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Ashley Mutezo is a Full Professor in the Department of Finance, Risk Management, and Banking at the University of South Africa. She completed her Doctoral studies in SME financing. She has supervised various postgraduate research projects in risk management, SME financing, and Open Distance eLearning (ODeL). Her broad research area is risk management, with a focus on operational and enterprise risk management. Studies can be quantitative or qualitative, using primary data collection methods or secondary data analysis. She has presented numerous papers at local and international conferences.


	Dr Suné Maré
Office: NSR 5-115
Email: mares@unisa.ac.za 
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0892-8762
 
Niche areas:
· Open Distance eLearning
· Risk Management

2027 Supervision capacity:
· MPhil: 1 Co-supervised
· PhD: 1 Co-supervised
	Suné Maré is a Senior Lecturer in the Department of Finance, Risk Management and Banking at the University of South Africa (Unisa), where she has been working since 2010. She obtained her PhD in Open and Distance e-Learning (ODeL) and her Masters’ degree with distinction in operational risk appetite from UNISA. Her broad research interests lie in risk management and online learning. She is co-supervising MPhil and PhD students studying in the field of operational and enterprise risk management. Studies should be quantitative, using primary data collection methods or secondary data analysis. She has presented numerous papers at local and international conferences.
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Niche areas:
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Supervision capacity:
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	Erika van der Westhuizen is a Senior Lecturer in risk management. She completed her doctoral research in energy risk management. She has supervised various postgraduate research projects. Her broad area of research is risk management, with a focus on external risk factors, including risk resilience to enable organisations to be sustainable and prepared for major risk events; ESG/Sustainability risk; and energy risk management. Studies can be quantitative or qualitative.

	Total Focus Area Capacity for 2027
	4 MPhil students (co-supervised)
2 PhD students (co-supervised)

	Research scope
	Open distance eLearning environments face unique risks—academic, technological, psychosocial, administrative, and data‑security related—that directly affect student success. At the same time, student support services (academic advising, digital readiness training, psychosocial support, tutoring, and administrative assistance) are critical determinants of retention and throughput. It is important to explore how systematic risk management practices can inform, strengthen, and optimise student support frameworks in ODeL institutions.

It is also important to investigate how risk management principles, processes, and tools can be integrated into student support strategies to reduce barriers, enhance student success, and improve institutional resilience in ODeL contexts.

This research focus area aligns with UNISA's Catalytic Niche Area (CNA) on Student support and co-curricular activities. This research will also support quality education (SDG 4) to boost education outcomes.


	Reading: 
Subject Field

	This is a selection of articles and/or recent books in this research focus area. ‎Further reading beyond these is essential.

Open Distance eLearning:
· Akyol, Z., & Garrison, D. R. (2011). Assessing metacognition in an online community of inquiry. The Internet and Higher Education, 14(3), 183–190. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2011.01.005
· Arbaugh, J. B., Cleveland-Inns, M., Diaz, S., Garrison, D. R., Ice, P., Richardson, J., & Swan, K. P. (2008). Developing a community of inquiry instrument: Testing a measure of the community of inquiry framework using a multi-institutional sample. The Internet and Higher Education, 11, 133–136. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2008.06.003
· Bond, M., & Bergdahl, N. (2022). Student engagement in open, distance, and digital education. In O. Zawacki-Richter, & I. Jung (Eds.), Handbook of open, distance and digital education (pp. 1–16). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981- 19-0351-9_79-1. 
· Dixson, M. D. (2015). Measuring student engagement in the online course: The online student engagement scale (OSE). Online Learning, 19(4), https://doi.org/10.24059/olj.v19i4.561
· Garrison, D. R. (2016). Thinking collaboratively: Learning in a community of inquiry. Routledge/ Taylor and Francis.
· Garrison, D. R. (2019). Shared metacognitive awareness. In the community of inquiry. 
http:// wwwthecommunityofinquiry.org/editorial24
·  Garrison, D. R. (2022). Shared metacognition in a community of inquiry. Online Learning, 26(1), 6–18. https://doi.org/10. 24059/olj.v26i1.3023
·  Garrison, D. R., Anderson, T., & Archer, W. (2000). Critical inquiry in a text-based environment: Computer conferencing in higher education. The Internet and Higher Education, 2(2/3), 87–105. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1096-7516(00)00016-6
· Li, Y., Chen, K., Su, Y., & Yue, X. (2021). Do social regulation strategies predict learning engagement and learning outcomes? A study of English language learners in wiki-supported literature circles activities. Educational Technology Research and Development, 69(2), 917–943. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-020-09934-7
· Maré, S., & Mutezo, A. T. (2025). The community of inquiry, shared metacognition, and student engagement in online learning: a systematic review. Interactive Learning Environments, 1–22. https://doi.org/10.1080/10494820.2025.2479164
· Maré, S. & Mutezo, A.T. 2025. The influence of self- and co-regulation on the community of inquiry for collaborative online learning: an ODeL context. Journal of Applied Research in Higher Education, 17(1): 349-364. https://doi.org/10.1108/JARHE-08-2023-0325.
· Mutezo, AT & Maré, S. (2022). Teaching and cognitive presences: The mediating effect of social presence in a developing world context. Cogent Education, 10 (1), 2171176
· Mutezo, AT & Maré, S. (2022). Factorial structure of the community of inquiry survey in a South African open and distance e-learning environment
Journal of Psychology in Africa 32 (2), 129-135.
· Stenbom, S. (2018). A systematic review of the community of inquiry survey. Internet and Higher Education, 39, 22–32. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2018.06.001
· You can also visit the Directory of Open Access Journals (DOAJ) and African Journals Online (AJOL) for journal articles related to the topics.


