Submission to the Senate Inquiry on ‘The capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs’

The QUT team from the Borderless Education reports (Cunningham et al.1998; 2000), welcomes this opportunity to contribute to the Inquiry, and presents the following comments for consideration. 

Our research in the course of the Borderless education projects funded by DETYA’s  EIP section, and the current Scoping Study on the feasibility of an Australian Observatory on the activities of for-profit, corporate and virtual post-secondary institutions, has equipped us to make comment on certain of the areas covered by the Inquiry, most particularly on further commercialisation of the public higher education sector and the likely effects of moves to extend online educational programs. Hence we constrain our comments to the terms of reference b); c); and g.

b)
Public universities have ventured into commercialised activities such as for-profit arms, the establishment of fee-paying course work postgraduate programs, and R&D ventures, as government funding has declined. In considering the effect of such activities on universities’ capacity to meet national needs (including community and social needs), it should be borne in mind that as entities established under state legislation, the universities must operate within strict regulatory requirements, including budgetary and fiduciary/accountability requirements, often at odds with the operating principles and procedures of the business world. 

We focus on three particular areas, before outlining some cautionary tales from the ‘business of borderless education’, revealed in the course of our 2000 study and since.

Risk
Increasing reliance on non-government income inevitably entails degrees of risk. This is applicable to both the teaching and the research functions of universities, but we focus here on teaching functions. ‘Double-guessing ‘ employment and industry needs in the current climate of huge technological change, even investing in technical infrastructure, is fraught with the potential for error, as the heavy investment in audiographics by the federal government and universities during the Distance Education Centre (DEC) period attests: this technology has now been largely superseded by web-based technologies. 

The ‘suck it and see’ approach used in commercial entities cannot be applied in a university environment, since curriculum development of necessity entails long lead times to ensure the integrity of programs. Furthermore, staffing becomes a major issue: academic work demands at the least a mid-term timeframe, with on-going appointments, to ensure stability of academic programs, and continuity of service to a three to four year student cohort. Research results often cannot be hurried, lest they be compromised by a ‘speed to market’ focus, especially in the critical areas of medicine and health. If universities are to venture into more commercial realms, they must not do so under conditions which include the erosion of public funding, or under conditions such as ‘speed to market’ which erode the integrity of their programming for short term gain.

The use of public subsidies in more commercially-minded ventures, whether these be overseas expansion, part-ownership of commercial partners’ companies, establishment of ‘low-cost retail outlets’ or non-HECS-based courses, introduces levels of risk which require careful management, especially since there appear to be no mechanisms at present for reporting of risk factors to universities’ stakeholders, except in crisis management mode, or after the event, as with the recent revelations about Melbourne University Private (Campus Review, Feb 28-March 6, 2001, p.1).

Quality

For-profit institutions measure quality in terms of customer satisfaction and the provision of personal attention (Cunningham et al., 2000, case studies of University of Phoenix, De Vry). US for-profit institutions emphasised to us the convenience, speed-to-qualification, and uniformity of the educational experience they provided. Data on educational quality were lacking: in a commercial environment, data can be hidden as ‘commercial in confidence’ or provided only in a partial or misleading fashion.  The commercial education providers we interviewed were quick to provide projections of future enrolments, and some data on current enrolments, but little quantitative information was available on student evaluations, peer assessment of facilities and programs, or student progression, much less on measures or processes to capture the learning outcomes such as graduate capabilities.  In such an environment the potential for ‘diploma mills’ to flourish is inevitable. Many institutions boast that their (part-time contract) staff are in fact faculty of state universities (eg Jones International University, and to some extent University of Phoenix, Cardean and UNext), even universities with which they were competing.  This enables them to ‘cherry pick’ top academics without incurring overhead costs such as research support, ongoing professional development, and community service obligations. These are not merely established work conditions within the public sector; they are also community expectations of the universities.


