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Editor’s Overview

This chapter combines a helicopter view of the higher education e-learning activity in Australia and many countries of Southeast Asia with a series of mini case studies, each oriented to a particular theme. The first theme is that of Australian universities reaching out to the world, either individually or collectively via consortia that they create (and perhaps dominate, at least initially). There is a case study of USQOnline, the online arm of the University of Southern Queensland. This is followed by a longer case study of Universitas 21 and a shorter one of Global University Alliance GUA). Although Universitas 21 gets much of the headlines, and has a role as an aspirational model, the type of universities in GUA are much closer to the mainstream of universities, and therefore the GUA case study may have more relevance if not resonance.

From the teaching-focussed point of view, there is then a case study of UniSAnet, the online system at the University of South Australia (UniSA); but many of the administrative aspects are also covered. The final case study is articulated as being from the administration-focussed point of view, but is essentially a 360° case study of NextEd, one of the earliest application service providers (ASPs). It would be interesting in future work to analyse this in more depth and compare NextEd with other global ASPs such as eCollege in the higher education space.
Any case study comes from a particular point in time, from a particular study team (whether internal or external) with their own observer standpoint, and particular access to information from the institution studied, its supporters and its critics (including possibly in some cases, disinformation). This is likely to be more of an issue where the institution studied perceives the study team as doing “competitor research” rather than an “academic study” (even if that is an increasingly vague distinction given that many universities are now in competition). Despite the long history of collaboration between UK and Australia at the governmental and agency level, there is considerable rivalry in distance learning and now in e-learning. A long-term and multi-dimensional analytic viewpoint is necessary.
In this context we are fortunate in this chapter that the lead author has given her services to provide a thorough contextualisation at the general level (following this section). We have followed our usual practice of contextualising the main body of the report with our own footnotes. The case-study sections gave particular difficulties; given the need to maintain the “flow” even when many things have changed, we have tried to update smaller points (e.g., useful URLs or a key person who retires) in situ but to leave to the end of sections some of the more substantive points (including the usual crop of closures and their implications).

Like the USA and the UK, Australia and the UK are two countries divided by a common language, especially when it comes to higher education. In keeping with our UK-centric view-point, we have explained via footnotes certain terms normal in Australian universities which may be unfamiliar to most UK readers (and indeed readers elsewhere). As part of this, readers should note that the URLs for Australian universities end with “.edu” before the “.au” (i.e., USA-style rather than UK-style).

Contextualisation by the Author

Schadenfreude is an ignoble emotion. It is also often prematurely expressed, especially in relation to visionary projects which may require a long period of time to come to fruition. It therefore gives me no pleasure to repeat the last paragraph of my 2001 paper: “The case for a networked global education system is strong. The technology exists to support it. A feasible business plan remains to be revealed.” 

Certainly, Internet projects in Australia and Asia have proliferated since 2001, as testified by the experiential studies canvassed in the 16 chapters of a 2002 text (Murphy, Shin & Zhang) on Asian online learning,
 and continued, almost obsessive, interest in the Australian conference literature on higher education. The impact of the Internet has been deep in both Australia and Asia, in transforming traditional modes of delivery and the structure of programmes. However, we are yet to see evidence of a truly global university or consortium of universities capable of “making e-learning pay”, or even covering costs. 

Yet the conditions for a global university to emerge are more powerful than they were in 2001. GATS proceeds, however slowly, to drive acceptance of education as a tradable commodity. The various free trade agreements that the USA has struck in Asia (such as Singapore) or is finalising (as in the case of Australia) provide enhanced prospects for regional operations by universities such as the University of Phoenix (UOP) Online, which has already established itself as a market leader at the national level in the USA. 

At the time the 2001 report was written, the Australian government had commissioned a study of the extent to which online provision had been adopted in Australian universities. That report is itself dated,
 with the surge in online learning as a replacement for much face-to-face tutorial time, as Australian universities seek to reduce teaching salaries in a poorly funded fiscal environment.
 However, it revealed that of the thousands of courses/programmes available in Australian universities, only 207, or 1.4%, were fully online, and 90% of these were at postgraduate level. Duplication of programmes offered online occurred primarily in business and e-commerce, although it appeared that the majority of universities made shrewd decisions in investing in fully online courses, and eschewed programmes already offered in other institutions. 

More significantly, in terms of measuring the impact of the Internet, universities reported that 54% of all units offered had some online content, mostly in the form of “Web supplementation”, i.e. it was not essential to unit study. It appeared that the majority of activity in online learning was in the fields of information technology/computer science, or in management/business courses, typically highly vocational in focus, and with a long history of part-time mature age participation. As suggested above, the figures would be much higher in 2004, although fully online courses, on anecdotal evidence of the Australian system, have not been enthusiastically embraced by staff or students. For example, the director of the Association of Professional Engineers, Scientists and Managers (APESMA, Management Education specialists) noted that online enrolments declined significantly over 2002.
 

Given the focus of the present publication on commercial e-learning operations, the remainder of this update will consider the fortunes since 2001 of the main cases covered in the 2001 study: USQOnline, Universitas21Global and Next Ed.

USQOnline

USQOnline has struggled to increase student numbers and profits through its partnerships and commercial operations. Under the new funding formula for universities, it has been unable to support the level of development projected by Vice-chancellor Swannell and Deputy VC Taylor in the 2001 study. It now offers 25 programmes, although many of these are certificate/diploma/master’s levels of the same course of study. It wrote down the value of its 47.5% stake in Indelta by A$1.5 million to less than $500,000 and has in 2004 withdrawn completely from the company.
 It is also seeking to change the nature of its relationship with NextEd. Although the university still guarantees students a four-hour turnaround time for online technical assistance, a claim I have verified myself, the move to “fifth generation distance education” is still far from attainment. One interesting observation on its online programmes is that its records reveal that only 15% of its distance students use online library resources, and most use Google to search.
 One might infer that online students are primarily seeking “convenience courses” rather than in-depth examination of a discipline area, and that investment in online library resources and local search guides, though critical from an academic and quality-assurance perspective, may not be rewarded by student use. 

Universitas21Global

Universitas21Global has had a more tumultuous history since 2001, and has been the occasion for a strident attack on the University of Melbourne, and particularly its vice-chancellor, for the failure of Universitas21Global as a commercial operation: it is, according to Cain and Hewitt (2004), “proof” of the “sell-out” of a public institution. The authors say:

Everyone with whom we discussed U21 agreed that any person or company could enter the (e-learning) field if they were sufficiently knowledgeable, had deep-enough pockets, and could negotiate contracts with various institutions to provide courses. What is more, they could, like a discount airline choosing high-density routes, cherry-pick the popular courses and retail them to students. The business and technology fields chosen by U21Global could scarcely be more crowded and competitive.
 

