LEADING CHANGE AND INNOVATION IN HIGHER
EDUCATION: A CASE STUDY OF OPEN AND
DISTANCE LEARNING INSTITUTION IN NIGERIA

BY

AKINTOLA ISMAILA AKINBODE

A dissertation submitted in fulfilment of the requirement for
the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Education

Kulliyyah of Education
International Islamic University Malaysia

JANUARY 2021



ABSTRACT

This research investigated how change initiatives and technological innovation are
being initiated and implemented in Higher Education Institutions with special
reference to Open and Distance Learning (ODL) institution and a case study of
National Open University of Nigeria (NOUN). The institution is a federal Open and
Distance Learning (ODL) institution in Nigeria which provides educational access to
teeming youths and adults across the country. The study adopted qualitative approach
to explore change initiatives recently implemented in the institution. The research also
investigated the strategies adopted by the educational leaders of National Open
University of Nigeria to implement the recent technological innovation and challenges
faced during the implementation process. Eight participants which included
administrators, centre coordinators, ICT experts, and lecturers were purposely selected
for interview, while focus group discussion was conducted with ten students from
various levels of the study in the institution. Documents analysis was adopted in
conjunction with the interview to compare and contrast the data collected. Thematic
method was used to analyse the data. The study revealed that the recent change
initiatives in Open and Distance Learning Institution cut across different areas such as
technology tools modification, course modification (OER, MOCC), staff development
and shifting to internal data management. The reasons identified for various change
initiatives included technology explosion, provision of cost effective and quality
education, supporting UNESCO initiative of education for all, enabling access to
education for all knowledge seekers in the country, most especially youth who do not
have the opportunity to be absorbed into the conventional universities, meeting the
need of the students and staff, and host of others. The strategies adopted for the
change process covered all phases of the implementation process starting from the
pre-implementation to post-implementation stage. The challenges faced during the
change process include fear of changes, learning institutions and students becoming
victims of data management providers, poor understanding of people, strategic issue,
data migration challenges and time frame. The study also discovered that there was
poor communication during the change process which caused anxiety and resistance;
some of the functions of the new LMS were not properly working and students’
enquiries through the LMS were not promptly replied. In addition, the study found out
that change processes did not sequentially follow classical change theory, Kurt Lewin
change theory, but rather moved within the spectrum of classical and contingency
models. The recommendations for the present change initiative include upgrading of
the new LMS to suit the students’ needs, answering the queries posted by students in
the LMS urgently, ensuring that all the functions in the LMS are working properly,
provision of up-to-date training for the technical teams that are handling the system
and ensuring that non-stop orientation and communication are provided for the
students and the general public.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) all over the world are currently confronted with
tumultuous environment, which necessitates a consolidated action from the leaders to
initiate and implement different change initiatives and innovations, which can
concurrently meet the needs and aspirations of the students, in particular, and the
society, in general.

Higher Education Institutions (HEIS), being a social entity, must be undaunted
by the change revolution if they will remain purposeful and serve the interest of the
society. The forces pressurizing higher institutions of learning for change include
globalization, technology explosion, upsurge enrolment, international competition,
fiscal and budgetary constraints, pressure for accountability, etc. (Abusalim, 2020;
Adewole-Odeshi, 2014; Alexander & Manolchev, 2020; Bozkurt et al., 2015;
Chandler, 2013)

Reacting to globalization, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) all over the
world have been trying to accommodate international dimensions, which include
involvement in international activities, an internationalized curriculum, study
exchange programmes, recruitment of international staff etc. (Chang, 2015; OECD,
2011; Salmon, 2014b; Treshchevsky, Igolkin, & Shatalov, 2018). Hence, today nearly
all Higher Education Institutions (HEISs) engage in global university rankings.

