
3 : DEVELOPING EDUCATIONAL MATERIALS 

Before launching any distance education course, i t is 
necessary to be c lear about the audience, about the 
aims of the course and about the conditions under which 
the par t ic ipants are working and will study. 

As we saw in • the f irst chapter , we can distinguish 
between a number of different potent ia l t a rge t groups. 
They vary according to thei r background education, 
thei r experience of teaching, and their role e i ther as 
ordinary teachers or as specia l i s t s who need continuing 
education in a par t icu la r area of work. And so the 
first move to make in planning a course is to ask about 
the audience and their educat ional needs and then to 
ask whether there is a ro le for distance education in 
teaching them. 

The answer to tha t question will depend upon the 
existing fac i l i t ies for teaching them and upon their 
numbers. If there already exists a well organised 
network of col leges of education or t eachers ' centres 
this may provide an a l t e rna t ive and be t te r way of 
providing continuing education. I t is only after one 
has reached a c lear decision about the nature of the 
audience and the appropriateness of distance teaching 
tha t one can s t a r t serious planning. 

Then there are two further basic questions, about the 
fac i l i t ies avai lable for our s tudents in the field and 
about potent ia l course wri ters . As we are interested 
in what teachers do in classrooms, we can have l i t t l e 
confidence in a method unless i t ensures tha t i t s 
teaching is t ight ly re la ted to classroom ac t iv i t ies . 
And tha t means tha t cen t ra l act ivi ty in the way of 
course production needs to be tied into loca l act ivi ty 
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in terms of supporting and supervising teachers ' 
classroom prac t ice . The Tanzanian teacher training 
programme gives an example here. Trainees there spend 
three days a week at work in thei r schools and two days 
attending a loca l study cen t re . The study centre c o -
ordinator, with the head teacher , also supervises their 
work in school. 

Who should write the courses? 

Once we are sure tha t we can provide some kind of field 
support to t ra inees the next question is about course 
wri ters . If we have educational staff appointed to our 
organisation, with the job of writing courses, then we 
need look no further. Our only difficulty now arises 
when we have somebody appointed to write who proves not 
to be very good at i t . (And this suggests tha t if 
writing is to be a cen t ra l act ivi ty for our staff, then 
we should t e s t their writing capacity before they are 
appointed.) 

Otherwise there are three other main ways in which we 
can get the courses wri t ten. The f irst is to avoid the 
problems by using courses tha t have been developed 
elsewhere. Athabasca University in Canada, for 
example, uses a wide range of courses which have been 
developed by other ins t i tu t ions . Where sui table 
courses are ava i lab le , the cost of acquiring them is 
often lower than the cost of developing courses anew. 
In i ts ear ly days, the Botswana Extension College was 
able to make use of correspondence courses developed in 
Zambia in order to widen i t s own range of courses more 
rapidly than i t could through the use of i t s own 
writers . The guide to Correspondence Inst i tut ions in 
the Commonwealth in Appendix 1 will show you whether 
there is an inst i tut ion which may have produced courses 
similar to what you want. 

Second, i t may be possible for course writers to be 
seconded to you from thei r own inst i tut ions or 
departments for a limited period of time. In Tanzania, 
for example, staff of t eacher training col leges were 
seconded to write materials a t the National 
Correspondence Ins t i tu te . Such an arrangement has the 
advantage tha t the writer is working ful l - t ime while he 
is on secondment, but is not permanently committed as a 
writing specia l is t for whom there may not always be 
work. I t has the disadvantage tha t i t may be difficult 
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for another inst i tut ion to re lease the person with the 
best background and the g rea te s t sk i l l in writing. 

The third possibili ty is to arrange for people to write 
courses as an ext ra act iv i ty over and above the i r 
regular jobs. Organisations in rich countr ies , with 
well developed educat ional systems, have found i t 
r e l a t ive ly easy to find writers of this kind. The 
National Extension College in Britain, for example, 
uses par t - t ime course wri ters , and has no difficulty in 
recruit ing them. In many developing countries, on the 
other hand, the pressures on the time of the smal ler 
number of po ten t ia l course wri ters is so much grea te r 
t ha t i t is diff icul t to ge t courses written in this 
way. 

