness or being human. This goes 

beyond by incorporating other values that demonstrate togetherness as a people. It is not 

about individuals doing their own things but it has to do with those same individuals taking 

into account that individuals are individuals through other individuals in the community. In 

the African setting this kind of thinking defines the moral fabric of an organized society 

where everyone has a role to play for the common good of everyone. Taking it further with 

Khoza, his arguments are consistent with the principles of collectivism. According to Khoza 

(1994: 6) collectivism is defined as any of the several types of social organization in which 

the individual is seen as being subordinate to a social collectivity such as a state, nation, a 

race, a social class. As such his argument is centered under the understanding that issues 
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surrounding Ubuntu should or ought to place great importance on working towards the 

realization of the common good. This aspect reaffirms also the arguments that are in 

Kaunda’s humanism. From my argument of managing and leading through Ubuntu it 

becomes clearer here that in whatever we do we need not to look at the individual interests 

but must be able to look at the broad picture where everyone is considered. Ubuntu or 

humanism should entail or entails following the tenets of what defines a community where the 

intrapersonal, interpersonal and systemic relationships and other group dynamics are craftily 

harnessed for the sake of preserving unity and love among everyone in the community. This 

is what I describe as leading and managing life in a manner that is Ubuntu in nature and in all 

grounds. This also portrays an African perspective of doing things in life where values and 

objectives of the community are followed not as a matter of backwardness but rather to treat 

everyone fairly and bearing in mind the bigger picture of the family where everyone is treated 

as such. 

Equally important is to briefly consider the ideas of Sekwat (2000: 523) where he 

strongly argues that the principles of humanism in Kaunda’s philosophy were mainly  

located and rooted in the African values whose agenda sought to reconstruct moral  

social order centered on African traditional way of life centered on communal and extended 

family systems. From Sekwat’s perspective the guiding principles in his arguments reflect a 

society where the principles of the common good become fundamentally important in the 

organization of the community. Life in most African societies were in fact organized on the 

basis of this approach where matters of one family become matters of the entire village and 

that way they were able to lead and manage every situation in their communities without any 

difficulties. If that was the guiding principle then I argue that such kind of approach could 

still be applied to the present day and where all aspects of human endeavor could still be 

sustained and achieved for everyone in the community to benefit. This also confirms with 

what Sekwat (2000) states in his works, “Beyond African Humanism” where he strongly 

argues that, Kaunda’s United National Independence Party (UNIP) presented humanism as “a 

set of philosophical guidelines rooted in the Zambian cultural heritage, intended to unite the 

country in the common task of social, economic and political development. Looking at the 

social, economic and political developments confirms the dimensions of human endeavor and 

from my perspective it resonates very well with leading and managing life through Ubuntu 

and probably that was the point the Kaunda could have been trying to drive home for the 

Zambian people.  

From the foregoing discussion it is possible to assert that there is some corresponding 

relationship between the concept of humanism and that of Ubuntu. While at the heart of 

humanism lies some sort of life to be led; it is also true in the context of Ubuntu that it leads 

to some kind of life that regulates the conduct of individuals and that may become their 

philosophy of some sort. No wonder Letseka (2013: 337-344) contends that the notion of 

Ubuntu/botho, understood as personhood and morality is linked to humane conduct, and that 

humane conduct is synonymous with good moral conduct. In his argument, good moral 

conduct implies treating others at all times with fairness, dignity and justice. Good moral 

conduct is predicated on individuals reasoning about their intended actions and making 

rational choices to act in a particular way, and to avoid acting in other ways that might be 

deemed to be an affront to good moral conduct. In this way it is possible to argue that we 

could manage and lead whatever we do in the community in the spirit of Ubuntu as a way of 

life guiding the conduct of our actions. Further Letseka also argues from other points by way 
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of reflecting the views of other scholars on Ubuntu. In his article Letseka posits that Sartre 

(2003: 434) argues that we discover ourselves not in conflict with the other but in community 

with him. Thus the “we” in this case is said to include a plurality of subjectives which 

recognize one another as subjectivities. The “we” also is a certain particular experience which 

is produced in special cases on the foundation of being-for-others in general. The being-for-

others precedes and founds the being-with-others (Sartre, 2003:436 as cited by Letseka, 