Cost controls

For-profit enterprises carefully disaggregate and control their cost components.  By contrast, universities typically bundle together a wide array of tasks under the umbrella of academic work, making separate identification of cost drivers difficult (although there is a move in many areas to develop activity-based costing methodologies).  Most of the commercial providers we interviewed centrally controlled the environment within which students were taught, both educationally – though central development of curriculum (even to the point of referring to syllabi as ‘scripts’)  and in the case of the University of Phoenix through a lock-step approach to student cohorts – and in terms of service (i.e. uniformity of ‘classroom’ facilities, which presume student investment in texts, computers and other learning resources). 

Furthermore, the notion that the costs of education can be reduced by the use of technology, particularly on-line technology, is not supported by the evidence:  online education can be made as cheap or as expensive as is wished, but quality will be affected.  The push from a variety of external sources (though notably not from students) for technology-mediated education to be increased in order to constrain costs, as well as open opportunities, is misguided.  The old distance education formula based on print delivery (Daniel, 1995) involved high up-front costs amortised over large numbers in later years. This is inapplicable in online delivery when development and maintenance costs escalate as technology advances, software and hardware need upgrading, and staff need training. 

Public universities are also required to accommodate equity and access considerations for their students, demanding heavy investments in computer laboratories. The for-profit institutions we interviewed had no such obligations. This would suggest government recognition that the community service obligations of public institutions apply to the university sector, and require adequate funding for their discharge.

c) Although Australia’s public universities are not currently threatened by an imminent invasion from overseas institutions (Cunningham et al, 2000: xvii), there is a growing market segment within Australia seeking qualifications offered under the aegis of professional associations such as the Securities Institute. Such a situation poses an as yet unacknowledged threat to public universities’ capacities to expand in the area of fee-paying postgraduate coursework, considered to be a potentially profitable arena for commercial expansion within universities. 

 
The Business of Borderless Education report cautioned against unrealistic expectations of the lifelong learning market (defined as Continuing Professional Education for the current purpose), citing a reluctance on the part of many ‘earner learners’ to extend credit for their work-place training into a formal university course (Cunningham et al, 2000: 116). We pointed to the demise of the state-sponsored California Virtual University, and the failure of the state-sponsored Western Governors University to attract viable student numbers. We noted that UKOU has found it difficult to expand its operations into North America, notwithstanding its successful experience in distance education, because of cultural and pedagogical conflicts with potential partners. Nevertheless, many US public universities have found the Continuing Professional Education market to be a significant earner for in the realm of short, not-for-credit courses. 

However, evidence has been mounting since the publication of the report that several of the large private and public US universities that have entered this market have not attracted numbers or profits, especially via the Internet. 

· Columbia University for example, the lead partner in the Fathom venture involving the London School of Economics and a museum, has been unable to win either students or sponsors to its learned articles from ‘star professors’, despite its US$15 million investment. 

· Wharton Business School has abandoned its joint venture with Caliber for videostreamed web-based short courses, claiming they needed 200-300 students per broadcast, and the broadcast nature of the programs ultimately “degraded the Wharton product” (VUBD 3 (1) 2001, p.1). Wharton  believes that a new venture with SkillSoft will prove more lucrative: standalone modules that are not-for-credit, but teach how to do financial statements, for example, or what they call “drill and kill” modules. 
· The Alfred Sloan Foundation sponsored 15 Distance Education Special projects to a) develop courses; b) cost the delivery and development; c) ascertain the pedagogical success of the projects. The conclusions were that the projects were of value in institutional learning, and in the main had excellent learning outcomes, but that development costs were generally higher than projected, and the returns to the university meant that the programs were generally unsustainable over the longer term. 

· Jones International University, the only accredited fully online institution, still has only 200 degree enrolled students, though it is more successful with its short non-credit programs. 

Many commercial ventures have closed or been scaled down over the last 12 months, including many student support ventures, eg. online college booksellers such as Bigwords.com and VarsityBooks.com, despite their tieups with large universities, have folded. 

· The Disney Institute, which has frequently been cited as an example of the potential threat to universities, announced in January that it was closing its Go.com portal, firing its 400 staff, and folding the Institute, its professional development subsidiary, back into the parent company, having lost US$1.1. billion in fiscal 2000 for a revenue of US$369 million (The Australian, 31 January, 2001, p.25).