Certainly, students do not appear to have flocked to the only current programme, an MBA, notwithstanding the clever offer of a corporate “scholarship” of $2,000 (£1,300) if students pay with MasterCard. The choice of an MBA is itself interesting, since Gilbert was adamant in the interview for the original report that accounting would be the first programme, and enrolments in the MBA have since declined worldwide.

It is somewhat disconcerting that a consortium which prides itself on the high quality of its member universities is so poorly represented online: its newsletter is almost illegible, and navigation of the Web site itself is frustrating. However, since the removal of its secretariat from Melbourne to Singapore, marketing has become a clear focus. The cautious views of some member university representatives in the 2001 study, regarding the possibility of local face-to-face tutorials, seem to have been subsumed by determination to make the online strategy “work”. The group is advertising for staff prepared to tutor students online two to three hours per day. 27 students from Asia, Africa and Australia were said to have enrolled in the first week, and the group announced it would cap first year enrolments at 500. There is no indication that that number has been reached in the Web site information.

Global University Alliance

Global University Alliance (GUA) in 2001 was an Australian-led consortium with few programmes, dependent on existing programmes from the University of South Australia, RMIT and Auckland University of Technology. Today, its Web page leads only to broken links. One might surmise that the usual difficulties of consortia (Teather 2004) have prevailed,
 along with the “channel conflict” of institutions offering a programme both independently and through an “on-seller”. The University of South Australia negotiator in 2001, Ted Nunan, reports that GUA “is on the backburner” for all institutions involved, although interestingly, USQ offers Foundation programmes through the vehicle, perhaps as a result of the NextEd involvement in both GUA and USQOnline.
 

NextEd
In terms of wholly commercial entities, NextEd remains one of the most interesting models in the Australia/Asia context, as it evolves a business that will accommodate the demand for education in Asia, and the emergence of many local education firms in the “boom economy” of China.

Terry Hilsberg, the CEO of NextEd, has stated that Chinese colleges and universities were prepared to pay no more than $10 (£7) per student to roll out and train staff on e-platforms: they want a “university in a box”. He also reports a UK university offering a law degree in South Korea, which subcontracts all aspects of its organisation to “cheap labour” countries: for example, all marking in a subject is e-mailed to “Indian PhDs” with the result that marking costs per subject are $4 (£2.70). In another UK programme, an MBA offered in Korea with 5,000 students, teachers are flown in from Malaysia, marking is done online to India, the curriculum is from a UK university, quality assurance is conducted from the UK and Malaysia; the back office is in Malaysia, where teachers cost one-quarter of the cost of Australian teachers. For students, the fees are $2,000 (£1,300) per year. Hilsberg further contends that the UK’s QAA processes “hobble” franchising rules, which is limiting the potential of UK institutions to expand into the Asian market.
 It would be an irony if ensuring quality actually prevented UK institutions from expanding into the Asian market!
Conclusions

In conclusion, in 2004, as in 2001, I would point to the unquantifiable effect of GATS and Free Trade Agreements as critical in determining the future of e-learning in Australia and Asia. It is highly likely that already-established US entities will enter the market. They have the advantage of relaxed credit transfer policies, streamlined and efficient e-commerce back-office systems, casualised staff, a “customer focus”, and popular vocational programmes in areas of high need, especially those which assist migration to the West, such as Nursing and IT. UOP Online is a particularly likely contender. However, the possibility of Asian giants emerging to serve their own markets, in their own languages, should not be ruled out. Blackboard has announced it is developing a Chinese character version of its LMS, but there are already several Chinese LMSs on the market in China. With the number of Australian university programmes offered on-campus throughout Asia already topping 1,500,
 70% in Malaysia, China (including Hong Kong) and Singapore, it may be that face-to-face education will remain a strong preference for students, increasingly supplemented by Internet-based activities. The impact of the Internet cannot yet be gauged with any certainty; we can only observe that it has changed higher education irrevocably.
1.
Introduction

This study, the Australian-West-Pacific Rim study, seeks to examine the impact of the Internet on higher education in Australia and Asia, and the potential of the Internet for exporting education in the Asia-Pacific region. It will do so through a general assessment of the penetration of Internet-based technologies in Australian higher education, a survey of Asia-Pacific developments in relation to the distance and “distributed” education made possible by new technologies, and more detailed examination of utilisation of the internet in (a) teaching, and (b) administration/support services and subsequent changes in the structure of universities. Interpolation of case studies under these broad headings will illustrate the trends that are emerging in the region. 

1.1
The Brief

The study was tasked with the following brief:

· To provide a general description of developments in relation to Internet-based higher education initiatives in the region, with particular emphasis on contextual issues that may differentiate the region from other regions.

· To examine the ways in which the selected players are considered “leading edge”, or are planning innovative uses of the Internet, including their organisational structures and market differentiation.

1.2
Methodology

This study proceeded by interviewing key staff in the organisations selected for the case studies; reviewing available public documents concerning these organisations; and checking back with interviewed staff to verify factual issues. A list of interviewees and dates of interview is appended. The “Comments” at the end of each study are the author’s own and in many cases do not reflect the beliefs of the key staff. 

2.
Australia

On one measure, the impact of the Internet on Australian higher education may be gauged by the debate conducted in the pages of the quality press between the Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs (now the Department of Education, Science and Training), and its then minister, and university vice-chancellors, on the issue of whether universities are “in crisis”,
 culminating in the September 2001 publication of a damning, though ideologically biased Senate report, Universities in Crisis (http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/eet_ctte/public_uni/report/contents.htm).
The crisis emerged from decreasing public funding over the last decade and the tortured attempts of universities to generate supplementary income through commercialisation of research, increasing the numbers of fee-paying students (especially international students), and attracting private finance “partners” ( resulting in a “new managerialism” which is challenging both established structural patterns within universities, and the ethos of the institution that is “the university”, according to many critics such as Marginson and Considine.
 

Tait and Mills argue:

While we share many of the values of progressive educators who support innovations in independent and resource-based learning methods, it would be naïve to think that their attractiveness at institutional and governmental levels is not also based on the need to expand within constrained financial climates.

For the Department and some institutions, the Internet has opened new markets for “export education”, as well as a mode for marketing Australian institutions; see, for example, http://www.studyinaustralia.gov.au. For others, it has added an additional strain on budgets, as universities strive to gain the benefits of computer-powered administration systems and access to worldwide learning resources. For many Australian educators, it challenges both traditional teaching methods and the purpose of their teaching, as they are obliged to consider the commercial potential of their teaching role. Such concerns are not restricted to Australia, as the Kriger report (2001) prepared for the American Federation of Teachers, demonstrates
. For all Australian higher education institutions, it has offered the potential of enriching learning and deepening the university sector’s mission to contribute to global knowledge communities.

It would be simplistic to attribute the radical changes in higher education to the power of a “disruptive technology”, such as the Internet. It has rather joined other forces which, combined, have convulsed “the academy”. Such forces include the re-emergence of globalisation as an economic driver for aggregation of industry and financial services, a post-industrial economy founded on knowledge and services as new commodities, and a concomitant rise in executive decision making by university management. The higher education sector has not been immune to such forces. 