2013). Letseka further contends or brings in another scholar in Louw (2006:167) who seems 

to echo similar sentiment to those of Sartre in his observation that Ubuntu dictates that if we 

are to be human, we need to recognize the genuine otherness of our fellow citizens; 

acknowledge the diversity of languages, histories, values, and customs, all of which constitute 

the African society and not necessarily a particular nation in Africa. Indeed seen from 

perspectives of Louw as cited in Letseka (2013) respecting the historicity of the other means 

respecting his/her dynamic nature or process nature. As such the argument here resonates 

very well with the assertion that we need to manage and lead our lives and actions through the 

philosophy of Ubuntu. As aptly observed by Letseka that, “Ubuntu perception of the other is 

never fixed or rigidly closed, but adjustable and open-ended. It allows the other to be, to be- 

come” (Letseka, 2013: 337-344). 

John Dewey in his works “New humanism” expresses the notion of humanism in a vision 

of possibilities of the intelligence and learning embodied in the great modern enterprises of 

business, law, medicine, education, farming, engineering etc. By implication he looks at 

humanism in the context of education which must not be for the sole purpose of preparing 

young men and women for professions; its purpose must be to teach young people the art of 

understanding and empathy, to teach collaboration and care, to teach tolerance and sensitivity 

and to give meaning to life. In Democracy and Education Dewey explained, “ knowledge is 

humanistic in quality not because it is about human products of the past, but because of what 

it does in liberating human intelligence and human sympathy” Stallman (2003:18-22). In this 

sense one sees Dewey unpacking the concept of Ubuntu in a way that reflects a philosophy 

where young men and women in schools should learn to think and live in finding ways of 

creating conversations that lead to peace in their communities. In this way Dewey, seems to 

advocate for managing and leading our lives in ways that will consider the welfare of 

everyone in all our actions and the decisions we take in life. Clearly form this one gets a  

sense that the philosophy of humanism and Ubuntu share similar possibilities which are 

significantly important in managing and leading life in society. 

 

 

SOME REFLECTIONS ON THE PREVIOUS DISCUSSION 
 

From the discussions above, the philosophy of humanism is more explicitly characterized 

in many forms that range from scientific on the one end and on the other end leans on some 

form of naturalistic and/ or democratic. Its conceptualization is tight and is subject to many 

interpretations. It may also depend on the orientation of someone who is coming to terms 

with the concept itself. It is also true that with Ubuntu as a concept the understanding of 

which follows the same pattern as that of humanism. It is amorphous and polysemiques in 

nature. Both concepts seem to embody some elements of life that create happiness among the 

people in their respective communities. I also get the sense from what has been discussed 
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above that humanism or Ubuntu in the African sense is not an abstract concept but it is 

something that makes meaning and experience real to the people. It is lived and experienced. 

Letseka (in Higgs et al. 2000:179-193) supports this and argues that the community and 

belonging to a community of people in traditional African constitute the very fabric of 

traditional African life. While indeed the Western liberal philosophies tend to conceive the 

individual in abstract terms in isolation from specific social, political, historical and cultural 

circumstances this has a different assumption in the African setting. Gyekye (1997) also adds 

his weight in this debate and I am compelled to bring out his argument in here as a matter of 

reflection to what has been stated in the previous sections. Gyekye as a matter of fact 

contends that humanism or Ubuntu as a concept motivates other intellectual activities that 

forms the behavior and the real meaning of life among the Africans. There is an element of 

connectivity and inclusivity among all the people found in this particular community and 

whatever goes on it does so with the attachment to everyone and to human relationships. This 

kind of approach to life resonates with my argument in this chapter on managing and leading 

through Ubuntu. I very much agree also with what Letseka contends in his works, “Anchoring 

Ubuntu Morality” that communality and interdependence are complimentary characteristic 

features of the most cultures. This means that in whatever one does in this kind of 

arrangement is aware that actions should be done or taken in the context of what is accepted 

in the web of social interdependence thereby managing and leading their lives through the 

dictates of Ubuntu. Reflecting on the works of Khoza (1994), Ubuntu as a form of philosophy 

or humanism has a broader constituency of issues and that it cannot be reduced to a single set 

of interrelated items. It is a concept that attends to a wide range of issues in the community 

and it is about creating a balance between complete individual autonomy and homonymy. 

Thus leading and managing lives based on positive corrective actions at both individual and 

collective levels amount to real Ubuntu.  

