Categories for the review of distance education materials submitted for the NADEOSA courseware awards 

Orientation to programme, introductions, aims & learning outcomes

This category for review is about the way that clear and relevant information can motivate and direct learners effectively in their study. Learners need to understand from the outset the requirements of the various components of the course. As learners, they need to be motivated by relevant introductions and overviews within each individual module/unit. They also need to be clear about what they have to achieve in each unit and these aims and learning outcomes should be consistent with the goals of the course. 

Selection and coherence of content 

What is at issue here is rigour, interest and relevance. The content should be well-researched, up-to-date and relevant to the South African context. The learners should also be able to see how the content is related to the learning outcomes and goals of the course. Coherence is also important. If the components of a course are contradictory or unrelated to each other, the impact of the course will be considerably lessened. 

Presentation of content 

This is to do with how the content is taught. There is no one ‘right’ way to teach content - it will vary according to the subject and the audience. However, there are certain pointers for a reviewer. These include, clear explanation of concepts and a range of examples, as well as sufficient and appropriate ways for learners to process new concepts, rather than merely learn them off by heart. 

View of knowledge and use of learners’ experience

In the South African context, where rote learning and authoritarian views of knowledge have been the norm, particular attention needs to be paid to the way knowledge is presented. The perspective we would wish to promote is that knowledge should be presented as open and constructed in contexts, rather than merely received in a fixed form from authorities. Learners should be given opportunities to interrogate what they learn, and their prior knowledge and experience should be valued and used in the development of new ideas and practices. Frequent opportunities and motivation for application of knowledge and skills in the workplace, where relevant, should be provided, but this should be done in a reflective rather than mechanical way.
Activities, feedback and assessment

A major strategy for effective teaching in course materials is the provision of a range of activities and strategies to encourage learners to engage with the content. If the course designer provides feedback or commentary on these activities, then learners will experience a form of the discussion that takes place in lively classrooms.  

Furthermore, because learners work through the materials largely on their own, they need some means of assessing their own progress. Comments on the activities in the materials can help to do this. The assessment criteria for the programme as a whole should be made clear to learners and should be appropriate to the intended learning outcomes.

Language

Aside from the obvious importance of clear, coherent language at an appropriate level for the learners, the kind of style that is used is crucial. The style can alienate or patronise the reader, or it can help to create a constructive learning relationship with the reader. Style needs to be judged in terms of specific audience and purpose, and so a standard set of criteria is not useful. However, it is always helpful if new concepts and terms are explained and jargon is kept to a minimum.

Layout and accessibility

Effective layout of printed materials maintains a creative tension between consistency and variety. It is important that learners are able to find their way through the various units and sections by the provision of contents pages, concept maps, headings, subheadings, statements of aims and learning outcomes, and other access devices. The text also needs to be broken up into reasonable chunks, and the layout should assist the logical flow of ideas. At the same time, a very predictable format can lead to boredom. A good way of introducing variety is through the use of visual material such as concept maps, pictures and diagrams. This has the added advantage of catering for learners who learn best through visual representations of ideas. Where appropriate, concept maps, pictures and diagrams should be included. 

Where the course is presented through another medium, or where other media are used to support printed course materials, similar issues of accessibility need to be applied to the other media employed. The medium chosen, and the way it is used, should be appropriate for the intended learning outcomes and target audience.