It is widely acknowledged that Australia’s longstanding experience in distance education, its relatively sophisticated telecommunications infrastructure, and its system of nationally monitored higher education, have given it an advantage in responding quickly to the technical advances which propelled the use of the Internet in education, and have given the nation’s universities an “edge” over Asian-Pacific countries, and many US institutions, in utilisation of the new communication and information technologies (CITs) for education purposes. Indeed Terry Hilsberg, CEO of NextEd, argues that there are four Australian universities which are world leaders in their commitment to the use of the Internet in export education (see below). 

However, many institutions are now reporting a more cautious approach to Internet-based education, according to a recent IDP survey, Transnational Education: Australia Online.
 This reveals that 8 of the 23 universities and 3 colleges surveyed have 1,300 international student enrolments of the 37,000 “exclusively online” enrolments, and 8,000 international students of 184,000 enrolments in “online-supported subjects”, indicating a continuing preference at institutional and individual level for hybrid delivery. 

Moreover, recent national policies on education and telecommunications in many Asian countries, most particularly Singapore, China, and to a lesser extent Malaysia, may challenge the pre-eminence of Australia’s position in “e-education”, as will be outlined in more detail below.

Evidence of the penetration of new technologies into the fabric of higher education in Australia is found in the merging of technical support services, production units and academic development units. Where those functional areas were once discrete, at least in mainstream institutions, and even, in the main, in distance-education units where curriculum design and development were conceived as staff development activities, “flexible learning centres” or “multimedia units” have widely absorbed the staff development function. 

The result is a close linking of teaching enhancement with the design, production and delivery of online teaching and learning activities. This convergence of “flexibility” with online modes has been hastened since administrative systems and evaluation of learning and teaching are now more closely and directly linked via course management systems with teaching activities. The case study of the University of South Australia (UniSA)
 is indicative of this close integration of new technologies, staff development, pedagogic changes and student support. 

Intranet and Internet services are the physical backbone of such endeavours to create a “seamless” “virtual” interaction for both staff and students within universities; however, they have also become the main mechanism for academic staff development, given the demise of the dedicated academic staff development units in most Australian universities. Web-based services have also become integral to student learning support, as increased demand and decreased funding have forced more institutions to “virtualise” their learning advice mechanisms with self-help online tutorials and stand-alone online modules. 

Australian authorities have not been immune from the enthusiasm exhibited by governments worldwide to the seeming potential for “profit” in Internet-based education. Initially this enthusiasm took the form of discouraging capital infrastructure projects in favour of wiring infrastructure in funding arrangements during the budget process. With a deregulatory ideology, government has preferred the option of encouraging the university market itself to determine the extent to which each institution will adopt online approaches to teaching and learning, although the various schemes for rewarding teaching and inter-institutional collaboration have seriously rewarded “flexibility”, which is generally conflated with “online delivery”. Following Professor Shirley Alexander’s report on the outcomes of technology-based projects, however, some of the enthusiasm for online projects was muted, as it became apparent that projected learning outcomes were rarely achieved, that projects were unsustainable within operating budgets, that individual “pioneers” were burnt out by their efforts and energy, and that projects could rarely be attained within projected time frames.
 

The consequence has been a more cautious approach amongst funding bodies regarding the likely benefits of projects. However, the disparate nature of Web-based teaching within institutions has now prompted the government to demand specific information in an institutional profiles exercise on the gradients of Internet usage at the programme level, as well as at administrative level. This information should provide a clearer picture of the penetration of the Internet in Australian higher education. It classifies online education provision on three levels: Mode A, optional Web resources; Mode B, Web-supplemented (requiring use of some Internet activities); and Mode C, wholly online (all learning interactions and resources online, perhaps with the addition of on-campus classes).

However, the Internet is not the only mechanism in the growth of “borderless education” in Australia, given the prominence of Australian institutions in global consortia, and the participation of Australian institutions in national consortia: Edith Cowan University, for example, one of the least digitised of Australia’s universities, participates in the Scottish Knowledge initiative.
 

There has been little interest in the construction of a national e-university storefront, partly because of the more restrained approach to the potential of the Internet within the federal department, and partly because some Australian universities were themselves contemplating commercial entry into the e-education industry. Were the Australian government, the federal funding department and individual universities convinced of the case, the logical base for an extension of an Australian national consortium into overseas markets is Open Learning Australia. 

2.1
Open Learning Australia (OLA)

OLA (http://www.ola.edu.au/) was established in 1992 after the government rejected a proposal to establish an open university along the lines of the UK Open University (OU). Rather than replicate the activities of the many distance-education programmes offered in dual-mode institutions, it was decided that a broker model would capitalise and leverage existing subjects, programmes and structures. This locked OLA into the delivery modes and systems of its contributing institutions and also introduced an inevitable competitive relationship between OLA’s recruitment and the recruitment activities of its members, which has hampered its operations. This competition from its own owner and provider universities was exacerbated once Australian universities relaxed their matriculation entry requirements, thus eliminating the “competitive advantage” OLA offered as an “open” entry institution. OLA was required to become self-funding after initial start-up grants expired and has struggled to expand.

Its move into Technical and Further Education (TAFE) level programmes in 1998 provided the opportunity to capitalise on the trend evident then to deliver short non-credit or modularised courses for corporate clients in the business services area. Undercapitalisation meant that it was unable to fund its own online developments at that time and was dependent on initiatives in its contributing colleges. Further, low enrolments in the period 1997(1999, and a restructuring of the membership basis into a private company with eight university “owners” (Monash, Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology/RMIT, the University of Queensland (UQ), Griffith, Macquarie, Curtin University of Technology, Swinburne University of Technology and UniSA) prevented it from moving aggressively into online delivery. In 1999, the ailing Professional and Graduate Education (PAGE) consortium of Central Queensland University, Edith Cowan, La Trobe, Macquarie, RMIT, Wollongong and the University of Auckland, New Zealand, merged with OLA. The revamped OLA has provider relationships with 14 universities, five Vocational Education and Training colleges and several professional associations, including the Securities Institute, so that 30 organisations contribute subjects or courses, which OLA now puts out to tender. 700 individual subjects are available from Vocational Education and Training (VET) to postgraduate level. Student awards are from a specific institution, and while a student may obtain credit for a major from a different institution, most students seem to undertake the majority of their studies with one provider. This obviates the standard criticism of a broker institution as exhibiting a “shopping trolley approach”, where the least prestigious institution is obliged to accept credit transfer of a large number of units and ultimately award the degree.

