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Abstract  

Open distance learning (ODL) supports lifelong learning by providing accessibility and flexibility, as well as designating pathways for 
continued professional development. It allows an individual to acquire new knowledge and skills during their life, regardless of age, 
location, or previous education. This continued learning is critical to keep pace with an economy that is changing quickly, and it supports 
individuals in their development and career pathways. Of particular importance, the integration of open educational resources (OER), 
into an ODL framework can help to significantly increase access to quality resources and can help to facilitate affordable education. 
Firstly, institutions that are largely dependent on developing their own teaching and learning resources can use OER to reduce costs, 
development time, and increase the quality and accessibility of teaching and learning resources. Although distance learning offers 
opportunities for lifelong learning, it presents several significant challenges which include technical challenges, time management 
challenges, communication challenges, and ensuring appropriate quality assurance. This paper intents to examine the role of ODL in 
facilitating the lifelong learning within social science identifying both the opportunities it presents and challenges it faces. The study used 
a qualitative research approach, as well as detailed literature reviews and case studies in the ODL sector. The findings highlight that 
ODL does not only facilitates flexibility access to education but also supports the principles of sustainable education, promotes inclusivity 
and offers diverse learning style. This study offers useful insights for educators interested in using ODL to enhance sustainable lifelong 
learning. 
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Introduction 

Technological developments, globalization, and economic changes have rapidly changed work and 
education [1]. While all change is a normal part of life, rapid obsolescence of knowledge and skills, and the 
need for lifetime learning has been heightened by the rapid changes [2]. This means the worker must 
continually develop their abilities in the employment market [3]. Education means more than the years of 
childhood and adolescence; education must continue into adulthood [4]. Lifetime learning, the ongoing 
development of knowledge, skills, and competencies throughout the life of the individual, is becoming 
increasingly important in order to develop the individual personally and professionally [5]. The pace of 
change can be disorienting; therefore, continual development is valuable to help people cope with the 
pressures of new technologies, changing careers, and competition in the marketplace [6]. The notion of 
lifetime learning has evolved from the changing economic demands of the modern economy, and to raise 
awareness of the value of recognizing adult or continual learning and skill development [7]. 

Lifelong Learning Frameworks 

Lifelong learning frameworks provide a systematic approach to providing learning support during all phases 
of the learner’s life [8]. ODL can be incorporated into lifelong learning frameworks to provide flexibility 
and alternative learning options that meet the various needs of learners [9]. ODL programs consider the 
role of both the facilitator and the learner and no longer express a conventional model (where lecturers do 
all the teaching) [10]. This model provides a new option for individuals who have missed out on formal 
education, and offers choice, flexibility, and even the potential to withdraw feelings of inadequacy [11]. 
ODL service aims to create opportunities for those who feel marginalized and excluded to be re-integrated 
into main-stream society [12]. 
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Flexible Learning Pathways 

Flexible learning pathways recognize the potential of ODL to provide learners with the freedom to choose 
when, where and how a learner wants to participate in their studies [13]. Flexible learning pathways can take 
into consideration different learner needs by allowing flexible modes of education [14]. Flexible learning 
pathways are not limited to pre-configured educational standards for face-to-face programming and can 
take many forms through the use of technology in the delivery of programming [15]. As such, online and 
blended learning subjects, courses and programs delivery supported by the ideas and use of open 
educational resources (OERs), massive open online courses (MOOCs), and micro-credentials (MC), have 
become defining features of national higher education systems [16]. Moreover, students can generally 
proceed at their own pace, whether in a more self-directed way or reducing their course load, and ODL 
effectively removes geographic constraints since a learner can ’learn from anywhere with internet access 
[17]. Some ODL programs may offer choice in subject matter or the ability to ‘design’ the learners’ pathway 
according to their priorities and interests as learners [13]. ODL consistently relies on technologies to help 
provide the educational experience, including through online systems, digital resources and learning 
management systems [18]. 