Planning the course 

A good course will use a variety of educat ional media. 
The exact choice of media will depend par t ly on 
educat ional principles but much more on p rac t i ca l i t i e s . 
At the s tage of making preliminary enquiries about a 
course, therefore , we need to find out what fac i l i t ies 
will ac tua l ly be avai lable to our s tudents . To take an 
extreme example, i t is absurd to suggest using 
television if the majority of our s tudents l ive in 
v i l lages without mains e l e c t r i c i t y . 

The value of different kinds of educat ional media has 
been widely debated and a summary of the i r 
charac te r i s t ics appears as Appendix 2. But nobody has 
yet developed a coherent theory of educat ional media 
which will determine t ha t , for a pa r t i cu la r educat ional 
task, one medium should always be used ra the r than 
another. In the absence of such a theory, there are 
two principles which can guide us. First, where 
carefully control led comparisons have been made, no one 
medium has been found to be more effective for teaching 
than any other . In other words, we can use any medium 
for teaching any subject without assuming tha t one 
medium is inherent ly superior or inferior to another. 
Differences between the subject matter and between 
audiences are more important than differences between 
media in determining whether people will learn 
effect ively or not , . We can see this finding as a 
l iberat ing one, which al lows us to make use of the 
par t i cu la r media which best suit our own circumstances 
and the needs of our s tudents . 
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Second, f ace - to - face discussion has charac ter i s t ics 
which mark i t off from the use of print or broadcasts . 
In a f ace - to - face session we can have immediate 
feedback. If a s tudent has got something wrong, the 
teacher can immediately put him r ight . If the s tudent 
is puzzled, somebody, who may be another s tudent or the 
tu to r , can help him s t ra ight away. Perhaps more 
important, in a f ace - to - face session we can have 
dialogue and discussion which moves in a direction tha t 
was not predicted a t the beginning. None of these 
things are possible through print or through one-way 
broadcasts . As dialogue, and help with individual 
s tudent di f f icul t ies , are of grea t value to us and to 
our s tudents , i t follows tha t we must make the best 
possible use we can of the limited face- to - face study 
which is avai lable for many of our s tudents . 

In planning the use of media, therefore , i t may be 
helpful to begin by defining just those par ts of the 
educational process which most need face- to - face 
contact . Then we can determine how far tha t kind of 
education can be organised by having groups of s tudents 
meet together , and how far students need to meet with a 
tu to r . If we find any par t of our educat ional act ivi ty 
which does not demand t h a t kind of face- to - face 
contac t , then we can leave i t to print or radio. 

Choosing which medium to use for which purpose is only 
par t of the whole act iv i ty of planning a course. 
Figure 6 se ts out a systems approach to course planning 
which can help in the planning and writing of lessons. 
The figure suggests tha t we look at course development 
in two s tages . In the f irs t s tage we plan the course 
as a whole. In the second stage we go through a ra the r 
similar se t of ac t iv i t ies but for each unit a t a t ime. 
As we plan an individual unit, we may need to 
reconsider some of the decisions made a t the course 
planning stage and revise them: the feedback box 
linking the unit planning section to the course 
planning section shows this . 

In planning a course we need to s t a r t with a broad 
definition of the educat ional need which we are trying 
to meet. This definition will include a s ta tement 
about the audience for the course and about the 
educat ional aim. I t might, for example, be in terms of 
improving the sk i l l s of a pa r t i cu la r grade of t eacher 
in teaching mathematics to first and second year 
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Figure 6: A systems approach to course development 
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primary school chi ldren. Next, we need a more specific 
definition of the objectives of the course or the 
classroom act ivi ty or process which i t is designed to 
encourage. The more specif ical ly we can define just 
what we want s tudents to do as a r e su l t of the course, 
the easier i t will be to write and to evaluate the 
course. But, in education as in many other f ields, 
there are dangers in suggesting tha t a l l objectives can 
be narrowly defined or s ta ted in terms of behaviour. 

