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Chapter 20: 

Trends and Gaps in Distance Education  
Research

Tony Mays, Commonwealth of Learning in Vancouver, Canada

Introduction

The topic assigned for this chapter is one of those ‘how long is a piece of string?’ issues given that 
distance education has been around for a very long time, a lot has been published, and so we 

need immediately to start by limiting the scope somewhat to trends and gaps in (recent) distance 
education research. Moreover, education is by nature multi-disciplinary and so the research needs 
and interests of educators can be expected to be similarly diverse. Distance education practitioners, 
as a subset of educators more generally, can similarly be expected to have such diverse needs and 
interests, including exploring and understanding the changing issues and challenges associated 
with distance education methods of provision. For example, the interesting visualisation project 
Shape of Science which currently maps 25 308 journals, and seeks to ‘reveal the structure of 
science’, organises the mapping within the established fields of medicine, psychology, humanities, 
social sciences, engineering, mathematics, biology, and chemistry. Not surprisingly, education-
related journals can mostly be found in the quadrant with intersections between psychology, 
humanities, and social sciences. Education and teaching research is also primarily located under 
arts and humanities in the SCImago Journal and Country Rank Scimago . Thinking of research as 
a web of inter-related understandings in this way cautions us that research of interest to distance 
educators may appear in sources that do not specifically use the term ‘distance education’, for one 
thing distance educators will also be interested in research in the disciplinary areas which they 
teach using distance education methods. 

However, distance education as a concept, and as an expanding suite of diverse methods, is 
increasingly mainstreamed as education systems respond to the changing demands for lifelong 
learning as well as other challenges effecting campus-based provision including unrest, migration, 
climate change, and the recent pandemic (Xiao 2018; Pregowska et al. 2021). Although there have 

https://www.scimagojr.com/shapeofscience
https://www.scimagojr.com/
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been several publications about distance education or aspects thereof in recent years (for example 
Cleveland-Innes and Garrison 2020; Saykih 2018; Seaman et al. 2018; Simonson et al. 2019), 
including an e-book version of a classic distance education textbook (Sewart et al. 2020), and the 
ongoing revision of another related seminal text on teaching in a digital age (Bates 2021), there 
seem relatively few journals dedicated to publishing research in the field of distance education 
practice. In this chapter, the author explores some of the leading journals dedicated to distance 
education research and examines some of the recent trends in what is being researched. 

Moreover, as noted by Saykili (2018), Bozkurt (2019), and Van den Berg (in this publication), the 
notions of distance education (DE) and the related notions of open and distance learning (ODL), 
and more recently open, distance, and e-learning (ODeL), are constantly evolving, so research of 
interest to distance education practitioners might well be found in sources that do not explicitly 
use the term ‘distance education’. Given the increasing role of technology in mediating learning 
and increasing interest in providing flexible lifelong learning, research related to variations of these 
terms will also likely be of interest.

Proceeding from the perspective of a pragmatic (Hookway 2016) social scientist (Babbie 2016, 
2017) approach, concerned to find practical, but not permanent, solutions to constantly changing 
education challenges, in ways that are grounded in appropriate research, this chapter explores 
three inter-related questions:

What research seems likely to be of interest to distance educators?

Where is research being undertaken and what is being shared?

What gaps, if any, can be seen between probable needs/interests 
and the research available?

Rationale for the study

In a special issue of the Journal of Learning for Development, Panda (2020) notes that the recent 
pandemic accelerated the move to finding alternative modes of provision, especially online 
forms of provision. As noted by many scholars, however, remote or emergency online teaching 
is qualitatively different from the more thoughtful process of intentional online provision (Hodges 
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et al. 2020; Mohmmed et al. 2020). Nonetheless, as Anderson and Rivera-Vargas (2020) suggest, 
the move online by traditional contact institutions may have begun to erode the distinctness of 
distance education provision, and now both contact- and distance-providers of online learning 
face some similar challenges regarding, for example, how ethically to use the rich data available 
in online provision and how to improve retention and success rates for students we may seldom, 
if ever, meet in person. As noted by Cleveland-Innes and Garrison (2021), it behoves providers 
to revisit the nature of distance education provision for a new era, and as observed by Kanwar 
and Daniel (2020), we can learn from much recent practice in moving from response to resilience. 
This chapter therefore explores what research is currently being reported about distance education 
practice with a view to identifying possible gaps.