This would suggest that the possibility of extending Australia’s expertise in distance education and CPE programs via internet based programs may be limited; certainly individual universities are unlikely to be able to bear the development, delivery and promotion costs.

g) 
We welcome the advent of the AUQA and the National Protocols established by MCEETYA for defining the nature of a university. Australia must look to preserving the quality of its programs in order to maintain market share in its existing and potential markets. This means ensuring the integrity of accreditation regimes. 

We reiterate our argument that there would appear to be no likelihood of an imminent incursion of private providers, either online or on-campus, into Australia. There are several reasons for this: the Australian market is seen to be well served in most cases; the market is too small to interest all but specialist competitors; there are underserved markets in India, South America and perhaps China that are more attractive. We note that there already exists significant private provision in this country among professional associations and other small single-purpose institutions (Watson, 2000) which is capable of aggressive competition for the more lucrative postgraduate and adult learner market. There is also an as yet unexamined market for certification programs in vendor products (eg the Microsoft Certified Professional Engineer) which sits uneasily alongside degree products, and certainly raises questions of ‘training’ vs ‘education’. These are almost invariably sourced from the US, as most are in telecommunications, network and computer equipment.

The difficulty of gaining speedy resolution of the Greenwich case demonstrates that the sector is suffering from a) a lack of prior knowledge of current developments in international education, and b) a lack of independent advice such as that which was provided by the Higher Education Council and NBEET. In relation to the first, we have proposed the establishment of an Observatory on international developments in private, for-profit and corporate universities to complement a UK-based Observatory on such activities. In relation to the second, there is a clear need to re-develop a capacity for independent advice to government, outside the lobby efforts of groups of universities or the Vice Chancellors, valuable as those efforts have been. 

The relevant urls for DETYA publications associated with the Borderless reports, and the Watson report are as follows:

http://www.detya.gov.au/archive/highered/eippubs/eip97-22/execsum.htm
http://www.detya.gov.au/archive/highered/eippubs/eip00_3/bbe.pdf
http://www.detya.gov.au/archive/highered/eippubs/eip00_4/survey.pdf
Attached is the copy of a recent paper given to the DETYA “Online education” conference at Griffith Gold Coast (February, 2001).
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Professor Peter Swannell, of USQ, has recently expressed his exasperation with the whole online education debate, but also signalled one of the dangers in assembling a panel such as this: commentators, he says, “are often (…) the newly converted, exhilarated to the point of irrationality by an internet-based road-to-Damascus experience” or “prophets of doom, more interested in the path to destruction than a road to salvation” (The Australian Higher Education, 24 January 2001, p.4). This panel of course, would not wish to be identified with either position. The debate is of course complicated by the fact that online programs of study open the potential for expanding student markets beyond the campus; hence online education is entwined with the further commercialisation of higher education, which introduces philosophical and economic questions into what might otherwise be  a ‘simple’ debate about technology and pedagogy. A propos Professor Swannell’s comments, I am acutely conscious that I risk stereotype as a Cassandra of virtual education, and that this address may be seen as another ‘jeremiad by a cybercynic’. I would rather describe myself as a cybersceptic, and hope that the arguments and evidence presented here, and in more detail in the two Borderless Education reports (Cunningham et al., 1998 & 2000), which have been so generously supported by DETYA, are ample demonstration that scepticism and caution are warranted in this, as in all other ventures into an e-nabled world.

Those of you who know my research and that of the QUT Borderless team will know that I – we – have significant reservations about the philosophical and pedagogical implications of a major shift to online education, especially when it is aligned with a ‘shopping trolley’ or ‘choose-your-own’ curriculum, rather than a coherent well-designed three or four year program. I do not intend to go into those implications today, since we are asked to canvass the strategic questions that arise from virtual education. Those of philosophical bent might wish to read a well-argued paper by Arne Wessberg (2000) of the Finnish Broadcasting Company, on the importance for youth in particular, of developing a sense of community through shared experience, common understandings and knowledge, within a public information or education institution, and a similar argument by Sennett (1998) in The Corrosion of Character. For those of pedagogical bent, I start teaching a good unit in teaching and learning in higher education next week in a combined face-to-face and online mode…. In more pragmatic terms, I need hardly remind you that professional associations are loathe to credit any program that does not cover a fairly circumscribed curriculum. Notions of multiple learning pathways, and ‘choose your own curriculum’ are critical issues within the larger questions raised by online learning. 