The flexible nature of social interactions among people today coupled with

poor economic downturn also forces the society to disregard the ‘excellent bookish
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students’ produced by the citadels of learning and, therefore, demand for innovators,
problem solvers, team players, collaborators, critical, creative and entrepreneurial
students. Thus, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are forced to change the
curriculum to include the soft skills, non-cognitive skills, collaborative skills and
critical thinking skills (Gachino, 2019; Ghofur & Yulianto, 2014; Reimers, 2020;
Scoular, 2018; Tait, 2018; Zawacki-richter & Naidu, 2016; Zhao, 2012; Wagner,
2012; Tait & Faulkner, 2016). Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are as well
making new initiatives, such as open learning, virtual universities, Massive Open
Online Courses (MOOC), Open Educational Resources (OER) in order to cope with
Information, Communication and Technology (ICT) explosion and upsurge enrolment
(Daniel, 2012; Don, 2012; Gachino, 2019; Mula et al., 2017; Salmon, 2014a;
Treshchevsky et al., 2018)

As Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) throughout the world engage in
different change initiatives and innovations in aspects of teaching-learning, teaching
pedagogy, managerial development, curriculum etc., the success of any of these
change initiatives depends largely on the leadership acumen governing the institution
(Beaudoin, 2015; Chandler, 2013; Chingara & Heystek, 2013; Christie, Simon, &
Graham, 2019; Lin, 2004)

A higher education institution is typically characterized as a complex system,
organized anarchy or loosely coupled system (Cohen et al., 2009) which is as well
surrounded with extreme collegiality, extended dialogue, consensus, and professional
expertise. There is, therefore, the need for efficient leaders, who can effectively
communicate the desired vision for the change initiatives, showcase managerial skills

to offset the barriers and fear, and strategically suppress the formal and informal

19



resistant power that can waylay the success of the initiatives and innovation (Christie
et al., 2019; Mabin, Forgeson, Zealand, & Green, 2014; Sung, Chang, & Liu, 2015).
The study of any change initiative or innovation in higher education
institutions in the twenty first century should be dealt with by looking at both sides of
the initiatives i.e. the force and the driver. Thus, this study investigates how change
initiatives and innovation are initiated and implemented by the leaders of an Open and

Distance Learning (ODL) institution.

1.2 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

The present century is an era of technology revolution. Socio-economic, political and
educational landscapes are being reshaped in line with emerging technologies.
Technology adoption and integration have been considered as one of the determinants
of the best universities in the world university ranking (Chang, 2015; Lyapina,
Sotnikova, Lebedeva, & Makarova, 2019). Technology has also become a non-
negotiable factor that drives students to seek admission in a university. For an
educational institution to remain competitive in the market and excel in achieving
meaningful teaching, learning and research, new technologies have to be fully
integrated in the institution (Lyapina et al., 2019; Meskhi, Ponomareva, & Ugnich,
2019)

Distance learning universities are mostly in need of new technologies than
their conventional counterpart. This is not only because they deal with students of
various demographics, but also the instructors and the students are often physically
separated in terms of space and time. Therefore, to reach these diverse students in a
more effective manner, provide access to the subject experts and materials, create

meaningful interaction between students and instructors and among students
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themselves, up-to-date technologies have to be effectively integrated (Jenny Roberts,
Roberts, Kigotho, & Stagg, 2018;Stroeva, Tokmakova, Petrukhina, & Polyakova,
2019).

Apart from the need to cater for the students’ wide range background in terms
of age, culture, social status and educational experience, the recent agitation from the
society for creative and critical students also necessitates adoption of new technology
that will help in enhancing students’ critical thinking and self-paced study in distance
learning universities. Likewise, the current consumerist orientation to education,
which is driven by marketization and neo-liberalism, has compelled the employers to
seek for job-ready and future-proof graduates (lifelong learners). This need can only
be fulfilled by the institution if contemporary technologies are adequately utilized
(Alexander & Manolchev, 2020; Ferguson et al., 2017; Lyapina et al., 2019; Meskhi et
al., 2019)

These irresistible forces of change in conjunction with the new forms of
government policy regarding access to education make it pertinent for distance
learning universities to engage in technology innovation to extend the scope of their
curricula, modify the teaching-learning strategies and upgrade the channel of
instruction delivery.

The trends of technology innovation in distance learning institutions differ
according to region or country across the world. Technology change initiatives and
innovations depend on the rate of aggregate development of a region or country. In
Europe, for instance, a recent UK report (Ferguson et al., 2017) identified trends in
technology innovation in distance learning institution as:

e Spaced learning, a specific regime to improve retention and understanding;
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e Learners making science, pedagogy to develop a more scientific frame of mind
amongst learners;

e Open textbooks, exploiting technology and the ‘open’ movement to mix
purpose-built texts; and

e Student led-analytics, the development of learning analytics to empower
learners.