Methods

With respect to the first question—What research seems likely to be of interest to distance 
educators?—it is important to have some idea of what distance education practitioners would 
probably be interested to read research about in order to judge whether there are any gaps between 
expectation and reality.

Therefore, two recent publications based on reviews of the literature on distance education 
policy and practice were identified and the key issues summarised to identify some of the recurring 
themes/issues under discussion. This led to development of an illustrative set of key research 
questions. This initial list was extended as the author engaged further with the literature. 

With respect to the second question—Where is such research being undertaken and what is 
being shared?—Mishra (2019) undertook a search for journals then listed with Bielefeld Academic 
Search Engine (BASE), Education Resources Information Centre (ERIC), Directory of Open Access 
Journals (DOAJ), Elsevier’s Scopus, and WorldCat, as well as journals cited by authors who publish 
with the Journal of Learning for Development. To these examples we should add ISI/World of 
Science and might usefully now also add OpenAlex. Very helpfully, a not-for-profit corporation 
established by the government of Ontario in 1986 called ContactNorth now maintains a Searchable 
Directory of Selected Journals in Online and Distance Learning. Not all the journals included focus 
directly on distance education, but they often include articles of a related nature.

A comparison made between the listing provided by ContactNorth, the study by Mishra (2019), 
and journals for which the author has been asked to review papers suggest that the following 

https://contactnorth.ca/
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journals should also be considered in addition to those listed by ContactNorth:

 - Educational Researcher
 - E-Learning
 - eLearning Papers
 - Information Technology for Development
 - International Journal of Educational Research Open
 - Internet & Higher Education
 - Journal of Educational Technology
 - Journal of Information and Computer Technology Education
 - Journal of Online Learning and Teaching
 - Journal of Learning for Development
 - Online Journal of Distance Learning Administration
 - Progressio: South African Journal for Open and Distance Learning Practice
 - The Journal of Open, Distance and e-Learning
 - The Journal for Open and Distance Education and Educational Technology
 - Teacher Education through Flexible Learning in Africa
 - Turkish Journal of Distance Education

It was initially intended to analyse approximately three issues of approximately 70 journals―about 
210 issues in all. 

However, time did not allow. Moreover, after the first fifteen journals had been mapped, the 
next five resulted in few additional new concepts, suggesting perhaps saturation had been reached 
with this sample. So, the current discussion is based on twenty journals and approximately 60 
issues.

Again, following Mishra (2019), a content analysis was conducted to try to understand the focus 
areas of research publications in recent issues, although this was done manually focusing primarily 
on trends noted in editorials and mapping key concepts in an Excel spreadsheet in relation to the 
last three issues of each journal available as open access. Once a concept/term had been used 
once in a particular journal it was logged and not repeated even if other papers have also used the 
term. This was because it was interesting to explore coverage across journals rather than within a 
journal, especially given that there are sometimes special issues which focus on a particular topic 
throughout the issue.
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Of course, the identification of key issues is a bit idiosyncratic, and the search was limited 
to journals available in English, so there are significant limitations in what can be generalised, if 
anything, from this discussion.

Based on the findings in relation to the first two questions, some areas for new or additional 
research were identified.

Findings

What research seems likely to be of interest to distance educators?
As noted by COL (2020) and Mays (2020), an analysis of open, distance, and e-learning policies 

and quality guidelines suggests that the following questions, among others, would likely be of 
interest for research purposes:

How is the concept and practice of distance education evolving?

How are changes in society, the workplace, and in our understandings of how people 
learn, influencing distance education policy and practice?

Why is distance education being used, what impact is it having, and for whom?

How are potential tensions between access, cost, inclusion, quality, and the environment 
being addressed?

Who is benefiting from distance education provision and how, and how can provision 
be improved?