As a matter of concluding my brief reflections, I want to agree with Khoza (1994) that 

the concept of humanism or Ubuntu in this sense aims to render man truly human and that his 

social contract should indeed transcend the narrow or individualistic positions so that he is 

not confined to his ego but extends his interaction to the extended kinship network, the 

community, the corporation and humanity. In all this I see a life managed and led by the 

principles of Ubuntu thereby agreeing with what others have said that Ubuntu or African 

humanism does not only form the basis of an “ African World-view” but also “ runs through 

the veins” of all Africans. 

 

 

CIVIC EDUCATION: MANAGED AND LEAD THROUGH  

UBUNTU PRINCIPLES 
 

In this section I contextualize civic education as managed and led by the principles of 

Ubuntu. Just as Letseka (2013) has been persuaded to draw useful lessons from Basotho 

Indigenous education to create citizens with the kind of personhood deemed necessary good 

for human conduct in the communities; I am also compelled to draw similar lessons from 

civic education owing to the fact that I am interested in its principles and philosophy and I am 

equally persuaded to believe that its values if followed speak much about Ubuntu.  
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Civic Education as Ubuntu 
 

Before I dwell much on the above subject I would like to draw attention to the concept of 

education. Education as we know it is the act or process of imparting or acquiring general 

knowledge, developing the powers of reasoning and judgement and generally of preparing 

individuals intellectually for mature life (Schofield, 1999:2). Siyakwazi and Siyakwazi 

(1999:4) contend that education in broad terms serves as a form of socialization. Thus it 

covers the acquisition of knowledge and learning skills for the purpose of servicing society 

and maintaining order. Greek philosopher Plato did emphasize the significance of a just 

society through education. In his novel, Emile: A Treatise on Education for Freedom, French 

philosopher, Jean- Jacques Rousseau emphasized the worthiness of the individual and the 

need for freedom in education in order to achieve individuality and personhood (Stewart and 

McCann, 1967: 28). Writing in the 1890s American educationist and philosopher John 

Dewey emphasized the form of education that would serve as a prime fashioner of individual 

growth and a progressive democratic society. His argument was that schools had an important 

part to play in shaping of children’s characters thereby transforming the whole society (Gasa 

and du Plessis (2013). However, Westbrook (1993:1) had a contrary view to that of Dewey 

and argued rather that most schools were not designed to transform societies but merely 

meant to reproduce them and as such needed to be reconstructed thoroughly in order to 

transform society. What I have attempted to do in this chapter is to demonstrate that if we are 

to manage and lead our lives or society we need to have a belief in some form of philosophy. 

Various scholars argue that it is only through education or some form of education that people 

are able to gain skills and knowledge necessary to manage and lead their lives in society.  

In this connection, it is important to state here that for people to function properly in the 

community there will be need for civic education which serves the principles of Ubuntu to be 

seen in the context of managing and leading society. The question we need to ask here is how 

civic education should serve the function of Ubuntu in society? The answer to such a question 

has to be located in the notion of what constitutes civic education. Civic education has 

evolved in different ways in different countries and at different paces. However, the important 

point to note is that despite the differences, there are some common issues that could be 

familiar to each of the nations where the subject has been introduced and this has to do with 

the fact that civic education is a craft and not necessarily a program. This means that it has to 

be lived and experienced and not only to be taught. In other words it involves active 

participation of the citizens in managing themselves in society and making sure that everyone 

is supported. In this sense it follows the principles of Ubuntu of ensuring that people are 

respected and treated as worthy upon each other. In this regard it is important to argue that 

through the principles of civic education it is possible to manage and lead lives in the 

community that will consider the personhood, priesthood and human hood of each individual. 

Waghid (2014:7-8), writing on democratic education also known as civic education states 

that it is a practice that is equally concerned with the ways arguments are proffered and the 

emotional responses involved in connecting with others. This kind of thinking and approach 

is consistent with the ideals of Ubuntu. This is because as noted by Letseka (2014) “Ubuntu 

defines the individual in terms of his/her relationship with others. As such issues related to 

civic education are by no means connected to the philosophy of Ubuntu in so many respects. 