However, we are here to talk strategically, not philosophically. 

We should at the outset be clear that Australian universities are well-advanced in using the Internet and the Web for supporting learning. Most institutions spend about 10 per cent of budget (minuscule as that dollar amount may be) on infrastructure, online support services in the library, administration, bulletin boards and listservs, email communications, and ‘content’. They have already breached the ‘borders’ of the campus, developed a ‘global campus’. They have integrated new technologies into their programs, although they have done so in the main on an ad hoc basis, rather than as part of a grand national plan, even an institutional plan. What they haven’t done is to make a wholesale move into online education as the major delivery mode. We should distinguish clearly here between a wholly online educational environment such as is advanced by cyberzealots, and a ‘clicks and mortar and the brick of print’ environment such as we are using now. We should also, although I will not labour the point today, consider the difference between ‘education’, which implies the development of the whole person through a process designed to open their options, and ‘learning’, which is not necessarily in and of itself a ‘worthy’ goal. Certainly, we neglected ‘learning’ as the primary process of education for too long in our education systems, but I detect today a simplistic tendency to valorise ‘learning’ ( of ‘anything’, in addition to ‘anytime, anyplace’ ( and to argue that any ‘learning’ should attract educational credit. This is another aspect of online education which demands further exploration.  We should also distinguish between ‘good content’, and ‘good pedagogy’. Good pedagogy is not just subject expertise, ‘knowledge’ or ‘information’ digitised; it is also the skill to convey that content in ways that enthuse and are meaningful to each student, and to stimulate the motivation and social learning that a good class group produces. Education is as much a service industry as a knowledge or information industry, where the ‘service’ is teaching, or, if you prefer, the facilitation of learning. 

But we are here to talk strategy, not pedagogy. 

With those caveats, let us return to the core question: are our universities prepared for e-education? We should start with the primary ‘consumers’ of our education system, our students.

Are our students prepared?

Although media reports suggest a high level of technological literacy among school leavers, most of the reliable surveys within universities indicate a strong disparity between self-reported skills and moderate levels of competence and confidence (Rossiter, 1997; Hara and Kling, 1999). Further, notwithstanding the prevailing pedagogical emphasis on independent learning skills and the process of learning rather than on content in secondary school and post-secondary systems, there is a growing body of evidence that students lack the capacity and inclination for independent learning required in an online environment (Smith, 2000; Warner, Christie and Choy, 1998). Furthermore, the notion that online degrees will extend access to students previously excluded from on-campus study by economic or social disadvantage ignores the fact that such students are least likely to be prepared for computer-based education, and more likely to be highly ‘dependent’ students, to use the Ed. Psych. jargon. 

There are contradictory reports emerging about the attrition rate in online environments: the University of Florida’s statistics indicate high levels of success, and student and staff satisfaction in their credit programs for on-campus students. However, Elliott Maisie, of the Elliott Maisie Center in New York, suggests that completion rates of 10 per cent are common if all online courses, that is, those that are not part of a degree program are included. SkillSoft, the business/management online training company, confirms this low figure in the UK (Evans, 2000).  We may well deplore what such figures reveal about the capacity of our students to learn independently, but it is hard to shift the social expectation of education as inherently involving a dyadic relationship between ‘teacher’ and ‘student’, and a group relationship within a ‘class’. Vygotsky’s theories of social learning explain much of the attraction of the old model, and the continuing attraction of the socialisation experience of ‘going to uni’. 

Most commentators are now arguing that the real potential of online education is for those already fully ‘socialised’ into the community through work or domestic links, the ‘earner-learners’ of the BBE report. As we demonstrated in that report, the phenomenal growth of the University of Phoenix’s online program, which constitutes only one-seventh of its enrolments, reflects just that demographic: professionals who are highly mobile in their employment, already ‘net-savvy’, and in the main, employer-sponsored. The latter is a significant point here, and one to which we should return in considering whether there is a workable business model for online education. It should be noted that UoP’s students are overwhelmingly US citizens. UoP boasts of 25 countries in which it now operates, although it does not provide numbers or the citizenship of its students, so it is impossible to estimate the extent to which it is ‘global’.