What principles, values, and purposes underpin distance education provision and why?

What polices exist related to distance education, what do they cover and why, and do 
they support or impede evolving practice?

What are the implications of cross-border provision, and how can we ensure quality 
learning experiences and achievement of worthwhile qualifications?
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What are the key systems needed for quality distance education provision and how are 
they monitored, evaluated, and improved?
What planning and monitoring processes add value to distance education provision?

How can governments, public providers, and private providers contribute most 
effectively to distance education provision?

How well is technology-enabling effective learning through distance education?

How well are leaners being supported to turn access into success?

How inclusive is distance education provision?

How are data analytics being used and what are the issues?

How are open educational resources (OER) and open educational practices (OEP) 
contributing to effective distance education provision?

How is/should distance education provision be funded?

What distance education research is needed?

This is obviously not an exhaustive list, and all the questions could be phrased differently, but it does 
show the wide scope of probable areas of research interest. Within the broad scope illustrated, 
there will be many more nuanced questions which distance education practitioners would likely 
want to explore―for example, the impact of using a new technology in the provision of distance 
education to a particular cohort of learners over a particular period for a particular subject.

Where is such research being undertaken and what is being shared?
A search using the term ‘distance education’ in BASE yielded 5 079 hits from 281 945 553 

documents. In similar vein ‘online education’ yielded 2 990 hits, ‘open education’ 696, ‘open and 
distance learning’ 161, and ‘open distance and e-learning’ zero hits. This is perhaps not surprising 
given the longer history of the term ‘distance education’. It is also understood that neither online 
learning nor open education/learning are necessarily distance education provision, although much 
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such provision could be so classified, and all forms of education provision involve an element of 
‘transactional distance’ which might be mediated using appropriate technology in appropriate 
ways (Weidlich and Bastiaens 2018). It was interesting to observe that few of the journals and other 
sources which reported research in which ‘distance education’ was mentioned actually used this 
term in their titles. A similar finding was observed in exploring the citations of authors published 
in recent issues of the Journal of Learning for Development, for which the author is currently the 
managing associate editor.

As recent issues of selected Journals were reviewed, key topics and concepts were mapped in a 
spreadsheet and clustered into ‘like’ terms. The incidence of mention of these terms in subsequent 
journal reviews was then tagged.

Ninety-four different topic/concept clusters were identified.
As was to be expected, there has been recently a lot of focus on the move into distance and 

online provision due to the recent pandemic (10/20 journals reviewed mentioned this), with a 
lot of distinction being made between well-planned provision and emergency remote teaching 
(Abdulrahman et al. 2020). In fact, four of the twenty journals had published a special issue with 
this focus.

Variations on the term ‘technology’ came up quite often (10/20), as did references to data and 
learning analytics, assessment, and online learning/teaching which were focus areas for 8/20 
journals. Next were references to instructional design, development, or support (at 7/20). The 
next most frequently mentioned topics (at 6/20) were blended or hybrid learning; collaboration, 
partnerships and communities of learning or teaching; videos and video-conferencing; and 
virtual reality. The last clusters deemed to be significant (at 5/20) were diversity (including cultural 
and indigenous issues); English language and literacy; inclusion (including disability, LGBTQA+, 
refugees, and immigrants); and emergency remote teaching.

The topics which had emerged from the analysis were then further clustered in relation to 
conceptual areas related to the questions of interest identified earlier as follows:

Concept (this involves any discussions related to the changing nature of DE/ODL/
ODeL, blended/hybrid/remote provision and underpinning values, purposes, or 
principles which inform decision-making)

Cross-border provision (and the implications thereof for equality of opportunity and 
value)
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Distance education (systems, practices, design and development, pedagogy, 
professional development, and quality assurance)

External influences (this would include the impact of COVID-19, for example)

Learner support (including issues related to inclusion for access and success, language 
and literacy support, peer, tutor, administrative engagement, and the role of formative 
assessment)

OER/OEP

Policy and research (including issues related to stakeholder engagement, funding and public or 
private provision, and the challenges for researching distance education and how can they be 
addressed including how research informs both policy and practice).