While this statement has many profound implications, it is not difficult to grasp as well that 

the concept of Humanism and even that of civic education in general are not a way of 
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thinking merely for professional philosophers, but are also a credo for the average men and 

women seeking to lead happy and useful lives. It does not try to appeal to intellectuals by 

laying claim to great originality, or to the multitude by promising the easy fulfillment of 

human desires either on this earth or in some supernatural dream world. Though it looks upon 

reason as the final arbiter of what is true and good and beautiful, it insists that reason should 

fully recognize the emotional side of human beings. In this section, the concept of civic 

education has been briefly touched and how it could be expressed or demonstrated as 

providing certain fundamental principles that could be used to manage and lead lives in the 

community anchored on Ubuntu principles. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

In this chapter the concepts of Ubuntu and humanism have been discussed through an 

engagement with others works drawn mainly from the two notions by a number of writers. A 

discussion has been drawn from the two notions with view to clearly locate the various 

aspects that could be seen as helping human beings to manage and lead lives anchored on 

Ubuntu. In Lamont’s works for instance, the notion of humanism clarifies and shapes the 

meaning in which life is managed or ought to be managed and led in the community by the 

people. This aspect resonates with the central argument that this chapter is advancing thus 

managing and leading life through Ubuntu. 

Kaunda’s humanism focuses on a number of aspects where the human person is centrally 

placed to deal with all matters affecting his/her well-being. This in the context of the theme of 

this chapter manifests in ways in which managing and leading life can be attained through 

Ubuntu. Khoza’s work equally does not depart from the arguments raised by the other 

authors. His encompasses everything thus being human means following the principles of 

humanness which go with respecting one another, sharing with one another among the many 

other aspects he brings out in his works. It also reflects in many ways managing and leading 

life on the basis of Ubuntu. However, he also raises a strong argument that where people are 

struggling to live according to the virtues of Ubuntu it is not that there is something wrong 

with them but probably it could as a result of some interaction with western philosophies 

which in most cases tend to dispel Afro centric values in preference for theirs. 

In Sekwat’s works there is a strong argument raised that African values have always  

been seeking to reconstruct moral social order centered on African traditional way of  

life. This is somewhat consistent with the central aspect of this chapter. Letseka’s works are 

fundamentally important as a number of aspects are drawn out on the notion of Ubuntu and he 

makes very strong arguments that smoke out the principles of Ubuntu and how these could be 

used to manage and lead life in society. Equally important to note is Dewey’s new humanism 

in which he expresses a vision of possibilities where people could manage and lead their lives 

with all the values that demonstrate the notion itself. While some aspects of Ubuntu have 

been brought out from various works consulted in this chapter, I have also raised some brief 

reflections regarding the notion of Ubuntu where I see it as a true reflection of what we ought 

to be doing in society. It is possible to manage and lead lives anchored on the values of 

Ubuntu in the community. Lastly, I argue also that managing and leading through Ubuntu can 

never be complete without having to look at the concept of humanism and that of civic 
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education. The connection in terms of the ideas and the philosophies of humanism, civic 

education and Ubuntu itself creates the boiling point in which Ubuntu embodies not only 

values and also the ability to bring about order, restore balance and peace within the African 

cosmology and maintain the balance between conflict and harmony in traditional African 

communities (Keevy as cited in Letseka, 2014). Indeed human beings are incomplete unless 

they get connected to the wider community. This being the fundamental teaching found both 

in civic education and in the philosophy of Ubuntu itself. 

 

 

REFERENCES 
 

Gasa V and du Plessis, S in Horsthemke et al. (eds). (2013). Education Studies: History, 

Sociology, Philosophy. Cape Town: Oxford University Press. 

Higgs et al. (2000). African Voices in Education. Lansdowne: Juta and Co Ltd. 

Kanu, I.A. (2014). ‘Kenneth Kaunda and the Quest for an African Humanist Philosophy’ In 

International Journal of Scientific Research’ Vol 3, Issue 8. Pp 375-377. 

Keevy in Letseka, M. (2014).‘ Ubuntu and Justice as Fairness’ In Mediterranean Journal of 

Social Sciences. Vol 5 No. 9. 

Khoza, R. (1994). Ubuntu Botho: Vumuhnu Vhuthu African Humanism. Discussion Paper, 

Diepkloof Extension: Ekhaya Publications. 

Lamont, C. (1997). The Philosophy of Humanism. 8th Ed, Rev. New York: Humanist Press. 

Letseka in Higgs et al. (2000). African Voices in Education. Lansdowne: Juta and Co Ltd. 

Letseka, M. (2013).‘ Anchoring Ubuntu Morality’ In Mediterranean Journal of Social 

Sciences. Vol 4 No. 3. 

Letseka, M. (2013).‘ Educating for Ubuntu/Botho: Lessons from Basotho Indigenous 

Education’ In Open Journal of Philosophy. Vol.3 No. 2, 337-344. 