OLA does not itself handle the process of credit applications or transfer, as, say, Excelsior College or the University of Phoenix (UOP) in the USA, do. Students must contact the institution from which they gained any credit and arrange for formal transfer. Free guidance and counselling are provided for prospective students from OLA itself and from providers, although the latter is highly variable, as is the level of academic support from provider institutions. A three-week turnaround assignment is expected from providers, which are also responsible for assignment procedures, including examination information. Students themselves are responsible for arranging invigilation. Text books are available through an arrangement with a Sydney bookstore. Student services include optional study group contacts, and Braille and audio formats are available for some units. 

OLA outsources its library services to students through the well-established distance-education provision of UniSA for an additional fee of A$20 (£7.50) per subject enrolment, with a same day response during the “working week”. 

Fees are modest. Undergraduate units are A$425 (£159). International students incur an additional charge of A$100 (£37) per subject, as well as an overseas postal fee of A$50 (£19) per unit, but overseas students are advised that delays of postal materials may make this difficult. They are also required to pay for taping of radio or television broadcasts where these are provided as part of the teaching materials. There are four study periods per year. Online enrolments are possible, except for those deferring tuition payment through the Open Learning Deferred Payment Scheme. OLA negotiated this scheme with the government to counter the effects of deferred payment through the on-campus undergraduate student support scheme, the Higher Education Contribution Charge Scheme, or HECS, which was affecting enrolments at OLA. This has been crucial to maintenance and growth of student numbers, but is only available to domestic students, and there is a “gap fee” of A$73 (£27) per unit, which must be paid up front. 

OLA is now directly investing in the development of online support services, but its late decision to move into the online market has hampered its effectiveness, as has its nature as a broker. It acknowledges this on its Web pages: “OLA does provide optional Internet resources for some units, but aims to accommodate the needs of a wide variety of students who are used to learning in their own way. As demand for online learning grows, we will attempt to provide more innovative solutions for courses in online modes.” Nevertheless, its enrolments are healthy in 2001, and its contributing members are satisfied with their investments.
 It is unclear how successful the corporate training programmes are, although the Web site offers tailored programming, and the services of a Student Adviser for company programmes, including on-site visits.

The structure is lean and flat, with less than 26 staff, and units comprising Strategic Projects, Academic Programmes (which liaises with the academic providers), Finance and Operations (fees and student advisory services) and Business Development (marketing). 

Notwithstanding OLA’s satisfactory progress, the federal opposition, the Australian Labor Party (ALP), announced as part of its education platform for the 2001 election that it would finance a national e-university, the University of Australia Online. Reception has ranged from derision (by politicians of the other persuasion), to amazement (by OLA representatives), to cautious condemnation (Chen, 2001),
 to critiques of the socially and personally disabling effects of digital “communities of learning” (Green, 2001).

The ALP proposal, while pitched at a domestic constituency, also aimed at a commercial return from overseas enrolments; a subsequent statement aims at Australia’s gaining 10% of “global online enrolments”. It promised online education to Australians at half of current Higher Education Contribution Scheme rates for those excluded by circumstance or finance from attending university, through a combination of existing university resources, seed funding and new private financing from content developers. It would not compete with existing university initiatives, though how this would be achieved was not made clear. Nor was there any analysis of market demand for such courses, either at home or abroad.

As critics such as Chen (2001) and Ryan and Frankland (2001) have observed, the online option is not cheap, as the Illinois University study (1999) has comprehensively demonstrated,
 at least if high-quality education is intended. While those who drafted the ALP proposal appeared to believe that economies of scale would eventually prevail, US studies have found that quality teaching online is not scalable in the way that teaching with print-based materials is, which explains why DeVry University and the University of Phoenix charge more for their online programmes. Hence the aim of low cost programmes cannot be attained without subsidy, or cross-subsidy from an unproven international cohort. 

This issue of cost is not uncontroversial, however. It is undoubtedly true, as the Illinois study demonstrates, that production of stand-alone teaching materials is expensive, and as the Cardean
 example in the USA also illustrates, with costs of $1 million (£669,000) for a single subject. Yet others such as Hilsberg (NextEd) argue that the costs of content are coming to zero. However, such comments relate to simple generic products, rarely to a semester-length subject. They rarely include teaching materials which truly take advantage of the potential of the Internet to combine manipulable graphics, text, audio and video. Hilsberg argues that too many in the supply side of higher education focus on this aspect of teaching, producing sophisticated simulations, for example, when the focus should be on the interpersonal interactivity possible via the Internet. However, this too is expensive, being labour-intensive, as the higher tuition costs of the UOP Online division demonstrates. 

3.
Australia-based Global Aspirants

3.1
USQOnline

History 

One institution which has taken an aggressive and highly strategic position in relation to online delivery is the University of Southern Queensland, long-established in the domestic and international distance-education market, and supported by an outstanding physical infrastructure for print and video-based delivery modes, and by institutional policies and procedures which have secured its reputation as a mid-range university in the Australian context. 

While the emphasis in other case examples is on consortia arrangements and support commercial services such as NextEd, this USQOnline (http://www.usqonline.com.au) subsection offers a study of an institution which has carefully and strategically invested in Internet-based education as the major platform for its distance provision. Currently, distance students comprise 75% of its enrolments, spanning 60 countries, with 5,000 on-campus students. USQ has now oriented its entire organisational structure and policy towards what is called “fifth generation distance education”. 

In 1996/7, senior managers decided that the university had to make a “corporate commitment to delivering online” (according to Peter Swannell, vice-chancellor),
 and develop a strategic plan which would progressively move the institution to a digitised environment. Swannell recognised that “no university is capable of doing the telco thing in the middle on their own”, so USQ took a 25% interest in what was then a fledgling e-learning support company, NextEd, which was also seeking international investors, but needed a prominent Australian university provider on its books. Although USQ at that time had its own intranet learning platform, USQConnect, which still caters for the majority of USQ’s subject offerings, USQ was convinced that the NextEd connection would give it server coverage throughout the Asian and Middle East target markets, and a marketing advantage. 

USQOnline demonstrates the critical nature of “champions” of an “e-vision”: Swannell has been persuaded that the future is e-learning by his long-term Distance Education director, and now deputy vice-chancellor of Global Learning Services, Professor Jim Taylor. Global Learning Services combines the library, Information Technology Services and the Distance Education Centre in an integrated system. Swannell himself claims that it is no accident that he is an engineer by background, while Taylor is a cognitive scientist, and that they bring a “pragmatic” and “social engineering approach” to the task of reshaping the university to an e-learning future.

Taylor is adamant that USQ’s task has been made possible because distance education has been “mainstream activity” for the university for over 23 years, and that its Instructional Systems Design (ISD) approach, adapted from the cognitive science schools and the work of expert systems researchers such as Glaser and Reigeluth in the USA, has paved the way for a systems approach to digitisation. It is a pragmatic version of the UK Open University’s course team development system, and can draw on the skills of graphic designers, photographers, video producers, and text and instructional designers, as well as screen designers.

