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Abstract

With the increasirtg popularity of distance education, focus has turned to the role of
Libraries in tlre distance learning process. It is tuielely agreecl tlrut like their cantpus-basecl
counterparts, clistattce edu.cation leanrcrs need aclecluctte library senices if they are to
gctin cluality educcrtittn. This paper erantine:; the efforts being nrucle by Kenycut nrtit,ersity
libraries to fulfil the informcttiort needs of the distance eclucatiort stuclents irt their
respeclive institutiorts. It concludes that although efforts have been made, tlrcre is roortr
fo, intprovement through adecluate planning, financing ancl especicill y* throrrglr
collabortttion between informatiort personnel and those who clesign amd iruplentert snclt
di st anc e e ducation p ro g ranmrc s.

Introduction

Distance education is practised all over the world and in recent yea?s its scope has
developed enormously and rapidly. It has become an intrinsic puit of many national
education systems and an academic discipline in its own right. Ten y"*, ugo, distance

t education was dominated by correspondence courses, but today, instiiutions at all levels

t are providing instruction to remote and local users through the use of audio, video and

t [nternet technologies (Lorenzen, 1998). With the increasing popularity of distance
education, a lot of attention worldwide is being focused on the role of libraries in
supporting distance-learners away from the campus. Questions are also being asked on
whether libraries have a role in distance education at all (Lombardi, 2000). A* review of
existing literature has tended to turn up dim prospects. For example, according to Beagle
(2000), a review he conducted of articles on the topic of distance education written by
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faculty revealed that only a few issues relating to library access or library r€source

integration werc mentioned. Roccos (2001), searching several databases, arrived at a
rather pessimistic conclusion that tlrere is almost no reference to library resources in
studies about distance education. She also noted that libraries were rarely mentioned in
distance education courses and literature, other than ref'erences to online catalogues and

electronic resources. At the same time, like other fbrms of education, tlre aims of distance
education cover a wide spectrum, all of which demand that learners are to be adequately
exposed to existing literature on the specific field of study. These goals include the

development of personality and cognitive structure through guided learning and problem
solving, as well as training of knowled-eeable and well-adapted professionals. Thus,
distance education aims at more than merely conveying infbrmation or imparting i
knowledge.AccordingtoCulpepper(l999)'likeotlrerformsofteaching'distance
learning should facilitate learning goals, such as examination, self'-realisation, or F

professional competence. Critical to the achievement of these goals is the need to
promote productive critical thinking and the ability to conduct independent research

among the students. This key element of higher education leaming cannot be aclrieved if
adequate literature resources are not provided.

Providing Library Services for Distance Education

Distance learning courses have been broaclly categorised into two fornrs: the 'self-
contained course', whereby students study fiour pre-packaged materials and are not
expected to read or consult sources beyond the supplied material, and the 'expandable
package' where study is done using packaged materials but wider reading is

recommended fbr certain sections of the course. Stephens and Unwin (1997) have
justified pre-packaged materials on grounds of equity, whereby some students may not
have access to extensive library resources, ancl secondly, on groullds that the academics

fbr practical reasons have to set the boundaries of study by choosing the necessary

sources. However, such argunrents can be questioned on the grounds that they do not
fully address the aspirations of the learners, ernd one of the goals of university education,
which isequipping individuals with the ability tcj conduct research independently.

Stephens and Unwin (1997) have also commented on ambivalent attitudes to the

relationship existing between library services and distance education. They reported the

€
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argument that although the main motivation for academics to embrace distance learning

is the power of market forces, advances in educational technology is also an important
contributing factor and, indeed, for both students and course ptoviders, pragmatism

outweighs pedagogic principles. However, in another research carried out in England, it
was observed that there was a mismatch of expectations between students and course

providers about the role of libraries in relation to courses delivered in distance learning
mode (Unwin et.al., 1997). According to this research, although some course providers

regard the issue of library services as irrelevant to their students, the students themselves

f'elt the need to supplernent the provided course rnaterials with additional reading.

Therefore, in spite of strong work or career-related motives, students do not wish their
studies to be confined within a prescriptive framework.