Letseka, M. (2014).‘ Ubuntu and Justice as Fairness’ In Mediterranean Journal of Social 

Sciences. Vol 5 No. 9. 

Ramose, M. B. (2004). ‘In Search of an African Philosophy of Education.’ In South African 

Journal of Higher Education, 18 (3), 138-160. 

Schofield, K. (1999). The Purposes of Education 3: Final Report (On-line) Available: http:// 

education. 

Sekwat, A. (2000). ‘Beyond African Humanism: Economic Reform in Post-Independent 

Zambia’ In International Journal of Organisational Theory and Behaviour. Vol 3. pp, 

521-546. 

Siyakwazi, B and Siyakwazi, P. (1999). Strategies in Teaching and Learning. Harare: SAPES 

Books. 

Stallman, J. (2003). ‘John Dewey’s New Humanism and Liberal Education for the 

21stCentury’ In Education and Culture Fall, Vol. XX, No. 2 pp 18-22. 

Waghid, Y. (2014). Pedagogy Out of Bounds: Untamed Variations of Democratic Education. 

Rotterdam: Sense Publishers. 

Westbrook, R. (1993). John Dewey and American Democracy. Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press. 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Complimentary Contributor Copy



In: Open Distance Learning (ODL) … ISBN: 978-1-63485-403-0 

Editor: Moeketsi Letseka © 2016 Nova Science Publishers, Inc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 16 

 

 

 

POSTSCRIPT: ODL THROUGH UBUNTU 
 

 

Moeketsi Letseka 
Department of Educational Foundations 

College of Education, University of South Africa (UNISA) 

Pretoria, South Africa 
 

 

 

In this closing chapter, my aim is to offer a reflection on how the journey that the team of 

sixteen (16) authors undertook with me in the exploration of Open Distance Learning (ODL) 

Through the Philosophy of Ubuntu penned out. When I issued the Call for Chapters in March 

2015, something quite extraordinary had just occurred. Distinguished scholar of African and 

Diaspora education, comparative and international education at Cornell University, N’Dri 

Thérèse Assié-Lumumba had just been elected President of the Comparative and International 

Education Society (CIES). And she kicked off her presidency by convening the CIES’s 

annual conference in Washington DC under the theme: ‘Ubuntu: Imagining a Humanist 

Education Globally.’ By so doing, Assié-Lumumba achieved what many Africanist scholars, 

including myself have been attempting to do for many years, and that is, to place Ubuntu on 

the global stage. While our efforts through publication of our papers in international scholarly 

journals are commendable, they were limited by our individual endeavors. The Washington 

conference became a global theatre where the myriad Ubuntu discourses were acted out. 

Members of CIES who wished to present papers at the conference were required to find an 

Ubuntu angle for their papers. From North America, East Asia, the Middle East, Australasia, 

Africa, Europe and the Scandinavian Peninsula, all delegates of the CIES conference mulled 

over ways of articulating their own understandings of Ubuntu. In its Call for Papers for this 

milestone conference the CIES expressed the view that the conference aimed at “exploring an 

imagined future where education is a moral enterprise that develops and shapes minds to 

embrace humanism that is inseparable from socio-economic equality, and which defines the 

world as a complex whole; an interconnected and interdependent ecosystem of diverse 

humans, nature and the planet.” The CIES posited that “this vision of humanist education  

is in harmony with Ubuntu, which inspires a multiplicity of worldviews, indigenous 
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epistemologies and ideological schools of thought in a world that is inclusive while fostering 

autonomy and humanity.” The CIES inferred that “to imagine an education fostering a future 

that reflects Ubuntu is to engage in a process of deconstruction of the prevailing modernist 

epistemologies that tend to separate the heart and mind.”  