Technology enabled learning (TEL) (including research which focused on particular technologies 
such as MOOCs or videos, as well as data and learning analytics).

These clusters can be mapped to Zawacki-Richter et al.’s (2009) useful classification of research 
areas in distance education which distinguishes between macro-level distance education systems 
and theories (for example 1 and aspects of 2 and 7 above); meso-level management, organisation, 
and technology (for example 3, 4, 5, 6, and 8 above, as well as aspects of 7); and micro-level teaching 
and learning (for example aspects of 2 and 3 above).

Not surprisingly, research related to aspects of TEL was most frequently shared (88/232 journal 
instances). The research related both to affordances such as platform analytics, use of artificial 
intelligence, augmented and virtual reality, robotics and digital micro-credentials and badges, as 
well as specific examples of use such as MOOCs, e-portfolios, videos, and various social media. 

Issues broadly related to learner and learning support were next most frequently shared (58/232 
journal instances). The research reported on issues such as inclusion, language and literacy support, 
peer discussion and support, and the development of agency and self-regulated learning. Given 
the strong focus on use of technology, it was not surprising to find the notion of ‘cyberwellness’ 
also being discussed.

The next category was conceptual (with 33/232 journal instances). Apart from definitional issues 
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related to emergency remote teaching, blended, and hybrid provision it was interesting to note 
the continuing reference to two key conceptual models ‘transactional distance’ (Moore 1997) and 
‘community of inquiry’ (Garrison et al. 2000), and the importance of social and teacher presence. 
Some of the principles identified in the research reported included connectedness, flexibility, 
ethics, innovation, lifelong learning, resilience, student satisfaction, sustainable development, and 
digital equity.

Typical distance education system, process, and procedure issues were the next most 
cited in the sample of journals reviewed (31/232 instances). Here, key issues were instructional 
design, development, support, and related staff development. This was linked to concerns about 
appropriate pedagogy, scale, quality, and the challenge of ‘drop-outs’ was also mentioned.

As reported above, the key external influencing factor in this period was the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic (10/32).

Very little research was shared about policy issues (8/232), but the importance of leadership 
and the role of parents was mentioned, as well as the link between scale, quality, and cost and the 
interplay between research, policy, and practice.

Given that the pandemic had seen a resurgence of MOOCs, it was thought that it might be 
interesting to see if there had been any significant discussion of cross-border provision and the 
adaptations to support access and success in different regions. However, this issue did not come 
up in the sample.

Discussion

In this section, the focus is on the research question: What gaps, if any, can be seen between 
probable needs/interests and the research available?

In an earlier and more extensive study, Bozkurt et al. (2015) provide a useful history of research in 
distance education and then found that their own study confirmed a trend that had been identified 
in earlier studies of published research being skewed towards teaching and learning processes. 
They also observed that most published research had focused on higher education provision and 
that there might be a need for more research into schooling provision given the increasing use of 
e-learning (a trend that was subsequently further accelerated when the pandemic closed school 
campuses). A subsequent study by Bozkurt and Zawacki-Richter (2021) came to similar conclusions 
and identified the need to identify a proactive research agenda.
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Part of such an agenda should probably be to create a stronger link between past research in 
distance education and current research related to open and distance learning and open and online 
provision. For example, current research into the practice of open online forms of provision often 
neglects to acknowledge the history of prior research into open and distance education research 
(Weller et al. 2018). They identify eight distinct areas within the broader open education field where 
research has been undertaken but with surprisingly little cross-referencing: open access, OER, 
MOOCs, open educational practice, social media, e-learning, open education in schools, and 
distance learning. They further observe ‘… evidence of a lack of solid connections between what 
intuitively would appear to be strongly related areas. It also highlights the importance of publications 
that act as nodes between these “islands”, forming possible bridges between the communities’ 
(Weller et al. 2018: 121). Another issue of concern for a new research agenda is the dominance of 
publications based in developed countries, especially the US and the UK (Amoozegar et al. 2018), 
potentially at the expense of limited relevance or insight into nuancing, which might be needed to 
realise the potential of DE, ODL, or ODeL provision in a wide variety of developing contexts.