USQOnline was devised to take the university to the “fourth generation” of distance education, and to set the stage for the “fifth generation” (see below). It is now integrated within the university, not a separate commercial arm, although USQ previously owned a commercial arm, Indelta, which was spun off from the institution’s expertise in Web design and hosting services. USQ retains a 47.5% interest in the company.


Already, Terry Hilsberg of NextEd proclaims that “there is no US university that is within three years of USQ” in its strategic direction, systems and delivery modes. 

Nature and Structure of Partnership Arrangements

In 2000, USQ’s 23% of NextEd was diluted to 11.3%, as NextEd raised more funding in the venture capital market. Swannell reports that the university reviews its relationship with NextEd “daily”, that Terry Hilsberg, the CEO of NextEd, is a “visionary” but “totally commercially oriented”, which has led to “big clashes”, but that in fact these clashes had been excellent for the university, “because it’s a constant incentive for us to rephrase our kind of organisational structure”. “The main benefit is the commercial drive and vision of people like Terry, in terms of making us move, becoming fast, flexible and fluid as an organisation.” Nevertheless, it must be recognised that relationships with vendors are full of tension, since the really challenging aspect of the Internet is not the technology itself, but the “social engineering challenge it poses even to a fairly non-traditional institution like USQ”.

Notwithstanding the range of services NextEd can offer, from infrastructure to marketing and sales, USQ maintains “over 100 other partnering and agency agreements, varying from a service that recruits students and makes sure that the forms are filled in properly”, to public and private universities in other countries. “It is not possible to recruit in Malaysia without strong local partnerships with private institutions.” In South Africa, local tutors are still employed for some academic support, but there will be less need for that once the Internet becomes the main mode of communication and transfer. USQ currently provides in-country tutorial support online and by telephone for its students where there are sufficient numbers. 

Hence what NextEd currently provides is mirror sites worldwide, technical support (including help desk support), pedagogical advice and marketing capability “although that is still not fully exploited in my view” (Swannell). NextEd actually employs some of USQ’s students to maintain the help desk service; these students often log on at midnight or 4 a.m. to meet their NextEd commitments. Taylor believes that NextEd’s production system for loading hardware “could be more sophisticated”, and Swannell believes the pedagogical advice has resulted in subjects “of varying quality from outstandingly good to very ordinary”, although it is acknowledged that individual academics must take responsibility for some of this. 

NextEd charges 40% of the tuition fee for each subject converted to a Web version, which Swannell believes may not be “cheaper” than their own marketing efforts at the micro level, but has been cost effective given the commercial spur the company has provided to the university. 

When the USQOnline initiative on the NextEd platform was launched in Semester 2 of 1999, it attracted 40 new students. This figure increased steadily to 1,200 in Semester 1 of 2001. Both USQOnline and NextEd were also offering scholarships to encourage enrolment during that year. Since some units on campus were offered only in the online format, and some on-campus students opted to take online units, total USQOnline enrolments reached 11,838 student units in 2001, but these are not all fee paying. 

Currently, the majority of USQ’s students are still enrolled via the HECS
 system, i.e. they are not full-fee-paying students in USQOnline. The university maintains a dual system of enrolment for its fee-paying and HECS students, and students are divided by how they receive their materials, although full integration is intended. Numbers may be further ascertained by estimates of actual mode of delivery in USQ Online, with 400 paper-based students, 400 on-campus and 200 Internet-based. 

Target Programmes and Markets

USQOnline won its first international accolades for its Graduate Certificate in Open and Distance Learning, now one of its flagship programmes with about 50 students worldwide, and the winner of an AT&T Global Learning Initiative Grant in 1995. The university attracted an institutional prize for “Best Dual Mode University in the World” from the International Council for Open and Distance Learning (ICDE) in 1999, along with the award of Good Universities’ Guide “University of the Year” in Australia in 2000/1 for its technological infrastructure and support for learning. 

The university now offers 164 subjects via USQOnline, and others are offered via the intranet service, although these will be converted to the extranet. Very few programmes are administered and delivered entirely online, and USQOnline fee-paying numbers are “very small” (Swannell).

The majority of programmes are at graduate certificate level, in e-business, management, engineering, health communication, information technology, online and distance education and professional communication. Most of these also articulate into coursework master’s, as Swannell believes that continuing professional education is the biggest online market. Major country enrolments reflect those of all Australian universities, including those whose major enrolments are on campus in Australia: Malaysia, Singapore and Hong Kong. There are minor enrolments in Taiwan, some in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) which is “an absurdly difficult market”, some in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), South Africa, the Pacific Islands and Scandinavia. Northern India “has enormous potential and enormous risk”. 

In his Professorial Lecture in August 2001, Taylor quotes Internet Readiness figures from The Economist Intelligence Unit eBusiness Forum of May 2001, listing Singapore at 7th, Hong Kong at 13th, Taiwan at 16th, Japan at 18th, South Korea at 21st, India at 45th and China at 49th in terms of “Readiness for Internet-based Services”. This might suggest USQ’s target markets. Currently, offshore enrolments are primarily in Singapore (1165 in Semester 1 of 2001), followed by Malaysia (943), China (340) and South Africa (199), for a total of 3,480.

USQ has no difficulty with Intellectual Property (IP) issues; Swannell believes the university is unique in Australia in that its academic staff contracts specify university ownership of all teaching materials, a legacy of its early distance-education days. Nevertheless, staff were induced to adapt their USQConnect materials to USQOnline format through a NextEd-paid royalty scheme, based on student enrolments.

Marketing is the problem. Swannell speaks of “when we get the marketing strategy in place, the big question is how long will it take the market to build for e-learning”, and “how do you get into that environment and get the student onto the platform?” These are critical questions indeed. 

Media Mixes

The standard USQ package is a combination of print, audio and perhaps video, CD-ROM materials in some subjects, telephone tutorials through the extensive Queensland Open Learning Network centres in the state of Queensland, and even some face-to-face tutorials in the three outlier centres of the university. However, when Singaporean students demanded video-conferencing to develop some social networking, USQ added this medium to the MBA delivery to that country, “although we didn’t think it essential”. 

However, the teaching/learning paradigm is predicated primarily on independent study: it is “technologically-enabled, but socially and pedagogically driven”. Nevertheless, USQ maintains an extensive Regional Liaison Officer system in Queensland, and as indicated has some limited arrangements in some countries for local tutorial support. The “fifth generation” of distance education will eliminate these labour costs progressively, as the world and the system adapt to the technology. However, the current distribution of Liaison Officers allows the university to claim in its brochures that “an e-university is not the same as a virtual university”.

USQ offers an interactive voice response system by telephone for current enrolment status, examination results, unit information, free e-mail for its students, and for USQOnline/NextEd Web subjects, a “guaranteed rapid response”. Students rate the technical support as the best aspect of their USQOnline experience. The NextEd guarantee to USQ includes an eight-second maximum page download time, so graphics are kept to a minimum. In subjects where there is a bandwidth issue, the material is put on CD-ROM. Satellite was used 15 years ago at USQ, but is no longer used.
 