	Resources: Scholar community
	· The International Council for Open and Distance Education (ICDE) World Conference is held every 2 years.
· The International Higher Education Teaching and Learning (IHTEL) Conference is held annually.
· The International Higher Education Teaching, Learning and Student Support Conference (IHETLSS) is hosted by Unisa annually.

	Potential M&D research focus areas or research projects

	Unit of Analysis
	Research Focus
Open distance eLearning institutions in regional or global contexts

	Open Distance eLearning and risk management
	
This research focus area is based on the following research objectives:
1. Identify key categories of risk (academic, technological, operational, psychosocial, financial, data-related) that impact student engagement, progression, and completion in ODeL institutions.

2. Analyse existing student support strategies to determine which risks they currently address and where gaps exist.

3. Evaluate the relationship between specific risks and student success indicators such as retention, persistence, and course completion.

4. Develop an integrated risk‑informed student support model for ODeL institutions.

5. Recommend institution‑wide risk mitigation strategies that align with student support policies, digital learning environments, and learner analytics systems.

Research methodology:
· Quantitative: retention data, risk ratings, LMS analytics, student performance patterns.
· Qualitative: interviews with staff, focus groups with students, document analysis.
· Comparative case studies across different ODeL programmes or institutions.
· Development and validation of a risk‑informed student support framework.




Administrative information and requirements for your research outline
	Model of supervision
	Candidates will be allocated to a supervisor or co-supervisors, but will be required to work independently within the requirements of higher degree studies.
· The research proposal for a Master's dissertation should reflect the ability to conduct independent research. 
· The research proposal for a Doctoral thesis should be an original contribution to the field of study. 

	Academic standards as per the HEQSF
	For PhD candidates:
· The candidate is required to undertake research at the highest academic levels, culminating in the submission, assessment, and acceptance of a thesis.
· The candidate is required to demonstrate a high level of research capability and to make a significant and original academic contribution at the frontiers of a discipline or field. The work must be of a quality to satisfy peer review and merit publication.
· The candidate will be expected to submit two articles to accredited journals before the final submission of their respective thesis for examination.

For Master's candidates:
Master's candidates must be able to:
· Reflect critically on theory and its application;
· Design and critically appraise research;
· Make sound judgments using data and information.
· communicate conclusions to specialist and non-specialist audiences;
· work independently in planning and implementing tasks with a theoretical underpinning.
· Candidates will be expected to submit one article to an accredited journal before the final submission of their respective dissertations for examination.

	Questions to ask before you submit your research outline
	For PhD candidates:
1. Has a systematic literature review underpinned by sound theory been done to identify a research gap in the chosen topic?
2. Does the research gap identified constitute a significant original contribution to the body of knowledge?
3. If the answer to Question 2 above is yes, what methodological approach can be applied to investigate the research problem?
For Master's candidates:
1. Has a systematic literature review underpinned by sound theory been done to identify a research gap in the chosen topic?
2. Does the study contribute to the literature or complement the body of knowledge?
3. What methodological approaches can be applied to investigate the research problem?

	Research outline requirements
	The student is expected to make their own suggestions regarding the specific subject or field in which they would like to conduct research. You need to conduct preliminary research to determine what has been previously done on the topic and whether there is a gap in the research that you can address in your studies. Students are required to submit a detailed research outline with their application. The research outline (no less than 8 and no more than 12 pages) should cover the following:
· Cover page (Your name and contact details, your student number, and the topics/ title)
· Summary of the topic (½ page)
· Background to or context of the proposed study (Topic background and context (1½ - 2 pages) 
· Short literature review – you need to provide evidence that you have read and reported on the latest academic (theoretical and empirical) literature on the topic [use only journal articles and relevant textbooks] (3-5 pages) 
· Problem statement (1 page) articulating what gaps have been identified in the literature, possibly in practice as well.
· State your research objectives and corresponding research questions (½ page)
· The study's potential contribution is that it identifies a clear research problem or knowledge gap. This can be identified from the preliminary literature review; alternatively, from current practice in the field, if of a practical nature (1 page)
· A discussion of the research approach and methodology to be followed. Must cover the approach and design, population and sample, data collection process, data collection instrument, and data analysis techniques. Basically, how will you gather and analyse your data? (2-3 pages).
· Identify and justify the source and availability of the data. For primary data: will companies and/or participants be willing to take part in your study? If you draw on participants within companies/communities, you will need to obtain permission from the company/community leaders for the person to take part. If you intend to apply secondary data, is the period you are studying fully covered (a minimum of 30 years is required)? Is the secondary data easily accessible? (½ page)
· Scope of your study (delimitations) (½ page)
· Possible limitations of the study (½ page)
· List of references (it is difficult to say what is sufficient, but about 30 is reasonable. Use the Harvard referencing method. References should not be older than 8 years, except for theories that would be much older.
The page limit excludes the cover page and list of references.