It has been zugued that an approach to distance education that ignores the role of libraries
in the learning process in the first place provides a nanow experience fbr the learners and

fails to encourage the expected research-led inquiry as well as the development and

challenging of knowledge (Holmberg, 1994). Secondly, such an approach is against one

of the fundamental aims of university education of equipping students with vital skills of
independent thinking, since it reduces universities to mere designers of pre-packaged,
pre-programmed learning. Therefore, unless libraries ar€ encouraged to play a central

role in the learning process, and supported in the effort, distance learners face a f'uture in
which their experiences as learners are tightly controlled. This underlines the need to find
a balance between a market-driven approach and a commitment to the development of
students who can operate as independent thinkers and researchers.

The justification for library services for distance education is that access to adequate

library services and resources is essential for the attainment ol'superior academic skills in
post-secondary education, regardless of where students, tirculty or programlnes al'e

located. Like it is the case for regular campus-bound pro-9rammes, libraries are charged

with providing distance education learners with user-based library services and

information assistance that are required for successful completion of cottrsewofk,
research papers and projects, and independent reading and research. Distance learning

students require access to the full range of library services, such as lending services,
ret'erence assistance, interlibrary loan, course reserves, and Internet-based resources

(Heller-Ross, 1999). Besides, library research and information literacy are essential

components of the academic learning experience since the aim of instilling lit'elong
learning skills through general bibliographic and infbrmation literacy instruction in
academic libraries is a primary outcome for the distance learning community as it is for
those in traditional campuses (Association of College ancl Research Libraries,2000).
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The challenges of providing library services for distance learning revolve around the fact
that until very recently most library collections as well as services were desi_uned fbr on-
campus programmes and were not well suited for the needs of distance learning students.
Therefore, in the first place, the very characteristic of distant locations of students
demands fresh ways to deliver services, based on constantly evolvins technologies, new
programme offerings, increasing enrolments and learner needs (Swaine, 1998). Secondly,
in most cerses traditional on-campus library services themselves cannot be stretched to
meet the library needs of distance students and faculty who thce distinct and ditferent
challenges in library access and infbrrnation delivery. A case rn point is Kenya where
existing main library resources are generally poor in quality, are situated in major towns
and therefore of limited use to the rural based students (Odini, 2000). In the face of this,
the host institutions' libraries have the primary responsibility fbr identifying, developing,
co-ordinating, providing and assessing the value and effectiveness of library resources
and services designed to meet both the standard and the unique infbrmational and skills
development needs of the distance learning community.

In the first place, the provision of library services lbr distance eclucation neecls an
infrastructure that integrates distance education services rvithin the library. Secondly,
there is need for the reassessment of library funcling rvith the airn of identitying, tracking
and ttnderstanding the cost tetctors involveil, reallocatin-g funds ancl using aclclitional
funding avenues besides the re-uular bud-set processes (Lessin, l99l). T'hirdly, there is
need to further assess the existing library slrpport fbr distance learnins, its availability,
appropriateness and eff'ectiveness, and develop r-nethodolo-eies ancl policics fbr the
provision of library materials and services fiom the library to disrance learning
community designed to ensure an equitable service to the ott-cantpus ltopulation
(Association of College and Research Libraries, 2000).

Another key issue in developing library services fbr distance education is pLrtting in
place human resources to manage and coordinate these services.'lhese include
appropriately trained personnel such as a library coordinator to manage the services,
subject specialists, additional professional staff in the institution, as well as support statf
tiom a variety of departments, who all work together to provide these services. This
implies that staff resources need to be reallocated and statf trained fbr new
responsibilities, while issues such as extencling library services to distant places even
across national borders will be considered (Heller-Ross, 1999).
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Perhaps the most challenging issue is how to ensure that the library services offered to

the distance learning community are designecl to eff-ectively mcct it wide ran-9e

of inforrnational, biblio-rraphic and user needs. There is a need fbr reliable. rapid and

secure access to institutional and other clatu banks inclLrcling print ancl Interttet-based

resources. Also, there is a neecl for consultarrcy services iiud pro-grammes of library user

instruction designed to instil independent and etfbctive inlormation literacy skills
(Caspers et.al.. 200l). The clistance tibrary loan syster-t-t is Lrsefirl as it connects the library
services and clistance education students. 'lherefore, it has to be worked out rvell together

rvith an efficient document clelivery. The delivery of docuuents sltoulcl be prompt and

intbrmation personnel shoulcl carry oltt prornotion o1'library scrvices to distance learning

comrnunity, inclLrcling clocumentecl and updated policies, regulations, ancl proceclltres for
systematic dcvelopment and rnanagenrent of information:rl rcsources. This lrcatls that not

only is there an increase in workloacl but also in electlonic environtrcrtt, triiining stafT in

nerv technologies, putting materials on the',leb ancl hanclling electronic re(luest becoue
necessary (Bea-elc, 2000).