I have very briefly touched on the question of whether students are prepared, in disposition or competence, to handle a large-scale move to online education. There is another aspect of readiness which should be considered: Professor Spender argues (The Australian, July 26, 2000, p.13) that students “are becoming astute learning shoppers”, that they used to go to universities “to get access to the information”. But students never went to uni just to get “information”; all the “information” anyone needs is available in books, in public libraries, and now on the Internet. If ‘information’ were all that an education involved, Amazon.com would not be laying off 1300 staff, would not have posted five years of million dollar losses, and would not now be charging publishers for posting favourable reviews. The ‘new economy’ has not reduced the numbers of students enrolling in on-campus studies, nor was it the attraction of online education which produced the large increase in part-time ‘external’ enrolments over the last five years: it was ‘old economy’ imperatives, the need to ‘earn while you learn’ because of fee increases which militated against full-time study. What I am implying here is that the drive to online education has been supply driven, not demand driven, by universities hoping to capitalise on the combined forces of lifelong learning, and the ‘outreach’ capacity of new technologies to develop new markets. 

Is the economy ready?

Universities which do not do their homework and establish demand by more rigorous methods than they currently use, will, I suggest, suffer the same fate as the companies which entered 2000 believing ‘build it and they will come’, and which exited in the April and October tech wrecks. I have in my office about 25 000 pages of puffery from a variety of consultants and broking houses outlining the prospects of various startups and more established companies involved in educational services utilising the Internet, integrated learner management and administration systems, testing and tutoring systems and distance education software. Many of these reports were of course produced before the meltdown, but I have found it instructive to examine the fortunes of these companies since then, against the recommendations of the brokers and consultants. 

Perhaps if I give you a few examples, we might begin to put some of hype in perspective. 

· The Disney Institute, which has frequently been cited as an example of the potential threat to universities, announced in January that it was closing its Go.com portal, firing its 400 staff, and folding the Institute, its professional development subsidiary, back into the parent company, having lost US$1.1. billion in fiscal 2000 for a revenue of US$369 million (The Australian, 31/101, p.25).

· By January 2001, every online training and education group tracked by Corporate Universities Xchange had halved in share value over 2000 (Corporate Universities Xchange Newsletter (3 (2) 2001, pp3/4).

· In January 2001, NBC slashed its Internet workforce by 30%, along with News Corp, the New York Times, AOL/Time Warner’s CNNOnline, because they could not extract value from consumers in a B2C or B2B business model; online college booksellers such as Bigwords.com and VarsityBooks.com, despite their tieups with large universities, have folded.
· Wharton Business School has abandoned its joint venture with Caliber for videostreamed web-based short courses, claiming they needed 200-300 students per broadcast, and ultimately “degraded the Wharton product” (Virtual University Business Digest 3 (1) 2001, p.1). Wharton  believes that a new venture with SkillSoft will prove more lucrative: standalone modules that are not-for-credit, but teach how to do financial statements, for example, or what they call “drill and kill” modules. 
· Columbia University has announced that they will commit only US$10 million more to Fathom, because they can’t get subscribers or outside investors (Chronicle of Higher Education, 9 February 2001).  
· Closer to home, the online banking and brokering  business, expected to be a ‘killer app’, has failed to return investment: Westpac’s Online Brokerage cost $28 million in startup and operating costs in 2000, and signed up 60,000 ‘customers’, half of whom have never used the services. Its defenders in the bank say that they had to enter the discount broking business to position the bank (I repeat, to position the bank), and in the hope that the service would retain customers and  onsell other services (The Australian, January 17 2001, p.33). On the matter of banking, where you will recall, there has been a strong community backlash against branch closures and automation of services, including call centres and automated telephone responses, The Economist reprised the situation in the UK, where standalone Internet banks have either folded or been forced into mergers with bricks-and-mortar banks, and concluded that while marginal costs were low, fixed costs were very high, in the form of marketing (the brand), and staff; in fact the banks estimated that Internet-based B2B activity saved them .1 per cent of costs in 1999. One banker stated that ‘it’s a zero sum game, purely a defensive move: “If I’m not there someone else will be” (reprinted in The Australian, November 11-12 2000, p.46). 
I see many education institutions operating on the same principle, but it appears a dubious strategy on a constrained budget.