Accessibility and Inclusion 

Accessible learning and education are priorities as they remove barriers for participation and engagement 
in learning [19]. To make education accessible means that educational environments and resources are 
provided for individuals regardless of their physical, cognitive, or organizational capabilities that may be a 
barrier to engagement [19]. Institutions that make accessibility in education a priority can provide a more 
inclusive and equitable educational experience for all students, and equitable opportunity for learning, 
development, and achievement [20]. Accessibility and inclusion are also related to the process of planning 
and implementing ODL programs to try to provide all learners with similar opportunities for learning 
regardless of learners’ degree of limitation or ability [21]. This relatedness is relevant to the inquiry because 
it relates to the role of ODL in terms of supporting accessibility and inclusion in education for lifelong 
learning [22]. ODL contributes to accessibility in lifelong education by attempting to offer educational 
access to more people and creating accessible, inclusive virtual spaces for online learning [23]. ODL 
accessibility and inclusion courses prepare, both educators and learners alike, with the skills needed to 
design and implement online learning experiences that are inclusive for all learners, including those with 
disabilities [24]. These courses most often identify the unique challenges faced by learners with disabilities 
within digital learning environments and are grounded in strategies for applying principles of universal 
design and accessibility features in online products and platforms [25]. The participants learn practical skills 
to access and apply the accessibility features embedded in a variety of learning management systems and 
online platforms to create inclusive learning experiences [26]. These courses also frequently signal an 
emphasis on the importance of creating an inclusive and welcoming educational learning environment 
where all learners can feel valued and acknowledged [27]. 

Open Educational Resources (OER) 

OER are materials for teaching and learning, in all formats and digital media, that are available to anyone 
to use, modify, and share; in ODL settings, OER are especially valuable [28]. OER include a full course, 
modules, texts, videos, and other materials, and with an open license, it is legally acceptable to modify and 
reuse it without permission from the owner of the copyright [29]. OER have removed price barriers to 
accessing education and make these materials available to an even larger audience, such as remote learners 
or those with constrained financial means [30]. OER is adaptable to meet relevant learning needs and 
contexts, and it users can customize their learning experiences [28]. OER is developed and curated in a field 
by professionals, assuring that quality is assured and aligned with specific learning outcomes [31]. 
Engagement with OER, often involves a community of educators, learners and many important 
stakeholders, to encourage collaboration and knowledge sharing. OER can help facilitate innovations in 
teaching and learning practices by fostering new and engaging resources [32]. OER model an environment 
of collaboration between educators in which they can customize, remix and distribute to develop better 
learning experiences for their students [33]. 
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Digital Literacy 

Digital literacy is the ability to effectively and critically use digital technology to search for, evaluate, create 
and share information [34]. It encompasses not only basic skills on a computer, but also the ability to 
navigate digital environments; assess the credibility of information sources; and engage ethically with digital 
content [35]. In ODL, digital literacy is vital for learners to be able to participate fully and appropriately in 
an online educational context [36]. Digital literacy includes basic skills on a computer, abilities to search, 
evaluate, and use knowledge from multiple digital sources and the ability to collaborate and communicate 
effectively online [37]. In ODL there is a need to provide digital literacy skills that assist equal access to 
education [38]. Providing digital literacy skills empowers learners to use the range of online resources and 
different approaches and ways to learning. Improving digital literacy on ODL platforms enables inclusivity 
for a diversity of learning styles, cultures, and languages ultimately enhancing a more equitable experience 
for learners [39]. Digital literacy is vital for learners with disabilities, as it allows them to use assistive 
technology to overcome physical barriers, and to engage with instructional material more successfully [40]. 
Meaning, using digital tools and platforms, to personalize learning experiences and use accessibility features 
[41]. Digital literacy is the foundation to use online course materials and customize learning experiences, 
especially for people with work, family or other commitments. This allows individualized learning, pace, 
and time to overcome traditional barriers to learning [42]. 