Having defined, as best we can, the objectives or 
processes which the course is designed to further, we 
need next to consider more p rac t ica l ly how we can 
achieve them. To do this we need to l i s t a l l the 
resources which are avai lable to us which might include 
broadcasting t ime, the services of col leges of 
education near our s tudents , our own printing press, 
the writers we can employ and so on. Along with these 
we need to set down the constraints within which we 
opera te , which will usually be in terms of time, money, 
and physical shortages. 

Then it is possible to make two se ts of decisions about 
organisation. The f i rs t se t concerns the i n t e l l e c t u a l 
organisation of our course. We need to decide the 
order in which topics will be presented, the 
relat ionships between them, and the way in which they 
re l a t e to what our s tudents already know. In this we 
are carrying out a process of curriculum development 
which is comparable to what is done for education 
genera l ly . The second se t of organisational questions 
concerns the organisation of the teaching media which 
we are using. We need to consider how the course is 
taught and, in broad out l ine, what each medium will be 
used for. In making those decisions we need to think 
par t icu lar ly about the links between print or radio on 
one hand and face- to- face work by our s tudents . 

As we go through each of these s tages , we will probably 
find tha t we need to revise some of the decisions made 
at an ea r l i e r s tage . This process of course 
development is thus cycl ica l as well as sequent ia l . I t 
is also something which usually needs to be done by a 
team of people ra ther than by a single writer working 
on his own. 

We then go through a similar set of act ivi t ies at the 
l eve l of each individual lesson. But the process 
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suggested in Figure 6 contains one heresy. We suggest 
there , tha t a t a very ear ly stage in writing a course 
one should define the ac t iv i t ies which a student should 
undertake - things he should do beyond reading the t ex t 

and ac tua l ly make t ha t decision before the exact 
subject matter is determined. This is in contras t with 
many ordinary processes of curriculum development in 
which the subject is determined f i rs t and student or 
teacher ac t iv i t ies worked out in the l ight of tha t 
definition. 

This reversa l is quite de l ibe ra t e . Learning at a 
distance is always diff icul t . I t demands concentration 
and sel f -disc ipl ine and i t lacks the control and the 
stimulus which we get when we are working in c lass . As 
a resu l t , correspondence s tudents often see the i r 
cen t ra l act ivi ty as being one of reading through thei r 
correspondence lessons. Unfortunately, when we read, 
i t is very easy to get the impression tha t we are 
learning something while in fact we are not. A good 
correspondence lesson therefore involves a variety of 
ac t iv i t ies which the s tudent must undertake over and 
above the reading of the t e x t . 

These ac t iv i t ies may be of many different kinds. They 
may involve the s tudent in solving problems in the 
t ex t , or completing a half-finished diagram, or leaving 
the printed t ex t to do an experiment, or simply 
stopping to work out the answer to a problem which has 
been posed to him. These ac t iv i t ies are so much a t the 
hear t of his learning t h a t i t will help the 
correspondence student if the writer begins by working 
out a series of s tudent ac t iv i t ies which will lead 
towards meeting the objectives or mastering the process 
a t which the unit is aimed. Once the act iv i t ies have 
been determined in t h a t way, we can then see what 
information needs to be presented to the student in 
order tha t he can carry out the ac t iv i t ies . In this 
way we can . reach a definition of the subject matter 
which fi ts with the aims of the lesson and takes 
account of what the s tudent already knows. 