I mention these not to give you any share market advice (I take it you have already sold Melbourne IT by now) but to argue that from a business perspective, pure ‘online plays’ still have no adequate business model, especially in B2C, that is Business to individual Consumer, and it is this transaction that is the core of a university’s ‘business’.

Is the technology ready?

Frankly, I think not. As one wit observed recently, the convergence of media has simply meant that we have the opportunity to watch everything malfunction at once. While I was preparing this paper, my laptop crashed twice, and our harassed helpdesk staff suggested that at the grand age of three years, with the software I was running, it was perhaps overstretched, obsolete. Our student management system was being upgraded and therefore unavailable all last weekend, and worked only intermittently the day before. Lest this reflect badly on QUT, let me assure you that last year, I had three children at three different universities, none of them QUT, and all of them experienced the same frustrations at various times. If the server is down, do I stop learning in an anytime anyplace world? Nor have the student management systems on which we have spent millions necessarily made life easier. I tried enrolling on behalf of one of my children recently at an institution close to me which has just converted to online-only enrolments. After two hours, the only beneficiary was Telstra. When I tried to print a new report by the Canadian Advisory Committee for Online Learning for this paper (http://www.schoolnet.ca/mlg/sites/acol-ccael), the printer haemorrhaged from all the graphics. In our enthusiasm for using the full potential of the medium in pdf files, we have ignored a simple rule of user friendliness: a text-only option. The lack of common standards is another problem. The telecommunications industry managed to agree on international standards and protocols, yet we are still struggling with a number of different agencies which have made poor progress in educational technical standards, even with valiant efforts of our branch of IMS. When the technology is as stable and transparent as the telephone, then we might be ready for anytime anyplace education. 

Are our universities ready?

The answer to this question is equivocal: yes and no. 

My perception is that in the last two years, Australian universities have made incredible progress in adding online opportunities to their repertoire of tools and technologies for making learning easier/quicker/richer for students, if not to the full capacity of the medium. Within the limitations of the budgets that we have operated with over the last decade, and the technologies that are available, we have made strategic decisions that are no worse than the decisions made by business, if our comparisons are to News Limited, PBL, or Westpac. 

On the other hand, we have invested in technologies like audiographics, and spent millions of taxpayers’ money, and our own investments, when such technologies have been superseded by web-based technologies. But what or how we spend on technological infrastructure is only one of the strategic issues involved in online learning. It is obvious we have been unable to spend enough, but in technology, as in health, welfare, or education generally, there is never ‘enough’. 

The second issue is that vexed question of content and pedagogy. It is now widely accepted that the development costs of quality online education are huge: Corporate Universities Review (Sep/Oct 1999, http://traininguniversity. com.magazine/sep_oct99/cover.htm, accessed 2/11/99) gives a figure of US$25 000 per ‘instructional hour’ for the level of production/quality most corporations will buy. Even if we discount the time taken in face-to face education to ‘cover’ a topic, a subject, we probably need a minimum of 26 hours of ‘instruction’ per semester subject, hence $650 000. If any university represented in this room has spent over A$I million on the development of one semester unit, I would be very surprised. No, we are not prepared, individually, for that level of investment, and perhaps only a consortium backed by a publisher could be. 

Assuming the content has been developed (and developed with a close understanding of the pedagogical environment within which that content will be delivered), there are still the costs of teaching/tutoring/helpdesk support. Private providers like UoP and Keller work on a ratio of one teacher to 8-10 students to ensure personal attention, and ‘public’ universities like the UKOU work on a 1:20 maximum. I know of few Australian universities which are attempting online education at those levels. Then there are technical support costs, and who hasn’t got a helpdesk crisis? 