USQ currently utilises NextEd’s customised version of Blackboard,
 but is considering fully licensing the standard Blackboard package and phasing out their current system, which relies on support staff to undertake the development and “conversion” to online presentation. Blackboard adoption would provide more opportunity for academic staff to prepare and upload their own materials, although the team development system would continue. Academics at USQ were well-versed in traditional, print-based external delivery at the time of the USQOnline venture; they had also been relatively active in experimenting with new telecommunications modes such as teleconferencing and video-conferencing, which has been a significant advantage to them in developing digital versions of distance materials.

The university is progressively introducing PeopleSoft
 as its enterprise software, to support an Integrated Business Information System (IBIS), after an investment of A$10 million (£3.7 million) and with a team of 40. The student administration system on IBIS is scheduled for live implementation in 2002, as well as integration with PeopleSoft Version 8.0, a Web-enabled version. This is backed up with the Generic Online Offline Delivery (GOOD) project, an e-content management system which allows cross-media publication to different modalities, using Extensible Markup Language (XML). Hence the content producer can edit and automate the production of PostScript, PDF or HTML files at will. 

Unlike Gilbert’s game-based model of “third generation education” (see below), this fifth generation model builds on the construction of knowledge by students in online discussion groups, which are tagged and collated into a relational database searchable by keywords. Thus the tagged resources assist subsequent student cohorts. This same method will be used for administrative queries, and general information on the university and its policies and procedures, replacing a current method whereby a tutor must construct responses to student queries. It is intended that the automated response could be set up to be distributed to a single student, or groups of students, as relevant. 

Student Services

Like UOP Online, USQOnline analyses all digital data, and reports that its emphasis on the communicative aspects of the Internet is vindicated by the fact that over 75% of student online access is communication not content driven.
 Staff are not deluged with e-mails because student-student discussion is paramount, the lecturer merely reviewing, and inserting a comment as discussion progresses. 

Future Plans

Both Swannell and Taylor are convinced, and see it as their task to convince the university community, that “the future of e-learning is about a commercially viable e-enhanced, e-supported, e-surrounded environment”. The blueprint for this is contained in two Taylor documents, “Distance Education Technologies: The Fourth Generation” (http://www.usq.edu.au/users/taylorj/readings/4thgen.htm) and a “next generation” follow-on, “Fifth Generation Distance Education” (http://www.usq.edu.au/electpub/e-jist/docs/old/vol4no1/2001docs/taylor.html).

For Taylor, the first generation is represented by the correspondence model; the second by the multimedia model; the third by the telelearning model, incorporating audio and video-conferencing and broadcast TV/Radio; and the fourth by the flexible learning model including interactive multimedia such as CD-ROM and computer-mediated communication via e-mail. The latter is well-established at USQ. While each of these models has certain advantages and disadvantages, including as advantages total flexibility of access for the student and highly refined materials, for Taylor, the Holy Grail is the fifth generation, which is already in prototype. 

This is “the intelligent flexible learning model”, and is predicated on interactive multimedia online, Internet-based access to Web resources, automated response systems, and portals to administrative and teaching resources. Taylor’s model would automate most interaction between student and teacher/institution, and thus reduce the variable costs associated with increasing student numbers, whether on- or off-campus. 

Furthermore, a customer relationship management tool, or learner management system, will automate all enquiries, whether by phone, Web page or e-mail, provoking an automated response or routing the query to a human being. This will allow a tenfold productivity increase, from student-tutor ratios of 20:1 to 200:1. Already, automatic routing has increased administrative productivity by 20%. Such a change will necessitate, according to Taylor, a systematised organisational structure which mirrors the Internet itself in that it is open and non-hierarchical, democratic and experimental, networked and adaptable: a “collective brain”, as opposed to current models which separate specialist services in a bureaucratic model.

Other plans include further development of mini-applications like “cool tools”, such as “drag and drop” generic programs which will allow academic staff to select the tool, and adapt it simply to their own discipline context without labour-intensive, hands-on training. 

The pedagogical model is interactive and constructivist, but unlike the Gilbert model, it is based on a conviction that written text interaction allows for the disciplined reflection necessary to learning, whereas the games-based Gilbert model directly “constructs” virtual knowledge environments which lead to powerful learning and the generation of knowledge (see further below). 

Neither Swannell nor Taylor is sanguine about the “business” of online education. Both are concerned that many early university entrants from both the UK and Australia were over-generous in credit transfer, and cut quality in order to “sell” a qualification. This has resulted in a suspicion of distance education and e-learning.

The cost for integration of the various projects to “e-nable” USQ, over A$3 million (£1.1 million), is being met through the university’s capital development funds; with another A$5 million (£1.9 million), Swannell believes he could “revolutionise” the university. One further element of the e-vision is the plan to cover 95% of the physical campus with wireless Internet access by the end of 2001.

Comments

Like most other Australian institutions, USQ has entered the commercial arena through international ventures, including overseas campuses and joint ventures. In late 1998, it announced that it was to establish a German study centre in conjunction with Nexus Inter-University Institute and the Bretten City Council; the target was 200 students by early 1999
 and ultimately 2000 over five years. Only 20 students were enrolled at end 1999. Students were offered part scholarships to enrol in USQOnline.
 

It should be noted that the NextEd/USQOnline alliance has evoked a mixed response among academic and instructional design staff. Academics resented the dictation of their teaching strategies and practices by technologists, especially staff from “outside” the university. NextEd’s staff were often, from anecdotal evidence, at odds with the university’s own instructional designers, who had established good working relationships with academic staff, and resisted the imposition of rigid templates by NextEd instructional designers.

Moreover, the extensive capital investment in USQOnline, as well as the upgrading of administrative and support services to wire the university, and limited for-profit enrolments, have left USQ in a serious financial situation, according to many observers. Industry sources indicate that the university had failed to meet its international target by 20% in 2001, as a result of other Australian universities’ undercutting pricing. Such factors may hamper speedy movement to the fifth generation.
 

7.2
Universitas 21

History

The history of the Universitas 21 consortium (http://www.universitas21.com) as a global e-university has preoccupied media commentators since the public/private partnership with News Corporation was first announced (somewhat prematurely) in a Memorandum of Understanding in 1997, although U21 itself was formed before News approached U21. 

However, it should be noted that the vision for U21 has two distinct elements: one, the consortium relationship between the institutions as a physical network, the other the commercial arm with the publisher Thomson. There are fewer “virtual” aspects of the consortium which have proceeded as planned, and with little attention, such as staff and student exchanges, sharing of learning objects, benchmarking of courses and administrative and Internet infrastructure, and joint research activities. Some 1,200 students, according to Dr Chris Robinson, managing director of the Executive, have participated in such exchanges.