Personalized Learning 

Personalized learning customizes the learning experience to accommodate the individual needs and abilities 
of each learner [43]. This approach challenges the one-size-fits-all model as learners choose their own pace 
and analytical approach [44]. It often involves modifying the curriculum, learning experience, and 
instructional pace to match students’ strengths and weaknesses [45]. ODL might improve personalized 
learning through its use of learning analytics, adaptive assessments, and personalized learning pathways [12]. 
ODL can allow learners to learn at their own pace and on their own timetable leaving the geographical 
divides and accommodating diverse learner needs [9]. Technology can offer personalized learning 
environments through adaptive learning platforms, personalized recommendations for learning 
experiences, and a variety of learning options in the forms of videos, online texts, and interactive learning 
[43]. ODL emphasizes learner accountability and ownership of the learning process and provides practice 
in such critical thinking skills as managing one’s own time, learning independently and assessing the 
appropriateness of resources and information [46]. Although ODL colleges offer many services for students 
including online tutorials, counselling, and the provision of course learning materials to ensure (equipped) 
students have what they need to be successful [47]. AI and data analytics are increasingly being utilized to 
personalize learning experiences, identify learning gaps and provide targeted assistance [48]. Personalized 
learning experiences, which allow for individualized content and activities to address specific learner needs 
and preferences, can make a big difference in engagement and motivation [49]. Educators can better 
personalize the instruction to match the student’s own learning style, the educational experience is more 
motivating, and students can take greater ownership and responsibility for their learning [50]. Personalized 
learning improves educational outcomes because it meets the individualized learning needs of students and 
provides personalized assistance [51]. ODL supported the development of the important competencies that 
students needed for success such as self-directed learning, time management and problem-solving: all 
valuable to the student’s future academic and career work-life [52]. Personalized learning when supported 
by ODL can effectively support the various needs of all learners and ensure that all students receive a quality 
educational experience regardless of their past, background or situation [23]. ODL can be more cost 
effective compared to traditional approaches since ODL reduces the need for the physical infrastructure 
and helps ensure assets are allocated purposefully and only utilized where they are necessary [53]. 

Social Learning Theories 

The social learning theory suggests that people learn from others through observing and modelling, instead 
of through direct experience or reinforcement [54]. The social learning theory combines behaviourism and 
cognitive processes by specifically noting the importance of mental processes such as attentional processes, 
cognitive rehearsal, and motivation for social learning [55]. These cognitive thought processes take place 
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when learners observe the actions and behaviours of others (teachers or peers) and then imitate similar 
attributes [54]. Although relevant across all training methods, this is particularly relevant in an ODL context 
for example where learners would observe the use of online resources by others, and engage in dialogue, 
or participate in group projects [56]. Social learning theory highlights the importance of social interaction 
in learning and development. In an ODL context, this might be done through either an online forum, 
discussion board, joint projects, and collaborative tools for virtual collaboration [57]. Social cognitive theory 
stresses the importance of self-efficacy which is described as the individual’s belief in their ability to succeed 
[58]. In the context of ODL, providing experiences which help to build learners’ confidence and allow them 
to experience success is essential for maintaining motivation and persistence [59]. Social learning theory 
describes the importance of feedback and reinforcement in the development of behaviour [60]. In an ODL 
learning environment, timely and constructive feedback from the instructor and peers, as well as 
opportunities for learners to observe the positive impact of their actions, could lead to enhanced learning 
and motivation [61]. Connectivism, a learning theory that draws attention to networks and relationships, 
fits well with ODL [62]. Connectivism contends that knowledge is shared through networks and that 
learning occurs when learners connect with and navigate the networks as they form them [63]. Digital 
platforms and digital tools enhance the types of connections and interactions that are essential to learning 
in a connectivism scenario [62]. 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) 

The application of technology in education is the utilization of AI to enhance the junior education and 
learning process [64]. AI may personalize learning, automatically assess students, and provide instant 
feedback for students in ODL [23]. Many ODL programs used AI-based technologies including adaptive 
learning systems, and intelligent tutoring systems to personalize learning and offer targeted help [65]. ODL 
programs are often strongly aligned with experiential learning and attending to the role AI plays in real-
world problems that students prepare to tackle [66]. Multiple ODL programs are being offered for students 
under the wide range of obligation level for instruction AI including introductory courses, and post-
graduate certificates [67]. Having a base knowledge of AI through ODL can open up diverse opportunities 
in careers in data science, ML, and AI development etc [23]. AI has the potential to provide solutions for 
certain challenges in ODL such as asynchronous responsiveness and self-regulation among the diverse 
needs of distance learners [68]. 