For tha t reason we have se t out in the l a t e r par t of 
Figure 6 the s tages of working out how an individual 
lesson is organised in terms both of i t s i n t e l l e c t u a l 
and of i ts organisat ional s t ruc tu re . 
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Writing good educational materials will be an 
unaccustomed act ivi ty for most of our writers. I t is 
therefore par t icu la r ly important t ha t , if possible, a 
f i rs t draft is produced and t e s t ed . If there is time 
and the resources to do i t , i t may be possible to t e s t 
a whole unit on a sample of students comparable to 
those who will take the complete course. If this is 
not possible, then i t may s t i l l be possible to t e s t 
some par ts and some aspects of the unit. I t is 
possible, for example, to t e s t the difficulty of the 
language. Where i l lus t ra t ions or pictures are used i t 
may be possible to t e s t these on a small sample of 
people in order to make sure tha t they do convey the 
information which was intended. 

Writing 

Writing is often seen as a lonely and individual 
ac t iv i ty . But even where we have a single 
correspondence course writer, he is not alone in quite 
the same way. Many distance teaching inst i tut ions have 
appointed edi tors , or educat ional technologists , or 
course co-ordinators , who play an active role with the 
author in developing a t ex t . 

Furthermore, i t is often useful to have more than one 
person writing a course. The Open University in Britain 
developed the idea of having a course team, in which a 
group of people worked together on a course over a 
number of years . In this case the educational 
technologist was one of the team along with subject 
spec ia l i s t s . While few other inst i tut ions will be able 
to afford the time or resources which tha t university 
devoted to course writing, there will often be 
advantages in having a group of people working together 
in course writing. 

They may do so quickly or s lowly. One variant of the 
course team approach has been cal led a "course-writing 
circus" . Mathematicians, preparing courses for 
Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland, worked together in 
three intensive workshops, each lasting about 10 days. 
During tha t time they wrote the whole of a 
correspondence course for the equivalent of one year of 
Junior Secondary mathematics teaching. The advantage 
of working as intensively as tha t is an administrative 
one: you can get people released for a short time and 
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you get a course produced very quickly. The 
disadvantage is t ha t i t puts heavier demands on the 
edi tor , as many de ta i l s of wording, organisation and 
layout of the t ex t will be l e f t for the editor a t a 
l a t e r s tage . 

No matter how the authors are working, they will need 
guidelines on what they are to do. One of the ear ly 
duties of a new dis tance- teaching inst i tut ion will be 
to agree the format within which writers will produce 
materials and draw up guidance for thei r work. Writers 
will need to write simply: i t is always important to 
remember tha t our s tudents are probably working by 
themselves and, if confused by diff icult language, have 
no one to turn to for help . Simple and di rect prose is 
the best possible help for them. Then the lessons need 
to be coherent and easy to use. The student needs to 
be able to see how the various par t s of a lesson r e l a t e 
to each other and how they r e l a t e to other media and to 
his p rac t i ca l classroom work. He needs to see how one 
lesson r e l a t e s to another and to the course as a whole. 
At the same t ime, lessons need to be divided up so tha t 
in any one working session, he feels tha t he has made 
some progress through the lesson. Lessons need to 
have a beginning, a middle, and an end so tha t there is 
no uncertainty for the s tudent as to how they work. 

We can sum up by urging tha t any correspondence lesson 
should include 

a t i t l e and a number 

an introduction outlining the ground covered by 
the unit and possibly i t s objectives 

a l i s t of any special equipment needed to follow 
the unit 

reference to the use of other media 

a main body of t ex t based on appropriate act ivi ty 
and with the subject matter ordered into 
reasonably smal l s teps which have a coherent 
re la t ion to each other 

- adequate advice about work to be done and sent to 
a tu tor 
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a rounding off a t the end including a summary of 
the lesson as a whole. 