One example of a U21 joint teaching initiative is the Virtual School of Biodiversity (VSB), launched in 1998, between Hong Kong’s Department of Ecology and Biodiversity and the School of Life and Environmental Sciences of Nottingham, with partner the Natural History Museum of London. The VSB aims to construct a virtual environment for undergraduate and “professional” levels and is described as a “Web-based mechanism for mediating co-operative teaching and learning between real, research intensive universities… not primarily a mechanism for ‘distance learning’ in the traditional sense”.
 Apart from the production of innovative learning materials, the VSB has an active newsletter on discipline matters. The first joint classes began in February 2001, using video streaming and online collaboration, but according to Henry Wai, University of Hong Kong Acting Registrar and U21 Manager at HKU, the emphasis is less on joint teaching, and more on assembling teaching resources. Maintenance of the initiative once seed funding is exhausted may be problematic. The platform used is one developed by Nottingham University’s IbiS group, “Scholar’s Desktop”. The part-time positions of project manager, media co-ordinator and technical director are shared between the two universities, and the aim is to share the resources among other institutions, not to capitalise on it financially.

Professor Alan Gilbert
 came to the University of Melbourne as vice-chancellor in 1995 with a mandate for, and a vision of, “internationalisation”, broadly conceived. He believes there are three ways for education providers to capitalise on a globalising economy: 

· By replication, as Monash has done through its campuses in South Africa and Malaysia, the dangers being that an institution could be nationalised; since it is always “foreign” and can be accused of neo-colonialism. 

· Through franchising of courses, as Stanford has done in Singapore, the danger also being “foreignness”.

· Through the network model, which Gilbert adapted from manufacturing business strategies. 

Gilbert, Professor John Niland from the University of New South Wales, and the University of British Columbia (UBC) president discussed Gilbert’s ideas at a 1996 Malta meeting of Commonwealth university heads, but the idea stalled until Gilbert himself decided to invite chief executives of a range of universities along with their spouses and another staff member, to an open meeting in Melbourne, to listen to his proposal. The original triumvirate had targeted the top three to four universities in selected countries, excluding the US Ivy Leagues and Oxford/Cambridge, because of the latter’s collegial and convoluted decision-making processes. The original members of the consortium, “first class but not Ivy League” in Gilbert’s words, were McGill, National University of Singapore, Auckland, Birmingham, Glasgow, Hong Kong, British Columbia, New South Wales, Queensland, Nottingham, Toronto, Edinburgh and Melbourne. Subsequently the membership has expanded with Freiburg, Lund, Fudan, Michigan, Peking and Virginia joining, and Toronto leaving the U21 network. Up to five places are currently reserved for prestige institutions “which might join if we’re wildly successful” (Gilbert).
 Sir Graeme Davies, the recently elected chair of the U21 university alliance, notes that there were two critical elements to initial membership: a shared comprehensive syllabus, research depth and structure; and a similar management style in institutional heads, with a “progressive” vision of university futures and a strong interest in internationalisation. Davies also stresses the importance to acceptance of the “brand” of the global, as distinct from regional grouping of members.
 

In late 2001, U21 signed the U21global
 arrangement with Thomson Corporation, to exploit U21 developments through commercial online education services. At the time of writing, Peking, Michigan and Edinburgh have not decided to join U21global, but will remain as U21 members.

Although all members were initially enthusiastic about the staff and student exchange dimensions of the network, and the potential for synergies in research and advancement, they were not quite so enthusiastic about the commercial dimension, until Gilbert persuaded them that only with a partner of stature and deep pockets, could the idea of e-education work at all. According to Robinson, within universities there were “different levels of wariness” about the corporate venture, depending on the character of the administration, and the degree of innovation within the institution. At both Glasgow and Hong Kong, the Senate bodies were concerned about the reputation of their existing degrees, but were reassured by the absolute discretion granted to U21pedagogica
 to manage quality-assurance arrangements, and its separation from the Academic Boards of member institutions. 

The University of Hong Kong’s rationale for joining may illustrate the attraction of the consortium arrangement. 

First, the equity sum involved ($1.5 million, or £1 million) was not huge. Senate and Council were more concerned about the reputation of the institution, but after “voices pro and against” (Henry Wai),
 they were persuaded that “this is the trend of the future”, “although we don’t believe that e-education will ever replace face-to-face education”, but “there were places where no suitable education was available”, such as the northwest of China. In parts of China, English language programmes were taught by non-English speakers, and the approach was “grammatical rather than functional”. An e-education programme would, for example, be useful here. Because of the expense of e-education “if you’re serious about quality”, HKU felt that it could benefit from the experience of other institutions in a global consortium, since it lacked the resources itself. “This was a less expensive means of learning about e-education”, and Thomson had good resources. Also, it was a non-exclusive agreement – the university could later start its own commercial ventures or partner elsewhere. Because there was still a “question mark about the possible success of e-education”,

…if it failed, because there are matters beyond control, and of course we hope it won’t, HKU would not be the one who failed alone. If we all try hard, and it doesn’t work, we will all have failed, but we will have learned a lot. 

Further, Asia is obviously a prime target, and HKU felt that there must be an Asian partner; in the early stages they were unsure if Fudan and Peking would join. 

We somewhat felt we ought to take part. We hope we will be able to set up a model for other organisations. And we watched other joint efforts, and saw that none of them were doing the whole process, from design to assessment, they were doing bits. We recognised we were not risking our degrees, as the U21 degrees were something new.

It was carefully explained that HKU could decline to become a member of U21global, and still retain the exchange benefits of the university consortium, but “my colleagues were concerned at one stage at the prospect of becoming second-class citizens if we did not join. However, this concern proved unnecessary, so we decided to join.” 

By 1998, Academic Boards of all members had agreed to adopt parity of esteem for all member programmes, and parity of esteem for any online programmes devised by U21global. 

Dr Robinson blames the breakdown with News Corporation on “different cultures”: “we weren’t getting the kind of attention this venture deserves”. Although it was widely reported that News withdrew in November 2000, Gilbert protests that it was in fact U21 which terminated the relationship in September of that year.

Reaction from staff and students of the member institutions has not been wholly enthusiastic. In March 2001, five staff union groups demanded clarification on governance, intellectual freedom, quality assurance, intellectual property and financial details of the proposal.
 Unions were particularly concerned that the venture would delegate course design, content development and assessment to Thomson rather than member staff. Student representatives too were concerned, demanding representation on governing bodies, as in their home institutions. The Hong Kong statement at the U21 Student Network Second Annual Conference in 2001
 supports the aspirations to international collaboration possible with a consortium, but is explicit in its concern about:

· “eventual superseding of face-to-face education by Web-based delivery”

· “ability to form representative structures”, i.e. a student representative body

· “the undermining of public funding”

· “threats to intellectual and academic freedom”, specifically through commercialisation and compromise of independence

· “global disparity between higher education institutions” and an on-going responsibility for a university to facilitate “accessible universal education”

· “the threat to the integrity of qualifications” because U21global is “a speculative venture”

· “completely inadequate” current quality-assurance mechanisms 

Student and staff protest has since reduced, after VCs’ assurances that negotiations with Thomson made the tabling of documentation impossible.