As noted, the key external factor which has dominated the educational discourse recently is 
the COVID-19 pandemic, which forced a migration to online means of communication, which was 
unevenly accessible to both teachers and learners. There is some evidence that providers already 
familiar with ODeL provision experienced less ‘chaos’ in the move online (Naidu 2021), but the 
lessons of experience about what worked and did not work and how institutions and educational 
systems can become more resilient post-pandemic are still emerging (Kanwar and Daniel 2020), and 
therefore more research is needed―perhaps particularly from regions which seem currently under-
reported. On this issue, a study by Srivistava et al. (2020) found that the number of publications 
related to ODeL provision in India was disproportionate to the number of providers. Moreover, it 
found that what had been published was skewed towards teaching, learning, and evaluation issues 
and not enough research was being reported in relation to issues such as globalisation, networking, 
funding/economics, institutional values, or ‘best’ practices.

It has also been reported that there seems to be relatively little research on adaption of courses 
and materials for different cultures (Abdulrahman et al. 2020). 

In a more extensive but similar recent study, Cukurbasi et al. (2021) observe that few studies 
related to educator, staff and administrator workload, and roles have been published in the last 
decade.

A later study by Mishra et al. (2021) explored research trends during the pandemic given the 
widespread adoption of various forms of online distance learning during the pandemic. They 
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noted an emphasis on technologies, assessment, teacher capacity, and institutional readiness for 
new forms of provision.

In another study focused on the same period but limited to the context of South Africa, Madiope 
and Mendy (2021) suggest the need for future research to compare the learning outcomes of 
students involved in face-to-face and distance education in relation to the variety of ways teaching 
and learning strategies were adapted in response to the pandemic.

The 2021 Educause Horizon Report (Educause 2021) also notes that the enduring legacy of the 
pandemic in terms of any permanent shift in teaching and learning provision is still to emerge. 
However, the report suggests that research will be needed in the following key technologies and 
practices:

 - Artificial Intelligence
 - Blended and hybrid course models
 - Learning analytics
 - Micro-credentialing
 - Open Educational Resources
 - Quality Online Learning

With respect to research methods, Wyse et al. (2021) observe that practitioner-researchers need 
to find opportunities for both experimental design and action research in educational research 
generally, reflecting Bozkurt et al.’s (2015) earlier suggestion that researchers should make use of a 
wider variety of research strategies from different fields of practice to explore distance education 
or open and distance learning provision. As evidence of this need, a study by Yavuz et al. (2021) 
on the trend in distance education research during the pandemic period suggested that most of 
the publications in the sample selected were single-author, quantitative, using a questionnaire, 
and analysed using a descriptive-quantitative method. Linking this to the finding by Madiope and 
Mendy (2021) above, it would also be of interest to see evidence of longitudinal cohort analyses 
to track student retention, success, and subsequent achievements (this can be a challenging but 
illuminating process, DHET 2017) and how such information has been used to improve practice.

From the above analysis, some possible areas for further research would seem to include but 
not be limited to distance education policy; adaptation (including cross-border provision); and a 
research agenda for distance education, distance education in schools, and distance education in 
relation to globalisation, networking, finance/economics, institutional values, best/good practices, 
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workload, staff roles, learning outcomes, and cohort/longitudinal studies.
Having identified these possible ‘gaps’, the author undertook a search for research publications 

since 2018 on the above issues using appropriate variations of the following search terms: ‘distance 
education’ OR ‘open and distance learning’ OR ‘open, distance and e-learning’ AND ‘policy’. An 
attempt was made to find at least three recent research publications related to the issue to identify 
what had been researched and to explore where the research had been published. Selection was 
based on identifying the first three which directly addressed the topic.