I should hasten to mention though that the issues CIES sought to debate at its Washington 

conference have received the attention of Africanist scholars over the past years who have 

devoted time and energy on researching and writing on Ubuntu, conceived of as humanness 

(Letseka, 2013a, 2013b, 2012, 2000; Metz and Gaie, 2010; Metz, 2007; Ramose, 2003a, 

2003b; Broodryk, 2002). For instance, I have consistently argued a case for Ubuntu as a 

moral concept, or a normative concept that encapsulates moral norms and values such as 

kindness, generosity, compassion, benevolence, courtesy, and respect and concern for others 

(Letseka, 2013a, 2000). Lesiba Teffo (1994) had portrayed Ubuntu as a ‘moral theory,’ while 

Thaddeus Metz (2007) has articulated a view of Ubuntu as ‘a theory of right action.’ He 

argues that “the most justified normative theory of right action that has an African pedigree is 

the requirement to produce harmony and to reduce discord, where harmony is a matter of 

identity and solidarity.” Regarding Ubuntu as a notion encompassing ‘interconnectedness’ 

and ‘interdependence’, I have posited that Ubuntu is an African worldview that emphasizes 

communal interdependence among members of a community. This emphasis finds meaning in 

the African communal interdependence maxim - umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu, whose English 

translation approximates “a human being is a human being through other human beings” 

(Letseka, 2012). It is fitting to recall Kenyan theologian and philosopher John S. Mbiti (1989) 

who coined the guiding maxim of traditional African communities: I am, because we are;  

and since we are, therefore I am. In a doctoral thesis submitted to the Department of 

Theology, Studies in Faith and Ideologies, at Uppsala University, Sweden, Isaias Ezequiel 

Chachine (2008) argued that the ‘we’ of the African ethos is a shared experience; a body of 

collective experience, and an understanding that one's experiences are never entirely one's 

own. Similarly, commenting on traditional life among the Kikuyu of Kenya, former Kenyan 

president Jomo Kenyatta (1965:296) writes that “according to Kikuyu ways of thinking, 

nobody is an isolated individual. Rather, their uniqueness is a secondary fact about them; first 

and foremost they are several people’s relatives and several people’s contemporaries. People 

are closely interconnected with one another in a lifestyle oriented to the other.” 

There is tacit knowledge among Africanist scholars that ‘African traditional education,’ 

or ‘indigenous African education’ aimed to create citizens who possessed the kind of 

personhood that was deemed necessary for ‘good’ human conduct in traditional African 

communities (Letseka, 2013b). It can therefore be reasonably argued that indigenous African 

education was intimately integrated with the social, cultural, artistic, religious, and 

recreational life of the ethnic group. The team of sixteen scholars that was assembled to 

contribute and share ideas that form the gist of this book were tasked to pool together  

the above ideas and to debate their pertinence to UNISA as an ODL institution that  

is precariously positioned vis-à-vis poor participation rates, poor completion rates, poor 

graduation rates, and poor throughput rates, all these challenges against the backdrop of an 

institution that brands itself as “an African university in the service of humanity.” The main 

theme chapters grapple with very specific challenges and endeavour to contribute to plausible 

policy development. Here they are in brief:  
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 Chapter 2, Ubuntu values in an African university 

 Chapter 3, The nexus between open distance learning (ODL), African philosophy 

and Ubuntu 

 Chapter 4, Relating to others through Ubuntu values 

 Chapter 5, Leadership in ODL Institutions: An Ubuntu Perspective 

 Chapter 6, Grounding ODL curriculum in Ubuntu values 

 Chapter 7, Perspectives on ODL: teaching and learning through Ubuntu 

 Chapter 8, Ubuntu driven ODL student assessment 

 Chapter 9, Assuring quality in ODL through Ubuntu 

 Chapter 10, Supporting open distance learning (ODL) students through Ubuntu 

values 

 Chapter 11, Understanding Open Distance Learning Completion Rates through 

Ubuntu 

 Chapter 12, Delivering Open Distance e-Learning through Ubuntu values 

 Chapter 13, Inclusive education and Ubuntu in an open distance learning context 

 Chapter 14, ODL research and Ubuntu values 

 Chapter 15, Managing and Leading through Ubuntu 

 

In Chapter Two, Davison Zireva debated the contested issue of cultural values with 

respect to Ubuntu and ODL. He lamented the fact that Ubuntu cultural values have been 

neglected in ODL. He asked trenchant questions such as what are values, and whose values 

ought to occupy center-stage on matters of ODL teaching and learning? In brief though, 

Zireva argues that values are ideals of a particular society that guide decision-making and 

actions of individuals within that particular society. In Ubuntu cultural values are framed  

by moral norms and values such as altruism, kindness, caring, generosity, compassion, 

benevolence, courtesy, respect and concern for others. Thus the over-arching value of Ubuntu 

is humaneness. As such Ubuntu ODL teaching and learning ought to be more communal than 

individualistic. In Chapter Three, ‘Matsephe Letseka broached the nexus between open 

distance learning (ODL), African philosophy and Ubuntu with a view to finding ways in 

which African philosophy and Ubuntu values and principles might anchor operations at 

