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JAPAN’S ROLE IN THE
DEVELOPMENT OF DISTANCE
EDUCATION IN ASIA

Abdul Waheed Khan
(Indira Gandhi National Open University)

In the last two decades, distance education has
emerged as one of the most important educa-
tional innovations in the field of education. Its
rapid growth in both developed and develop-
ing countries, is unparalleled in the history of
education. There is worldwide explosion of dis-
tance education institutions and programmes and
Asia is no exception. What is this new educa-
tional phenomenon called distance education ?

In recent years advancements in information
and communication technology have made it
possible to import distance education system
which enables the learners to learn at their own
place and pace. Other distinct features of dis-
tance education are;relaxed entry qualifica-
tions; two-way communication between the teach-
er and the learner;use of specially prepared
learning materials and extensive use of electronic
media —radio, TV, audio -cassettes, video
cassettes, computers, telephones, video disc and
other devices that make learning interesting
and effective.

OBJECTIVES OF DISTANCE EDUCATION
The purpose and motivation for establishing

distance education varies from one country to

another. But some of the most commonly stated

objectives are:to satisfy egalitarian ideals of
bringing education to all who possess talent and
ambition but lack opportunity;to provide op-
portunities to people to upgrade their knowl-
edge and skill in specific area of their interest;
to develop human resources for growth and de-
velopment; to retrain workers who may be
rendered redundant or obsolete in the face of
rapid technological advancements; to serve as a
channel for lifelong education where knowledge
is imparted to all regardless of age or profes-
sion for the purpose of enriching the quality of
life; and to serve as a cost-effective, flexible and
dynamic system of education to meet the
educational needs of the society.

Following the establishment of Allama Igbal
Open University in Pakistan in 1974, several
countries in Asia have set up open universities.
Sukhothai Thamathirat Open University (STOU)
in Thailand; Open University of Srilanka; Air
and Correspondence University in Korea; Uni-
versitas Tebruka of Indonesia;Indira Gandhi
National Open University in India ; and Univer-
sity of the Air in Japan are just a few exam-
ples of rapidly growing family of Distance
Teaching Institutes (DTIs) in Asia. Of the 600
institutions worldwide, offering one form of
distance education or another, about a third are
in Asia and among these are found the largest
in terms of student numbers, variety of pro-
grammes and sophistication in the wuse of
technology for either course development, de-
livery or administration. This trend is like-
ly to continue over the coming decade.

DISTANCE EDUCATION IN TWENTY-FIRST
CENTURY

We can expect considerable expansion of dis-
tance education in Asia not only in the last
decade of this century but also in the twenty-
first century. This optimism is based on a number
of considerations. First, Asia will witness
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biggest increase in its population in the coming
decade. Developing countries in Asia will face
severe resource crunch, making it difficult
for them to allocate sufficient resources to edu-
cation. Alternative, cost-effective and flexible
distance education system would be an attractive
option for many countries in Asia. Second, by
the turn of the century distance education will
have established its credibility as a system of
offering quality education to a larger segment
of the population. Third, rapid changes in tech-
nology of agricultural and industrial production
would require continuous updating of knowl-
edge and skill of the work force. Distance edu-
cation has already proved itself of accomplishing
this task quite effectively. Fourth, advancements
in information and communication technology
would enable the countries in Asia to take
education to the doorsteps of the people who
have the desire and the talent to make use
of educational opportunities. Lastly, advance-
ments in information and communication
technology will also significantly reduce the
cost of production delivery of multi-media
instructional material. This will make distance
education even more attractive for both
developing and developed countries in Asia.

JAPAN’S ROLE

Japan is likely to play a leading role in the
expansion of distance education in Asia. By its
very nature distance education relies heavily on
the use of multimedia instructional materials.
The DTIs require infrastructure for the produc-
tion, distribution and utilization of multimedia
instructional materials. It is in this area that
Japan can and should assume major responsi-
bility. Japan today is the world leader in the
field of electronic media. It is the largest man-
ufacturer of professional grade equipment for
production and multiplication of electronic me-
dia as well as domestic electronic goods such
as TV, radio, audio cassette player, VCR, ster-
eo system, telephones, fax, CD player and PC.

Japan has been involved in providing not
only the financial assistance for creating infra-
structure for the production of multimedia in-
structional materials but also in offering
technical assistance for installation, operation
and maintenance of such facilities. For example,
when Suhkothai Thamathirat Open University
(STOU) was established in Thailand, the govern-

ment of Japan helped the university in
developing its Educational Broadcasting Center.
More recently, JICA provided assistance in set-
ting up an AV Production Center at Indira
Gandhi National Open University in India.
Under this project JICA provided AV equipment,
technical expertise and training to the Commu-
nication Division of Indira Gandhi Nation-
al Open University.

Apart from financial assistance, creation of
AV production facilities, expert advice, and
training, Japan with its vast experience in edu-
cational broadcasting, can help the distance
education institutions by sharing its expe-
riences. In offering assistance for the
expansion of distance education in the Asian
region, one must take into consideration the
relevance, usefulness, and the cost—effectiveness
of the technology. More importantly, the
ability of the receiving countries to make
effective use of the technology must be taken
into consideration. It should not be seen purely
as a commercial opportunity for selling Japanese
goods and services.

With this in mind, I sincerely hope that
organizations such as NHK, National Institute
of Multimedia Education, and University of
the Air will contribute to further growth of
distance education in the Asian region.

(Visiting Researcher at the National Institute
of Multimedia Education, Makuhari, Chiba.)
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XVII Annual Congress SIETAR International
The International Society for Intercultural
Education, Training and Research
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