The third issue is that raised earlier, of the conflation of online education and commercialisation of education. We have an extensive and generally good history in the provision of off-campus education in Australia, and much of this has been ‘for-profit’ in the last few years, since it is not HECS allowable. Dale has admonished the university sector here for failing to gain first mover advantage to build on our fine reputation in distance education to develop and sell online courses overseas. Yet we have done better than any other country in off-shore enrolments as a proportion of our international enrolments, and we have done so through traditional distance methods, old-fashioned methods which take into account the situation and circumstances of our student demographic. We have in fact, commercialised much of our distance provision, and most universities are choosing partnership or twinning models, or on-campus block teaching intensives, because that is what the majority of students demand. 

Dale has argued that “academics stubbornly resist entry to the new economy”, that they have “dismissed the information explosion and new ways of attaining knowledge” (The Australian, July 26, 2000, p.13). I see no evidence of this, in my own, or any other university. Quite the reverse. I see academic staff incorporating information literacy into their undergraduate programs, as a necessary generic skill for any 21st century graduate. I see managers scrambling to find funding to secure digitised resources for the library, equip labs, establish digital communication and administration systems. I see ample evidence of our ability to capitalise on online possibilities when we have the technical infrastructure, if we commit to that level of teaching support that the top providers supply, and if we can diffuse the experience and skills of our recognised online teachers, the many early adopters who have battled sceptics and cynics and recalcitrant technology and inimical systems. 

Is there a workable model for online education that doesn’t lose money?

The jury is still out on that one. UoP is possibly the outstanding example, and its model is based on a central restricted curriculum which has been thoroughly ‘tested’ on its 60 000 face-to-face students, it has an established brand name in North America, it has established relationships with the military and other employers for tuition rebates, and it operates with a mass market base and a small group, intensive teaching approach. It has announced (Chronicle of Higher Education, August 11, 2000, p.A44) that it plans to double its numbers to 140,000 through an ambitious program of acquisition and partnerships in Brazil, India, Mexico and several European and Latin American countries over the next 10 years, but intention and achievement in this industry are often miles apart, as we have seen in relation to the California Virtual University, and Western Governors’. Jones International University has been given as an example of a ‘global’ university (Dale Spender and Fiona Stewart, The Australian Higher Education, January 31, 2001, p. 34), ‘proof’ of the ‘fact’ that online education equates with a global presence. But Jones currently has a mere 200 students enrolled in degree programs, after two years of accreditation. The UKOU is also adduced as a global operator, but few of its programs are wholly online, and it has consistently failed to ‘crack’ the biggest markets, the US, China,  India. It has also learned that franchising its programs to other organisations for local support provides the best returns. 

I agree with Professor Spender and Dr Stewart that a ‘digital content warehouse’ is a desirable goal, so that teachers can ‘re-use’ rich graphical, aural and text resources. However, as they point out, such ‘content’ does not come cheap, and it is difficult, even with the funding promises of this election year, to believe that adequate funds will flow from government to create such a ‘warehouse’. The model envisaged in the Opposition’s Cooperative Research Centre, a combined university-private company production house, appears to be a pay-per-use model, in which other universities would buy bits and bytes of content. This is a B2B model such as Microsoft are using for their digitised photo library, which requires not only enormous start-up costs, but insatiable and daily demand from a global media industry. The B2C model such as has been mooted by the Napster-Bertelsmann agreement in the music industry has most observers puzzled: would there be enough individuals prepared to subscribe to download their own modules of study? It seems unlikely. And free access to ‘learnware’ seems equally unlikely. 

Personally, I believe only the military in the US have the resources to produce sufficient ‘re-usable content’, the basis of their massive online strategy, and then only because so many of their ‘courses’ are narrowly focussed and involve ‘drill and practice’ training. Those of you who have read the BBE case studies, which include studies of the Air Force and Army, will remember that Army foreshadowed their recent commitment of millions to virtual learning, and will also remember that Army recognise fully that the ‘grunts’ they were training needed a computer-game based learning mode, that their materials development team would need a “Spielberg kinda guy” and a “Nintendo kinda guy”. And education, as we know, involves far more than computer games.