UNISA. In Chapter Four, Johannes Seroto explored the implementation of Ubuntu values in 

ODL management at an academic departmental level. Seroto advocates Ubuntu values of 

solidarity or collectivism; sharing of resources; respect and dignity, and compassion. For 

Seroto, solidarity spirit is based on community of interests, objectives, and standards, and the 

need for individuals to become part of the community. Sharing of resources is based on 

mutual concern for the existence of others. Respect and dignity imply treating others not only 

with appreciation, acceptance, or endorsement, but also with civility, dignity, and respect 

even when we recognize that some conflict and tension are inevitable. 

In Chapter Five, Oupa Mashile and Matshepo Matoane argued that managing ODL in a 

complex environment such as South Africa requires an ethic, a philosophy and a worldview 

that resonates with the country’s majority of citizens, who are Africans. They contended that 

the management of ODL South Africa would benefit immensely from using Ubuntu as a lens 

to resolve the varied challenges that continue to plague South Africa’s ODL system. They 

advocated ‘leading groups and not only individuals’; ‘training leadership teams and groups in 

Ubuntu values and principles,’ and ‘using that language that is appropriate for an Ubuntu 
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worldview in the training programs.’ In Chapter Six, Matshidiso Taole explored the 

integration of Ubuntu values and principles in curriculum in Open and Distance Learning 

contexts. She uses the concept ‘curriculum’ broadly to encompass subjects that ‘ought’ to be 

prescribed for study at learning institutions as well as all the activities that are connected with 

students’ roles and development at their learning institutions, the so-called ‘hidden 

curriculum.’ Taole argued that an ODL curriculum that is anchored on Ubuntu moral values 

and principles should be marked by ‘humanness’, which encapsulates values such as respect, 

dignity, empathy, cooperation and harmony between members of society; ‘sharing and 

communalism.’ Taole concluded that to upscale delivery of quality teaching and learning, 

ODL study programs and study materials, as well as interactions between lecturers and 

students should be anchored on Ubuntu values and principles. In Chapter Seven, Monaheng 

Sefotho explored perspectives on generations of ODL with a view to showing how these 

perspectives converge with Ubuntu indigenous epistemologies. Sefotho introduced the 

concept of Ubuntugogy, or the Ubuntu pedagogy, which he argued is an African educational 

paradigm emerging from the postmodern approach to education. He argued that Ubuntugogy 

is a theory of the right action that directs its efforts towards a humane education of ODL 

learners based on Ubuntu virtues, and concluded that the nexus between ODL and Ubuntu 

should lead to promotion of supportive learning environments both for ODL learners and 

ODL facilitators of teaching and learning. In Chapter Eight, Victor Pitsoe and ‘Matsephe 

Letseka critically reflected on assessment approaches in ODL. They argued that Ubuntu is a 

humanizing pedagogy that should encourage ODL practitioners to rethink their assessment 

practices as part and parcel of their responsibility to humanize their pedagogies. They drew 

on the work of Paulo Freire to argue that a humanizing pedagogy is a philosophical approach 

that fosters critical dialogue and liberatory practices. They concluded that a humanizing 

pedagogy is crucial for both ODL teacher and student success and is sine qua non for 

fostering academic and social resilience.  

In Chapter Nine, Vimbi Mahlangu sought to understand the techniques used in quality 

assuring of Open Distance Learning (ODL) through Ubuntu. He argued that quality assurance 

through Ubuntu should focus on encouraging students to embrace trust, fairness, shared 

understanding, a dignified treatment of other and a striving for harmonious relationships. 

Mahlangu introduced five models for designing quality assurance instruments that can 

potentially promote Ubuntu-inclined quality assurance approaches. The five models are: the 

functionalist model, the social justice model, the reflective learning model, the compensatory 

model, and the humanistic model. In Chapter Ten, Harry Rampa and Lydia Mphahlele 

explored quality chains which support ODL learning through Ubuntu values and principles. 