Policy

In relation to policy, Makoe (2018) observes that while many African countries have identified the 
need to expand access to higher education through introducing distance education in traditional 
campus-based institutions, the intent does not always lead to the promulgation of policy, and even 
when policy is adopted, it is often not accompanied by a practicable implementation plan. Salmon 
and Asgari (2019) explore the fact that even when the agenda seems clear, transformation of policy 
and practice in higher education remains slow and they offer some strategies to encourage future-
oriented thinking. In another recent publication, Pitsoane and Matjila (2021) observe that even if 
there is an intent, a supporting policy, and a plan in place, often these do not reflect the realities 
of context. Mwangi (2021) argues the need for policy development of ICT and ODeL specifically 
targeted towards encouraging more female participation in higher education. 

Adaptation

While some scholars acknowledge the need for curricula to be more responsive (Aluko et al. 2022), 
and for staff to have access to continuous professional development experiences which equip 
them with the necessary skills to be so (Modise 2020), as well as access to and training in the use 
of a variety of technologies for different purposes and contexts (Njoki 2021), research related to 
adaptation seems to be largely limited to support for learners with disabilities (Zongozzi 2020) or 
the ways in which learning analytics could be used to ‘personalise’ a learning experience (Bart et al. 
2019). The search did not find examples of research which reported on ways in which a programme 
of study, its contents, its technology choices, and/or its pedagogy had been adapted from the 
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outset and/or during implementation, in response to the wide diversity of learners who might be 
attracted to distance or online study, especially in provision which is offered across state or national 
boundaries. However, it has been speculated that such flexibility might not even be possible within 
a single course (Lee 2020).

Research agenda

As noted in the previous discussion, there have been several recent studies into what areas research 
is being undertaken and what gaps there seem to be in both the content and form of the studies 
which have been undertaken. But what research should be undertaken in respect of distance 
education going forward, especially given the changing context, is not clear and probably requires 
contextualised planning by dedicated researchers (Letseka 2020).

Schooling

Open schooling has proven to be a viable option to provide second-chance learning opportunities 
even in some very challenging contexts (Heimuli 2019). However, learners who have been 
conditioned to learn in a school-based classroom environment will require support to adapt to 
distance and/or online provision (Murangi 2021). Nonetheless, as in higher education provision, 
technology plays an increasingly important role in schooling provision, especially in providing 
opportunities for out-of-school youth (Adelakun 2018; Rajabalee 2020; Sparks and Harwin 2022).

Globalisation

Globalisation is mentioned in a lot of recent articles but usually as a factor that needs to be considered 
rather than being explored in any depth in practice. However, some researchers recognise that 
in distance education provision which crosses international boundaries it is necessary during the 
design process to plan access and support for diverse linguistic and cultural contexts (Mittelmeier 
et al. 2018; Steyn and Gunter 2021). Others argue that there is also a need to think about ways to 
integrate indigenous knowledge into the curriculum that is offered (Gumbo 2020). It has also been 
suggested that there is a need to promote a sense of global citizenship (Puplampu and Mugo 2020).
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Networking

Several recent articles explore the use of social media to support networking between teachers 
and other professionals, between teachers and other teachers or between teachers and learners 
(Anumula et al. 2020; Chaka et al. 2020), and some researchers have used such experiences to 
try to generate frameworks for good practice (Vlachopoulos and Makri 2019). In an interesting 
editorial, Weller et al. (2020) observe how the pandemic has promoted greater awareness of 
distance education and the role of technology among a more diverse group of stakeholders with 
diverse motivations.

Finances/Economics

Provision of distance education requires a different funding model from campus-based provision 
and institutions need to develop an appropriate business model before launching distance courses 
or they might run into financial challenges (Nketekete and Mojafela 2021). It is suggested that in 
some contexts there might be a need for a trade-off between scope and scale of provision (Zhang 
and Worthington 2017). Also, researchers should be interested in the impact of distance provision 
in their evaluation studies (Kalita 2020).