Finally, providing inlbrmatior-r literacy instrr-rction to clistancc educatiot't stucleltts on

librarry Llse requires new methocls of delivery sr-rch as the use of viclerts, interactive rveb-

basecl tools and even video conf-erencing. This calls for investmerlts in inlorntation
technology and a close rvorkin-e relationship r.vith others, such as IT persons tbr technical

solutions. There is also the neecl for preparin-g cloclrnrentation lbr electronic tools, rnd
sometimes re-rvriting it to make sure that it rs specific to clistartce education stucieuts'

needs. Incleed, according to Ruess and Wcst (1994), the -greatest challcnge is establishing
a rvorking electronic ir-rfbrmation system that, amolt-9 others, takes accottt-tt of the need tor
technical skills and re stricted access amon-q the students.

An Overview of Distance Education in Kenya

The cleveloprnent oldistance learniug in Kenya has beeu seen as rut attertpt to rcsolve ther

conflict betrveen the aspirations for rnore education by an ever-increasing trutnber of
Kenyans and thc resoLtrce constraints (both financial ancl I-ttrman) trn cluurttitlrtii'e grorvth

in eurolr.nents ir.t corrventional higher educatiorr institutions (Makau. 1993). Conseqttently,
clistance learning in Kenya has the objectives ol, firstly, providin-e opportunities to
qLralified Kenyans rvho cannot secure places in thc existing internal tacLrlties of nittional
runiversities, and secondly, providing an alternative and inuovative methocl of learning,
lvhich is not limitecl to a particular time ancl spacing ancl givin-u an ol]portlurity fbr people
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to learn at their own pace. Thirdly, it aims at maximising the use of limitecl
educational resources! both human and material, by making university education
available beyond the lecture halls (Republic of Kenya, l98l).

Distance learning in Kenya started with the admission of 594 students to the University
of Nairobi in 1985. Up till now, this programme is based on a comespondence system and
few contact hours when the lecturers visit the regional centres. Self-instructional
materials in print, video and audiocassettes have been used as learning resources. Today,
this method is also employed in a number of other universities such as Kenyatta
University. In some cases, such as in Kenyatta University, it has taken the tbrm of
collaboration between individual universities and selected tertiary colleges. The tertiary
colleges (centres) provide the physical facilities while the universities lrovide teachers
and syllabi. At specified periods, students go to the centres for fbrmal lectures and
examinations. In 2001, Kenyatta University launched a school of distance learning to
offer courses on management, education, nutrition and nursing, computing ind
information technology, banking and finance, and library and information science. In the
sciences (computing, nursing, engineering and technology), anangements are made to
enable students to undertake practical sessions at selected study centres.

Lately, there has been a trend toward elecuonic learning. In 1995, the World Bank
initiated the setting up of the African Virtual University, a satellite-based distance
education institution whose objectives are to deliver to countries of Sub-saharan Afi.ica,
university education in the disciplines of science and engineering, non-credit/ continuing
education programmes and remedial instruction. The need for this initiative was the
awareness that higher education in Sub-Saharan Africa suffers a severe crisis that
manifests itself through inadequate inputs, declining staff to student ratios, low level of
research and low internal and external efficiency. Currently, European and American
faculty teach mainly courses which are beamed to 22 universities in Africa. In future the
World Bank hopes to broaden the curricula to include African-based programmes. Two
Kenyan institutions, namely Kenyatta University and Egerton University are participants
in African Virtual University programmes. United States lnternational Univeisity-Atiica
(USIU-A) has also introduced e-learning in areas such as accounting, marketing, and
information technology. In the case of e-learning, delivery methods include video-taped
lectures augmented with live video lectures, web-based course notes, textbooks, iD-
ROMs, and interactive sessions using Internet delivery systems.
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The preceding overview provides a fiamework for the present study. The objective of this

study was to investigate the methods used by university libraries in Kenya to provide
library services to distance learners enrolled in their parent institutions. The study also

aimed to highlight some of the challenges faced by participants in the propgramme.