They premised their take on the view that the mission of ODL institutions is to serve mature 

working students who are presumed to have the capacity to take responsibility for their 

learning and materials. They proposed a system approach to quality student support, which is 

also known as a philosophy of life. The system approach encompasses Ubuntu values such as 

personhood, humanity, dignity, and humaneness, and is consistent with the South African 

government public policy of Batho Pele, or ‘people first.’ Rampa and Mphahlele argued that 

support on ODL should be guided by the principles of consultations, assuring access, service 

standards, courtesy and the ethics of care. In Chapter Eleven, Ruth Aluko explored the issue 

of the low completion rate in ODL. She raised concerns that in South Africa completion rate 

are only at 15%. She defined ‘completion rates’ as “the percentage of first year entrants in a 

cycle of education surviving to the end of that cycle.” Aluko contends that the porous and 
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fluid nature of ODL calls for serious invocation of Ubuntu values and principles in the 

discourse of ‘completion rates.’ She argued that discussion of ODL ‘completion rates’ should 

be guided by a nuanced understanding informed by Ubuntu concepts such as ‘humanness’, 

‘interconnectedness’, ‘equality’, ‘support’, ‘sharing’, and ‘respect’. Aluko encourages ODL 

practitioners to find solutions to the challenges to ‘completion rates’ given the growing 

student diversity, market forces controlling educational system, funding and benchmarking. 

She proposed centering the African philosophy of Ubuntu, which encourages connectedness, 

sympathy, support (Sharing), humanness, and respect, in our understanding of completion 

rates.  

In Chapter Twelve, Sindile Ngubane-Mokiwa highlighted humane ways of providing 

equitable access to higher education through open distance e-Learning to the disadvantaged 

students in Southern Africa. Ngubane-Mokiwa differentiated between ODL as an educational 

mode that bridges the distances between the lecturers and the students through the use  

of traditional technologies like teleconferences, written feedback on hardcopy assignments 

and programmed contact sessions, and ODeL, as a form of education delivery that requires 

one to possess and have access to modern electronic technologies. Ngubane-Mokiwa  

argues that accessible design of ODeL curriculum is crucial to ensuring that it benefits  

those for whom it is intended, and in order to enable distance learners to have epistemological 

access. She concluded that student support and development through ODeL and Ubuntu 

values should form the basis and guiding principles of UNISA’s ODeL programs. In Chapter 

Thirteen, Nkoli Tlale and Dikeledi Mahlo documented understandings of inclusive education 

and Ubuntu in an ODL context. They argued that inclusive education should be premised  

on the assumption that every learner or student, regardless of their individual characteristics 

such as physical disabilities, intellectual gifts, impairments or economic constraints,  

is entitled to quality educational experience. An Ubuntu-driven ODL provides opportunities, 

accessibility and affordability to students by ensuring that students learn at their own  

pace consistent with their individual circumstances. In South Africa where many African 

students are generations of a section of society that was excluded from higher education 

opportunities by apartheid laws and legislation ODL offers an alternative route for one to 

attain a higher education qualification. Tlale and Mahlo argued that given that Ubuntu  

is an ethic of care in that it offers support, compassion, interconnectedness and interpersonal 

independence, ODL therefore captures the very essence and spirit of Africa through  

Ubuntu. In Chapter Fourteen, Moeketsi Letseka and Mojalefa Koenane found synergies 

between UNISA’s vision which commits it ‘towards the African university in the service  

of humanity’; the philosophy of Ubuntu as humanness, and Policy of Research Ethics 

(UNISA, 2013) which is predicated on the humane treatment of all research participants. 

They argued that the three manifest deep inclination toward Ubuntu values. They argued  

that this tripartite nexus requires UNISA’s scholars to embrace UNISA’s vision, Ubuntu,  

and the policy on research ethics, and allow them to shape their research and policy solutions 

to UNISA’s challenges of poor pass rates; poor completion rates, poor graduation rates,  

and poor throughput rates. In Chapter Fifteen, Gistered Muleya explored the idea of 

managing and leading lives through Ubuntu values and principles that are rooted in a strong 

humanism and a strong blend of civic education. He drew on the work of former Zambian 

president Kenneth Kaunda who argued that humanism is “a set of philosophical guidelines 

rooted in the Zambian cultural heritage, and geared at uniting the country in the common  

task of social, economic and political development.” Muleya argued a case for the link 
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between Ubuntu, humanism and civic education given that civic knowledge “promotes 

support for democratic values”; it “promotes political participation”; “helps citizens 

understand their interests as individuals and as members of groups,” “helps citizens learn 

more about civic affairs,” and finally, it “improves the consistency of citizens’ views’ and 

‘alters their opinions on specific civic issues.”  
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