Producing radio programmes 

As we saw, there are advantages for our students in 
using radio along with other media. Radio reaches our 
students ins tant ly and can provide a l ivel iness and 
stimulation which i t is diff icult to achieve through 
print alone. Radio programmes can be made cheaply. 
And radio has par t i cu la r educat ional advantages from 
which our s tudents can benefi t . In making radio 
programmes however, a distance teaching inst i tut ion is 
most l ikely to co-opera te with a broadcasting s tat ion 
or educat ional broadcasting service . Much of the 
production work which is done . by the editor for 
correspondence lessons will be done by a producer, who 
may be on the staff of the broadcasting organisation 
r a t h e r than the d i s t a n c e t e ach ing i n s t i t u t i o n . 
Conflict between the educator and the broadcaster may 
be the resu l t , and students and programmes will then 
suffer. If we are using broadcasts we need an 
organisational s t ruc ture which will minimise or resolve 
such confl icts . We also need to plan broadcasts and 
other media together so tha t the relat ionships between 
them are c l ea r . I t is very confusing for s tudents if, 
in a course, correspondence lessons say one thing, 
radio programmes a second and teachers in a f a c e - t o -
face session a third. 
This book is not a handbook on producing radio 
programmes. (For advice on tha t see Appendix 1.) We 
assume tha t any dis tance- teaching inst i tut ion using 
radio, or for tha t matter te levis ion, will get detai led 
advice and help from the educational broadcasters with 
whom they are working. That advice is l ikely to 
include at l ea s t three elements . 

The f irst is to remember t ha t one can cover only a 
limited amount of ground in any one radio programme. 
Detailed exposition, where a l l the de ta i l must be 
mastered and remembered by the student , belongs be t t e r 
in print than in radio. I t is necessary always to bear 
in mind tha t our l i s tener cannot turn back the radio, 
if he has missed something or l is ten to i t a second 
time if he does not quite understand. In many 
countries, too, reception conditions may be poor so 
tha t our s tudents may not even hear the programmes 
c lea r ly . 
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Next, any radio programme needs var ie ty . Programmes 
which consist of a single voice giving a l ec ture are 
unlikely to be effective or the most interest ing 
stimulus for a s tudent . Radio lends i t se l f to variety. 
If we can include different voices, dialogue, drama and 
discussion, field recordings, and music where this is 
appropriate , the programmes will be more a t t rac t ive to 
our s tudents and will speak more c lear ly to thei r 
condition. 

Third, most programmes are made on the assumption t ha t 
the l i s t ener simply l i s tens to them and does not 
himself undertake any act iv i ty unti l af ter the 
programme has finished. There are good reasons for 
th is . I t is, for example, diff icult for s tudents to 
write notes while a radio programme is continuing. 
Some radio programmes, however, are designed for 
s tudents to respond a t frequent in terva ls during the 
broadcast . Programmes teaching mathematics to 
schoolchildren in Nicaragua, for example, contained 
frequent pauses in which the children had to respond to 
the problem posed over the radio, or which they read in 
the i r workbooks. Similarly programmes broadcast by 
radio schools in Latin America have often posed 
discussion problems for groups of s tudents and then 
provided background music while l i s teners discussed the 
question and came up with the i r response before the 
broadcast continued. While this technique will not 
appeal to the casual l i s t ener , i t may be sui table for 
some programmes for t eachers . 

Radio can be used for severa l dis t inct purposes: to 
provide subject teaching, to give examples of classroom 
prac t ice , to i l l u s t r a t e a var ie ty of a l te rna t ive views 
through discussion, to encourage group discussion to 
offer advice and information to s tudents , especial ly on 
diff icul t ies and through, programmes based on feedback, 
to encourage dialogue between our inst i tut ion and our 
d is tant s tudents . 

In subject teaching we may find tha t there are some 
par ts of the subject which par t i cu la r ly lend themselves 
to radio. In Kenya the Correspondence Course Unit 
found t ha t radio was pa r t i cu la r ly useful for the i r 
courses on Swahili and English. A subject like poetry 
lends i tsel f to radio; in other subjects where a voice 
can lead people through the t ex t i t can have par t i cu la r 
advantages. I t is useful, too, when i t can bring 
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resources to our students which would not otherwise be 
avai lable to them. I t can bring examples of rea l i ty , 
which would have much less impact through other media, 
even when this were possible. And there are some par ts 
of many subjects which lend themselves to dramatisation 
and, for th is , radio can be of par t i cu la r value . 