However, Arab world and Africa are lagging behind Europe, Asia Pacific and
North America. The following are the emerging technology trends in the region- E-
learning, online learning tools, flipped learning, MOOCs and online courses, Learning
Management Systems, education and gamification, mixing and matching digital tools
(Abusalim, 2020; Gasaymeh, 2017; Lwoga, 2014; Lyapina et al., 2019; Jennifer
Roberts, Kigotho, & Stagg, 2018; Sung et al., 2015)

Basically, majority of African countries are progressively expending e-
learning, have identified it as the viable solution to the problem of inaccessibility to
higher education facing the region. E-learning is a compounded name synonymously
used for web-based learning, internet-based training, blended learning, advanced
distributed learning, web-based instruction, networked learning, tele-learning,
computer assisted learning, distance learning, virtual learning, online learning and
open or flexible learning.

E-learning instruction is delivered via electronic media, internet, intranet,
extranets, satellite, broadcast, web 2.0 such as wikis and blogs, social networking such
as Ning™, M-learning etc. (Abusalim, 2020; Dahlstrom, Brooks, & Bichsel, 2019;
Lyapina et al., 2019; BBonaccorsi, Daraio, & Geuna, 2010; Stroeva et al., 2019).

Advanced technology tool, such as Learning Management System (LMS), has

strengthened distance learning or e-learning system by enhancing effective
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communication between instructors and students and among students themselves. It
helps in facilitating transfer of knowledge and creating flexibility in teaching and
learning activities. Thus, learning can take place at any time, any place, any pace and
from anyone (Almalki, Al-fleit, & Zafar, 2017; Kasim & Khalid, 2016; Maina &
Nzuki, 2015; Nicholas-omoregbe, 2017).

LMS is an avenue for the instructor to create and deliver course contents,
monitor student participation, track and assess students’ performance. LMS has
become second to none in Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) throughout the world.
The report of Educause Centre for Analysis and Research in 2014 indicates that 99%
of Higher Education institutions use LMS and this is being used by 85% of faculty
and 83% from the students’ angle (Dahlstrom, Brooks, & Bichsel, 2014).

Also, the research by Legon and Garret (2017) submits that 81 % of chief
online education officers affirm that LMS is the most adopted technology in online
education. The study by Kavuta and Nyamanga (2018a), Nicholas-omoregbe (2017),
and Rhode, Richter, Gowen, Miller, and Wills (2017) also attest that larger number of
students uses LMS and they consider it as the most important instructional
technologies needed for academic success.

Therefore, LMS has become an indispensable technology in teaching and
learning. Distance learning institutions in Africa have so far been engaging in
acquisition, implementation, changing, adoption and utilization of LMS like the one
recently done by National Open University of Nigeria.

However, adoption and implementation of any technology innovation,
especially, the one related to teaching-learning activities like LMS are very complex
processes. If not properly implemented, they can cause a colossal loss for the

institution and educational backwardness for the entire nation. Scholars and
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researchers in the field of distance learning have vehemently argued that
implementation of technology is one of the greatest challenges facing the institution
and its leadership in twenty first century (Alexander & Manolchev, 2020; Almalki et
al., 2017; Cifuentes, Andes, Vanderlinde, & Researcher, 2015; Lyapina et al., 2019;
Mckenna, Baxter, & Hainey, 2017; Meskhi et al., 2019; Bonaccorsi et al., 2010). They
claim that this has made the impact of the huge investment in technology a colossal
loss and made potential benefits of technology integration a mere mirage. They state
further that the poor implementation of technology affects teaching and learning
activities, jeopardizes the efforts of the school management and puts their credibility
at stake (Baesu & Bejinaru, 2013; Beaudoin, 2015; Cifuentes et al., 2015; Kavuta &
Nyamanga, 2018b; Nworie, 2010; Bonaccorsi et al., 2010).

The National Open University of Nigeria has the largest number of students in
the nation and the entire African region. Thus, the institution has enormous data to
manage in terms of course modules, student registration, examination and online
teaching and learning. For effectiveness and efficiency, the institution recently
launched and implemented a new LMS. Expectedly, the implementation was not
hurdle free; it was rather faced with different challenges. Despite the primacy of the
institution in the country, no research has been conducted regarding the LMS
implementation in the citadel of learning.

Studying of technology implementation can be approached in two
perspectives; technical and social. Studies on technology implementation often focus
on technical perspectives, neglecting the social perspective which is the human
element. By focusing only on technical aspect, technology innovation is approached
as an independent technical change, not as a change management from leadership

perspective.
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