MIT’s Wired News concludes that “the only lucrative revenue model’ for online education is in employer-paid technology courses which eliminate the need for face-to-face courses (Batista, Wired News, June 12 2000). The saving these employers will make is not in the cost of the training (they are prepared to pay about US$2000 per short course supplied by a vendor) but in the per diem and travel costs they save. It is this market that all providers are targeting, including the giant Harcourt Higher Education, which has recently gained accreditation to offer degrees in Massachusetts. Partnership with such media companies is not uncomplicated, as we have seen, and many of the deals have unravelled, eg Princeton, Harvard and Stanford have withdrawn from the Global Education Network (GEN) relationship. But partnership with a professional association may be an easier matter, especially where there are strong links with university staff. Six medical schools in the US, eg have established the University Pathology Consortium, which contracts university staff to update professional information on its website, and then charges subscribers a yearly fee. 

An examination of OnlineLearning.net (OLN), the for-profit company spun off from UCLA Extension with private partners, would suggest there is a lower cost model. OLN has eschewed the computer games approach, with its high development cost,  and is using the communications capacity of the Internet, not its graphics/sound/content capacity, to ensure that distance education is not merely distance training. The OLN teachers of F2058: Internet  and Online Teaching Tools say: 

Our goal is to provide enough interaction…to make online education as good as face-to-face education in a typically large class. We strive to overcome the online limitations of using mainly text, with only a few images and a little audio (because of bandwidth restrictions: my insertion), by eliciting continual, highly active student involvement. (The Australian Higher Education, January 31, 2001, p.35)

They also provide a course manager to respond online immediately to technical queries. Those US universities which have committed heavily to online education have built on an already strong extension program relying on face-to-face short courses. New York University Online, for example, has been ‘spun off’ as a private company, but with US1.5 million from its parent, a ‘brand’ which is well-established in a heavily populated city, and it is not offering degrees, that is, ‘an education’, but work and leisure-related units in real estate and opera appreciation.

The Bates study in Canada found that 44 students were the minimum needed to turn a profit, of C$12,000 after three years. Those contemplating a move into online programs might wish to consult the Alfred F. Sloan Foundation’s report on six models they have funded in the US, which suggest that many online programs are not sustainable because high tuition, technical support and student systems support costs mean economies of scale do not apply ( Chronicle of Higher Education, 16 February, 2001).

We should, I think, in considering the future of online education, recall Professor Johnson’s argument: we did not surrender ovens when we bought microwaves. Nor did we abandon cinemas when we bought our VCRs, although it should be noted, for those concerned with pedagogy as much as strategy, that film has transmogrified into an action-oriented, special effects blockbuster genre in order to ‘jump’ cultural borders (Ted Oberg, The Courier Mail, Books Arts Movies, February 10, 2001, p.1). We add technologies, in the main, to our core institutions. There is a market for solely online education, particularly in IT itself, but in Australia and in our current markets, it is going to be hard to ‘grow’ it to the levels of the University of PhoenixOnline, that is, to develop a ‘mass market’ for a ‘stripped down’ education program whose attraction is convenience rather than quality.

Strategically, this suggests a very careful consideration of individual university strengths before committing to a ‘digital vision’ at the institutional level. It suggests, as we have consistently argued, focussing on a niche area, and on the teaching, not the technology. For the Australian university sector as a whole, it suggests a coordinated and sound investigation of how new technologies can be used to enhance our current learning environments, instead of replacing them. It suggests that rather than a dedicated institute of online teaching and learning, we need an institute that examines all aspects of post-secondary learning, including its social dimensions, which are all too often ignored by those driving a technological ‘fix’, and that rigorously tests what subjects might be best learned in what modes, for what groups of students. 

And it suggests, I think, the urgent need for a coherent national policy for post-secondary education as a whole, not just science and IT, which is developed in tandem with other national policies, on telecommunications, broadband capacity, copyright and IP, taxation, and World Trade Organisation policies, all underpinned by a recognition of education funding as a national investment. Such a policy would of course, require not merely a focus on strategic directions at the sector level, but equally critically, a statement of what a university education should mean for students, ie a philosophy of education, and attention to how and what our students learn, ie a pedagogy of higher education. 
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