Methodology

This paper is based on a case study carried out between March and May 2OO2 to assess in
a general way the status of library services tbr distance education in Kenya. There are

many post-secondary institutions with distance learning programmes in Kenya. But only
four universities had distance learning programmes, hence they are used for this study.
These are the United States International University-Aftica, University of Nairobi,
Kenyatta University and the newly established African Virtual University based in
Nairobi. Data for this study were collected through interviews with the chief librarian of
each of the four universities. In the case of the Atiican Virtual University, data were
collected through a review of the available documents and an interview with the chief
librarian of one of its partner institutions in Kenya, Kenyatta University.

The study relied on qualitative data collected through interviews based on an interview.
Key questions were: (i) How would you assess the role of library services in the

etfectiveness of distance education programmes in Kenyan universities? (ii) Does your
institution engage in any of the following methods in providing library services to
distance learning cornmunity? (a) special collection dedicated to distance educution
learners, (b) Internet-based information resources, (c) postal lending, and (d) other
techniques. (iii) How would you assess the efTectiveness of the rnethods your institution
applies in providing library services to distance learners? (iv) what are the main
challenges faced by your institution in providin-e library services to the distance learning
community? The data gathered fiom different institutions were ar-ralysed. and areas of
uniformity and differences are discussed.

Findings

The Role of Libraries in Distance Education in Kenya

There is a dearth of literature on the subject of library services fbr distance learning in
Kenya; and among both scholars and librarians, the subject has not been given nruch of
attention. However, there is a recognition that adequate supply of library and information
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This survey found that a variety of techniques have been employed in Kenyan

universities to provide library services to distance learning community. These include the

provision of access to campus print collections and electronic resources such as CD-

ROMs and Internet-based resources. There is also an effort (as in the case of United

States International University-Africa and the African Virtual University) to provide

electronic journal access from remote locations through user identification arrangement.

However, in general terms, these methods are not effective due to a number of factors.

According to the librarians, the most critical problem facing library services for distance

education is the lack of institutional policies to guide the provision of information for this

category of learners. They observed that while there is agreement among faculty
members in distance learning programmes that access to adequate library resources is

essential for attainment of superior academic skills, there exists an ambivalent attitude

among the planners of these programmes towards the role of these services to the

distance learning community. This has hindered the creation of viable policies to guide
library personnel in designing services for distance learning. In the absence of policy and

clear commitment by institutions concerned, it has not been possible to arrange for
optimal funding, planning and implementation programmes for the provision of library
services for distance learning.

It is also observed that inadequate funding experienced by public universities and its
accompanying effects of poor facilities, equipment and resources is a major hindrance

towards the provision of access and timely library services for distance learners. At
present some libraries in host institutions, especially public universities, are facing
unprecedented decline in funding from their parent organisations. (Republic of Kenya,

1999). This means that they do not have sufficient funds to purchase reading materials,

such as journals and monographs, equipment such as computers, and e.nlist the services of
qualified staff even for campus-based regular programmes. Therefore, the libraries from
which distance learners are encouraged to borrow information materials are already
incapacitated by the lack of financial resources necessary for acquiring a sufficiently
large stock of books relevant to the courses. [n cases where materials are available for
students who live far away, especially rural areas, regular use of the library is inhibited
by cost and time involved in visiting the university library, short loan period for books
and restricted use of rare books, theses and journals. These prohibitive costs of reading

materials could be one of the reasons for the high dropout rate from the courses, which at

a time sfobd at between l57o and 25Vo (Otiende, 1988). The public libraries are not
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adequately stocked. As at the end of 2000 there w ere 26 operational Iibmries in Kenya.
But the stock could not support university learning (Odini, 2000).