Although there are technica l diff icult ies in recording 
classroom sound, radio enables student teachers to 
eavesdrop on more experienced teachers and so learn 
something about classroom ski l l s which they could not 
readi ly learn without s i t t ing as an observer in the 
classroom. 

One of the diff icul t ies of correspondence education is 
tha t i t forces s tudents into a heavy rel iance on the 
printed t ex t . There is a danger tha t they will regard 
the correspondence t ex t as being gospel ra ther than i t s 
being one of a number of different possible views on 
any subject. And yet the analysis , comparison and 
criticism of different views l ies a t the hear t of 
education a t this l e v e l . Radio lends i t se l f to 
discussion, and for our s tudents , there is par t icu lar 
value in presenting discussions with a l te rna t ive views 
presented by a l te rna t ive voices. 

Where several s tudents , from the same or neighbouring 
schools, are following the same course, then radio 
programmes can be used as the basis for group 
discussion. There are c lea r educat ional benefits from 
such discussion but i t puts extra administrative 
burdens on a dis tance-teaching ins t i tu t ion. 

In studying at a distance many s tudents need help which 
goes beyond teaching about a par t icu la r subject. They 
need advice on techniques of study, as well as 
information about prac t ica l questions like entering for 
examinations or attending res ident ia l cent res . They 
may need to be told about changes in arrangements, 
about misprints in thei r printed t ex t s , or about other 
events or ac t iv i t ies which may be of in teres t to them. 
Radio can perform a valuable service as a noticeboard 
in giving such advice and information. 

Final ly, a drawback of distance teaching is tha t i t is 
very much a one-way process. There are often fewer 
opportunities for s tudents to respond to thei r teachers 
than there are in a classroom or seminar. There is 
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therefore par t i cu la r value when radio programmes made 
on the basis of feedback from learners and feedback 
programmes become par t of a regular radio ser ies . 

Summary 

1. In developing mater ia ls , s t a r t by considering the 
needs of the audience and by asking what ro l e , if 
any, there is for distance education and how i t 
can be in tegrated with classroom work. 

2. Courses can be developed by: 

2.1 academic members of your own staff; 

2.2 borrowing or adapting materials from other 
ins t i tu t ions; 

2.3 gett ing writers on secondment from other 
ins t i tu t ions; 

2.4 employing sui tably qualified people p a r t -
t ime. 

3. In choosing between media we can be guided by 
prac t i ca l convenience, by the knowledge tha t any 
medium can be used to teach any subject, and by 
the unique value of f ace - to - face study for 
dialogue. 

4. A systems approach is helpful in planning 
dis tance- teaching courses. 

5. In writing correspondence lessons i t is helpful to 
work out the ac t iv i t i es which s tudents must 
undertake before doing a detai led specification of 
the subject content . 

6. Course material should be tes ted in order to see 
how far people can understand and learn from i t . 

7. A good correspondence lesson will be simply 
writ ten, coherent , easy to use, and give s tudents 
the assurance tha t they are making progress as 
they work through i t . I t will be centred around 
student ac t iv i t i es . 
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8. Radio programmes: 

8.1 will genera l ly not t ry to convey a lo t of 
detai led information; 

8.2 will be varied in the i r s ty l e ; 

8.3 may demand s tudent act ivi ty and response 
while the programme is being broadcast . 

9. Radio may be used for: 

9.1 subject teaching; 

9.2 giving examples of classroom prac t ice ; 

9.3 i l lus t ra t ing a l t e rna t ive viewpoints by means 
of discussion; 

9.4 encouraging discussion groups of s tudents; 

9.5 providing advice and information to s tudents 
both on thei r courses and on p rac t i ca l 
arrangements for study; 

9.6 programmes based on feedback from students . 
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