Values

Makina (2018) argues that an institution’s vision, mission, and goals should inform the theories and 
practices it espouses. It is also argued that a focus on quality of provision is needed if an institution is 
to achieve both excellence and equality (Lumanta and Garcia 2020). In this vein, distance education 
is often promoted to engage otherwise marginalised students, such as those with disabilities, but 
there is often a disjuncture between policy and practice which specific forms of research might 
help providers to address (Matjila and Van der Merwe 2021).
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Good/best practice

Creating opportunities for distance education staff to learn from one another’s practice may be one 
way in which institutions can improve provision (Haresnape et al. 2020). However, although there 
is some agreement on what issues need to be addressed to assure quality, indicators need to be 
sensitive to context (Anietor 2019). As noted elsewhere in this volume (see Aluko and Mays), part 
of the challenge to be addressed is the extent to which evaluation of current practice is used to 
improve future practice (Von Lindeiner-Stráský et al. 2020).

Workload

Distance education provision typically involves employment of a decentralised team of learner 
support staff, and rewards commensurate with workload as well as active monitoring and 
intervention are needed to enhance the quality of provision (Ofole 2020). Although an increasing 
number of institutions have started to introduce elements of distance provision, whether in response 
to a demand to enrol more students or because of challenges for campus-based provision such as 
the recent pandemic, this means that staff used to more traditional forms of provision need extra 
time and support to accommodate the new approaches (Saunders et al. 2019). In addition, sub-
populations of the staff complement may experience different workload challenges (Akuamoah-
Boateng 2020).

Staff roles

An initial search did not yield anything immediately usable. So here it was necessary for the author 
to identify recent examples with which he was already familiar. The recent pandemic saw a massive 
shift to using technology to support remote learning and as noted by Jordan (2020), support from 
carers, teachers, and communities was key. Makoe and Olcott (2021), however, point to evidence 
that university leadership was not adequately prepared for the shift while Mays and Aluko (2018) 
observe that in the move to distance education provision, the impact on students and teachers is 
often explored but not so often the impact on administrative support staff. 
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Learning outcomes

In a study from the Open University of Malaysia, Thah and Latif (2020) found that the interplay of 
teaching and learning materials, the e-learning tools, platforms used, and learning experiences all 
impact on learning outcomes, but a key factor across all demographics was the amount of time 
learners spent logged online. In similar vein, Khumalo (2018) argues that if an ODL institution wants 
to improve graduation rates, there must be constructive alignment between the underpinning 
pedagogy (teaching, assessment, and intended learning outcomes) and technology employed to 
mediate learning. While Gil-Jaurena et al. (2020) found that courses may be internally coherent 
there is still sometimes a mismatch between the intended learning outcomes and the assessment 
strategy used.

Cohort/longitudinal studies

Many distance education providers are concerned to reduce their stop-out and drop-out 
rates. A recent study in Canada suggests that future instructional design should be informed by 
socioeconomic risk factors identified in earlier iterations of course provision (Desjardins et al. 
2021). In an earlier study involving predictive learning analytics (PLA), Herodotou et al. (2020) 
identify several factors which they consider critical for scaling use of PLA, while Greenland and 
Moore (2021) also explored factors affecting dropout by engaging in in-depth interviews with over 
200 students who had dropped out.

Conclusion

Having explored thirteen distance education research issues which appeared to be gaps, it was 
interesting to note that of the 45 additional research publications which were identified through 
the follow-up search, only two appeared in journals included in the original review list, seventeen 
appeared in journals which had a traditionally strong interest in distance education and related 
issues but were not included in the original twenty, and 26 were published in journals and other 
publications which might not necessarily have been expected to include research related to 
distance education. This may imply that in response to a limited number of distance education 
dedicated journals, distance education researchers are finding alternative avenues to publish their 
research.
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The discussion in this chapter began by noting that despite the growing use of distance education 
provision, especially in open and online forms, there seemed relatively few journals where distance 
education could be published.

The small-scale review of twenty current distance education aligned journals which started the 
chapter confirmed trends identified in earlier more robust studies into trends and gaps in distance 
education research.

However, as speculated, in the absence of distance education aligned avenues to publish, 
distance education researchers will find alternative platforms to share their research. The 
unfortunate thing is that other distance education practitioners might not then easily find and build 
upon their research.
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