Librarians view the use of virtual services such as Internet technology as a viable
alternative to the provision of print-based services which would n"""r.itut" physically
visiting the library to satisfy specific information needs. However, the prospecis Lf web-
based resources are constrained by a number of factors. In the fiist place, library
automation.in Kenyan universities has largely focused on functions such is acquisition
and cataloguing, circulation and administration. Therefore, the use of Internet technology
fbr information is still in its infancy. Secondly, Internet use has been hampered by high
costs and low speed of access due to poor telecommunications infrastructure ln the
country. So far, Internet services arr largely restricted to the main towns where the right
telecommunications infrastructure exists. Thus, it is of limited use to distance learners
spread throughout the country.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Distance education has continued to gain popularity in Kenya and many post-secondary
institutions are creating programmes that target the incieasing demand for higher
education. While this trend needs to be encouraged, checks and balinces need to be pit in
place to ensure that the quality of the learning-process is ensured. Particularly in the
university setting, which is the apex of the natiJnal education system, the market motive,
as well as pragmatic considerations, should not be allowed to override sound pedagogic
principles.

From this study, it is evident that although a lot of eftbrts has been made ro satisfy the
library and information needs of the distance education students, this has been hampered
by several factors. These factors include lack of institutional policies, poor planning of
distance education pro,qrammes, inadequate physical facilities ind profeisional staff, Iack
of adequate t'unding of university Iibraries and poorly clevelopecl Internet infiastructur-e in
the country.

At the same time, there is need for innovative methods that wor.rld ensure that the distance
Iearning community in Kenyan universities are not disadvantaged compar-ed to their
campus-bound counterparts. There is need to ensul'e that distance learners atso gain
adequate library and information experience, which would enhance their critical thinkin-e
and enhance their degree of exposure to existing knowledge. These methods shoutd take
into consideration the unique setting of Kenyan distance leirners, which is characterised
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by poor national library network, especially in the rural areas, predominance of print-
based courses and also the increasing predominance of e-learning throughout the world.

Critical to this endeavour is the principle that effective learning in the university is a
collaborative effort of the curriculum planners, implementers, administrators and those
providing the support services such as library services. To ensure that distance learners
are well provided with the literature and information they require, there is need for
partnership between those who plan and implement these programmes. These include
teaching faculty members, directors of distance learning programmes and the library
personnel. This partnership should start right at the planning stage, when the logistics for
how the literature component would be supplied is established. Also, there is need first
to create policies that recognise the need for library services for distance learners and
give guidelines on how these would be provided as well as the necessary financial
resources, personnel and physical facilities.

University libraries should also come up with information access and delivery
mechanisms that favour the peculiar circumstances of distance learners. One particular
method is to create a special collection targeting the distance learning community only.
This collection should be composed of core texts for each of the courses on offer. It
would be advisable to have multiple copies of these texts to ensure access by a large
numbers of students. The commonest borrowing period prevalent in Kenyan universities
is two weeks for undergraduate students and up to a month for postgraduates. Longer
borrowing periods should be allowed for distance learners to avert frequent trips to the
university libraries to borrow and renew materials. Photocopying of materials should be
encouraged without infringing on the copyright laws. This will ensure that students have
access to materials that are not available for out-of-the-library use. Through approved
methods, such as vouchers, libraries can facilitate distance borrowing whereby students
do not have to personally come to the library. By the use of postal and courier services,
requested materials could be delivered to the learners.

The key to the development of library services for distance education in Kenya is the
existence of a forward-looking personnel that would create and manage such library
services effectively. There is therefore the need for appropriate training a-nd retraining to
ensure that the library personnel have the appropriate skills. An example is the skill in
web design and electronic publishing in the case of web-based library services. Library
schools also need to include courses in their curricula that would focus on techniques of
library services for distance learning.
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Finally, there is no doubt that the future of distance education lies in the Internet-based
techniques of delivery. The Internet can be used to mount reading materials to support
each distance education course. Already, a number of universities in Kenya, such as the
United States International University-Africa and the African Virtual University, are
pioneers in this direction. These methods of delivery will need to be accompanied by
web-based delivery mechanisms of the relevant literature. It is important for institutions
offering distance learning programmes to invest in Internet facilities not only for distance
learning purposes but also because it is a useful tool for management purposes. The
bottom line of this endeavour is the need to improve the national telecommunications
infrastructure, which is presently restricted to urban areas in Kenya, and is largely
expensive and inefficient, especially due to unfavourable government policies.
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