Plagiarism of any form is unacceptable.

We are interested in well-articulated expressions that demonstrate a clear research focus and understanding of the research topic. Please ensure that sentences link together, as well as paragraphs. This is our biggest concern. We find that students tend to write in standalone sentences and paragraphs – there needs to be a logical flow. Your topic should be relevant to the current challenges faced by African and global countries and institutions of higher learning/universities.

If you are accepted into this focus area, you will be able to discuss your topic further with your supervisor and develop it into an acceptable research proposal. 

Direct any clarity-seeking questions about this focus area to any of the potential supervisors identified by their respective niche areas via email (refer to the academic profiles). 

Please note that research outlines will be read after the application closing date.

Technical requirements for research outlines
· Arial font size 12
· 1.5 line spacing
· Justified lines
· Page numbers
· Normal margins

	Selection Procedure
	Refer to the qualification website for the selection procedure. 

	Reading: 
Research Methodology
	This is a selection of academic resources on methodology. Further reading over and above these is recommended:
· Adedoyin, O.B., 2020. Qualitative research methods. Principles of social psychiatry, pp.77-87. Available:
 https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Olasile-Adedoyin/publication/340594471_Qualitative_Research_Methods/links/5e9354724585150839d952b5/Qualitative-Research-Methods
· Aspers, P. and Corte, U., 2019. What is qualitative in qualitative research? Qualitative sociology, 42(2), pp.139-160. Available:
 https://doi.org/10.1007/s11133-019-9413-7
· Anderson, D.R., Sweeney, D.J., Williams, T.A., Camm, J.D., and Cochran, J.J. 2017. Modern Business Statistics. 7th Edition. Homewood, ILL: Cengage.
· Beekman, L., Dube, C., Potgieter, H., and Underhill, J. 2016. Academic Literacy. Second Edition. Cape Town: Juta
· Creswell, J.W. 2018. Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches. 5th ed. Los Angeles: Sage.
· Dos Santos, A., du Toit, J., Faasen, N., Quesada, L. L., Masenge, A, Van Aardt. I., Wagner, C., Bryman, A., Bell, E., & Hirschsohn, P. (2021). Research methodology: business and management contexts (2nd ed.). Cape Town: Oxford University Press Southern Africa.
· Hair, J.F., Black, W.C., Babin, B.J. & Anderson, R.E. (2019). Multivariate Data Analysis (8th ed.). Harlow, UK: Pearson Education.
· Hayes, A.F. (2022). Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional process analysis: A regression-based approach (3rd ed.)—New York, NY: The Guilford Press.
· Kamal, S.S.L.B.A., 2019. Research paradigm and the philosophical foundations of a qualitative study. PEOPLE: International Journal of Social Sciences, 4(3), pp.1386-1394. Available: DOI: 10.20319/pijss.2019.43.13861394
· Kelly, M.M., Martin-Peters, T. and Farber, J.S., 2024. Secondary Data Analysis: Using existing data to answer new questions. Journal of Pediatric Health Care, 38(4), pp.615-618. Available: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pedhc.2024.03.005
· Leedy, P.D. & Ormrod, J.E. 2016. Practical research: Planning and design. Eleventh Edition. Essex: Pearson.
· Maree, K. (2017). First steps in research (2nd ed.). Pretoria: Van Schaik.
· Mouton, J. (2005). How to succeed in your Masters and Doctoral studies: SA Guide and Research. 1st Edition: Van Schaik
· Pallant, J. (2020). SPSS survival manual: Step-by-step guide to data analysis using IBM SPSS (7th ed.). Open University Press. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003117452.
· Pervin, N. & Mokhtar, M., 2022. The interpretivist research paradigm: A subjective notion of a social context. International Journal of Academic Research in Progressive Education and Development, 11(2), pp.419-428. Available: http://dx.doi.org/10.6007/IJARPED/v11-i2/12938
· Sage Research Methods online – http://srmo.sagepub.com 
· Saunders, M. N.K., Lewis, P., and Thornhill, A. 2019. Research Methods for Business Students. 7th Edition. Pearson International
· Sharma, U.N., 2024. Basic stages of analyzing qualitative documents using ATLAS.ti. International Journal of Nepal Library Association, 3, pp.112-132. Available:
https://doi.org/10.3126/access.v3i1.69427
· Tengli, M., 2020. Research onion - a systematic approach to designing research. ResearchGate. Available: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/357284560_RESEARCH_ONION_A_SYSTEMATIC_APPROACH_TO_DESIGNING_RESEARCH_METHODOLOGY/citations.
· Zikmund, W.G., Quinlan, C., Griffin, M., Babin, B., & Carr, J. (2019). Business research methods (2nd ed.). London, UK: Cengage Learning.
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