AI in ODL has the potential to improve the learning experience of students through applications of natural 
language processing, intelligent tutoring systems, adaptive learning systems, and recommendations systems 
that depend on artificial intelligence algorithms to adapt learning activities and content to meet the learning 
preferences. In this instance, these systems may adapt to the complexity of the job, provide 
recommendations, and offer custom learning support on the strengths and weaknesses of learners [41]. AI 
based adaptive learning adapts to the respective learning preferences and strengths of individuals and 
therefore creates opportunities to increase the use of self-directed learning and develop deeper knowledge 
of the material [69]. Researchers and practitioners are identifying the possibilities for AI to change the 
landscape to learning by improving teaching practices and better learning outcomes [70]. 

Methodology 

Mixed methods were engaged in this study to investigate the significance of ODL in support of lifelong 
learning. The study engaged qualitative method that incorporated an extensive literature review and case 
studies in the ODL field, providing a holistic understanding of the opportunities and challenges of ODL 
in this space. The qualitative method incorporated an online survey for students and teachers engaged in 
ODL activity. The survey was intentionally designed to understand people’s perceptions of ODL, in 
particular the functional aspects and usability. The sample approach used a purposive sample comprising 
experienced ODL practitioners. The target populations were learners and facilitators from institution 
utilizing ODL programs (University of South Africa – UNISA) to be specific. The survey was disseminated 
through social media platforms. The interviews followed a semi-structured format, providing a level of 
flexibility, while still ensuring all essential components were covered. The interview guide included 
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questions about the interviewee’s own experiences with ODL, the specific challenges faced in ODL 
programs, and suggestions for improvement based on how it can most effectively promote lifelong learning. 
Video conferencing tools were used so that both parties could engage in the interviews in a manner that 
best suited the participants. The mixed-methods approach provide a strong basis for clarifying how ODL 
fits into lifelong learning. 

Findings and Discussion 

ODL represents a rational compromise between flexibility and accessibility of education, however, it has 
its own unique risks and limitations compared to conventional face to face classroom settings. In addition 
to offering different paths to education, ODL also broadened horizons for people all over the world to 
access education or training throughout their lives regardless of age, location or previous experience. ODL 
removed traditional barriers to education, typically limiting access, ODL expands learning opportunities to 
larger populations. Similar to traditional resource-based learning ODL added other options for learning, 
such as online courses, blended learning or directed study, making education and learning accessible to 
learners based on their circumstances and supporting them to learn at their own pace and convenience in 
overcoming barriers for individuals with geographical barriers or time constraints. 

ODL can serve the education needs of a variety of users including people with disabilities, people in work, 
and people with a need to upskill or reskill. ODL’s flexibility, offers a rich strategy for the growth of 
inclusive or equitable education in lifelong learning. ODL programs provide an opportunity for 
practitioners to build skills and knowledge, and they will have chances to be highly competitive with the 
job market. ODL programs are meant to help learners to adapt to the changing demands of the modern 
workforce by creating access and exposure to relevant and updated knowledge. ODL allows learners to 
achieve certificates, short courses, and various degrees at a level to suit their professional activities before 
they have to alter their professions. ODL promotes improving their skills, moving up in their current 
positions, or changing careers while maintaining employment and other responsibilities. 

ODL focuses more on the learner by attending to student-centred principles, valuing active student learning 
as an agent in their study. ODL seeks to re-direct the emphasis from focusing on the teacher to focusing 
on the learner, allowing the students to have the responsibility of their learning process. ODL programs 
build a culture and experience of life-long learning and personal growth through on-going educational 
experiences. This means developing a culture, where learning exists in a greater frame of reference than just 
formal learning as a perpetual and evolving activity that lasts, well, for a lifetime! In general, ODL programs 
are less costly than traditional education because they eliminate expenses from transportation and housing. 

Effective time management is critical to success in ODL. Learners need to be organized, set achievable 
goals and create a chronological timetable that allows them to coordinate their study with their other 
obligations. Issues with time management relate to the barriers individuals experience in organizing, 
prioritizing and completing work to a deadline. This can be exhibited as procrastination, distractions, failure 
to prioritize properly, and general disarray. The consequences are stress, deadlines missed and low levels of 
productivity. It is a struggle for people in the ODL community, particularly as they procrastinate and 
sometimes leave it until the last moment and rush to complete work, sometimes leading to added stress. 
The combination of social media bringing disruption, means that they are consistently distracted by outside 
forces. Learners’ inability to distinguish between urgent and important means the time and effort is 
misallocated. 

Engaging in several activities at once, multi-tasking, reduces attentiveness and productivity, and is especially 
problematic for learners. Going above and beyond on a project, to the point of perfectionism, can lead to 
delays and missed deadlines. Not appropriately monitoring projects, timelines, and other critical details 
dramatically increases the potential for mismanagement, as well as inefficiency and lost opportunities. This 
could lead to missed deadlines, budget overruns, and ultimately, project failure. Effective monitoring is 
critical for identifying deviations from the plan early on to implement corrective actions, in order to mitigate 
negative impacts. Students who do not take periodic breaks experience exhaustion and decreased 
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productivity. Students experience feelings of overwhelm and fatigue related to too much work and not 
enough time to get it all done. Students have goals that are too big or too difficult to achieve in the time 
allotted. 

Insufficient computing abilities of learners pose a serious barrier to successful ODL. This challenge is more 
apparent in today’s digital learning environment, where technology is often necessary for finding a learning 
resource, participating in a digital learning activity, or interacting with a facilitator. When a learner lacks 
computing abilities, it may inhibit their level of engagement, progress and ultimately their achievement 
within an ODL program. Learners may not always understand how to effectively navigate online learning 
platforms, access course materials, or properly use digital tools and resources. If learners encounter issues 
connecting with their facilitator and peers, using whatever means of online communication-be it email, 
chat, or video conferencing-they may develop a sense of isolation and feel as though they are learning alone. 
Some learners experience difficulties with word processing software, developing presentations, or 
submitting assignments online, hence unable to fulfil academic requirements of the course. Furthermore, 
learners can experience informal and peripheral barriers when struggling with basic troubleshooting skills 
that are necessary to manage common technology challenges that occur in online learning such as software 
malfunction or intermittent internet connectivity. Learners from socioeconomically disadvantaged and 
isolated backgrounds do not generally have access to devices, software or reliable internet on their own, 
which intensifies the pressures of limited computing skills. 

Conclusions 

Open distance learning (ODL) has many advantages such as equitable access, flexibility. There are many 
ways to engage in learning but there are also some challenges including unequal access to technology, 
motivation of students and peers, and being able to assess learning reliably. Overall, there is a need to 
address all the various challenges in ODL, in order to take advantage of all the possibilities available within 
the ODL. There must be an inventive ways and support systems for students to engage with the challenges 
presented in order to make the ODL successful. Institutions need to have sustainable resources available 
to implement effective digital literacy education for all students enrolled in ODL programs. There are 
pressing challenges such as digital literacy education, equitable access to technology for all students enrolled 
in ODL programs, and these challenges must be treated seriously. Offering customized coursework and 
online resources concerning essential computing skill sets related to ODL like how to use learning 
platforms, how to interact with other people, and how to submit digital assignments is essential. 

Also, connecting students to peer mentorships by linking students to others who have experience in a digital 
learning environment is very critical. Facilitating students to have access and affordability to technology 
and the internet regardless of if that is subsidized technology or access to the internet is very key. To change 
the accessibility of the online learning environment, it must be as consistent and user-friendly for all the 
students, including those students with a minimum of technology literacy, to set them up for the best 
opportunity for learning. This is inclusive of, but certainly not limited to, intentional sequencing of course 
materials, expected functionality of navigating buttons, and short relevant syntax expected at different level 
of engagement and technology experience. It may be helpful to regularly check in with students on a 
computer competency knowledge test and provide quality feedback in a way that supports understanding 
and dialogue about the areas for further improvement. This reflective type of learning, in the educational 
process, is known as formative learning, as that information can direct students’ knowledge of their 
capability and limitations in their digital literacy and help to develop and improve their continued learning 
experience. In anticipating these challenges, educators can help maintain an ODL setting and instil a more 
inclusive environment for all learners to thrive in a digital environment. 
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