One of the prime difficulties has been that some member universities have often taken the decision to be involved at Policy Advisory Committee level, effectively ruling out open discussion through Academic Boards or restricting discussion through claims of “commercial in confidence” considerations. For Davies, such expressions of concern by staff and students were ultimately beneficial, since they forced members to pay close attention to ensuring quality standards through U21pedagogica. 

At Glasgow, the Court and Senate delegated assessment of the business plan to the vice-chancellor, secretary of court, and the chairmen of the finance and audit committees, requesting advisory reports. Equity partners have used endowment and investment money to finance their contribution, to avoid perceptions that public money is being used in a risky financial venture. Finance heads conducted “normal due diligence” (Davies). At HKU, Senate was fully briefed on the option of joining the university consortium and/or U21global. Overseas student placement had proved difficult in some cases because of different fee regimes, and it was decided that U21 membership would facilitate such exchanges. 

The University of Toronto withdrew in 2001, concerned that its logo would be used in the testamur
 and advertising, and that its faculty and administration would have no control over programming or quality. Gilbert maintains that this had more to do with internal politics than any quality concerns. The University of Michigan later decided not to participate in U21global for the same reason: “we weren’t willing to license our name in this comprehensive way”,
 particularly because the member institutions will have no control over assessment. However, Michigan, along with Peking and Edinburgh, have maintained their membership in relation to staff and student exchanges and benchmarking, and Robinson predicts Michigan may yet join U21global, since a presidential transition occurred around the time of the decision. 

In early September 2001, Thomson Learning and U21, with 15 universities, announced that they had signed agreements to establish a joint venture to operate the online university, to be named U21global, with each party (i.e. the U21 universities as a group and Thomson) contributing $25 million (£16.7 million).
 By late October, Fudan University Shanghai had joined U21global (as a licensing partner).
 Five universities agreed to underwrite any shortfall in equity from the university partners. The agreements were signed after all universities completed the due diligence review of the business plan and legal documents. Davies notes that Edinburgh is close to joining the global alliance, and is “tidying up some loose ends in relation to staff development”,
 and that the Chinese government appears to be softening its stance in relation to equity investment by Peking University.

Nature and Structure of Partnership Arrangements

U21 LBG (Limited by Guarantee) is incorporated in Guernsey. The Secretariat is currently based in Melbourne; the U21global head office will be based in Singapore, to better reflect the Asian target market. The Board of U21 comprises the managing director of the company, and the CEOs of member institutions; there is a small Executive Committee. 

According to the Protocols of Association, decisions are carried by a simple majority, although activities agreed by only one-third of members “will carry the imprimatur of Universitas 21, except where one or more members wish to execute a veto”, which apparently Toronto chose not to do in relation to its decision to withdraw. Addition of new members may only be decided by a two-thirds majority at the annual meeting. The new chair (as of May 2001) is Sir Graeme Davies, vice-chancellor at Glasgow;
 Professor Gilbert was chair of the Implementation Committee established to negotiate with Thomson, and is now interim chair of the Board of U21global.
 

Members’ subscription is $25,000 (£16,700) p.a., which covers the exchange programme (currently about 80 students per year, and three academic and three general staff from each institution), and the executive costs, as well as a portion of projects such as the benchmarking project, and the learning object project begun by the University of New South Wales (UNSW), which began as a database project. The latter would be shared amongst U21, quarantining the activity from the Thomson arrangement. Thomson would be unlikely to want access to the resource bank because of the Intellectual Property issues that might arise, since the materials were initially developed before U21global was confirmed. However, the bank of materials would benefit U21 members because it amortises the high cost of developing sophisticated digital resources. 

U21 will deliver large savings to the members through the sharing of core curriculum resources; for example, Gilbert estimates they will save A$1 million (£373,900) each within three years simply by common use of learning resources currently being compiled in the databank by UNSW, with some 10 million objects collected thus far. There is no tussle over the IP rights in these materials, since they were produced by the academic staff of institutions for teaching purposes within the university member institutions, with university money.
 Gilbert estimates that Melbourne alone has spent A$10 million (£3.7 million) over the last five years, with a deal of matching funding from the faculties on multimedia materials. However, the take-up of resources among members is currently “patchy”; sharing curriculum resources is “still in its infancy among staff”. Hence Gilbert believes that rather than a common curriculum, a core curriculum with learning resources attached to that core is a better approach, allowing staff to construct their own extended curriculum. 

Each university equity member has committed to providing a minimum of $500,000 (£334,400) to U21global, although Melbourne will commit $5 million (£3.3 million), Glasgow $2 million (£1.4 million) and HKU $1.5 million (£1 million), in venture capital funding via U21equity. UNSW is to contribute $2 million (£1.3 million) and UQ $650,000, or £434,700.
 It is unclear whether Freiburg can contribute funds via U21equity, since German institutions are forbidden to invest public funds in a commercial venture.
 Thomson’s commitment is guaranteed, however, through a contract which stipulates that if the association is dissolved, Thomson may not use the words “u21”, “21”, or “university” in any other connection. 

U21pedagogica is a wholly owned subsidiary of U21 in perpetuity; U21global can offer nothing that has not been certified by U21pedagogica, which ensures the quality of programmes. This body has the accreditation/quality control function of the programmes offered, as well as assessment procedures, and will have an advisory board consisting of member university staff. It will oversee selection of students, and accreditation of subjects/courses, and though final arrangements have yet to be made, it is likely to be chaired by the vice-chancellor of Edinburgh, Stuart Sutherland,
 who is also chairing a review of Hong Kong’s higher education system. U21pedagogica will have an Academic Standards Council, comprised of quality-assurance representatives of member institutions. These may be individuals such as the deputy vice-chancellor (Teaching and Learning) according to Davies, or presidents of academic boards or senates, according to Robinson, and the group will function as the “Senate of Senates” (Davies); its officers will be responsible to the respective member senates. However, effectively, particular discipline queries and comments will be devolved to the discipline heads in member universities, according to Davies.

Individual universities will license their logos and names to U21global for a royalty fee if they participate and provide members to U21pedagogica. They may also take discretionary shares in U21equity, the corporate structure for venture capital, which accounts for the differing financial commitments from member universities. Equity members will attract proportional dividends from U21global. For Robinson, the equal equity between the universities and Thomson ensures a true partnership; he is no fan of the broker model.

The nature of individual institutional commitments is difficult to ascertain on the strength of online grey data. For instance, as at 1 September 2001, Nottingham University had not updated its list of member institutions of U21 since February; there is no front page link on the NUS home page, as there is on the University of Melbourne’s home page. The e-mail link on the NUS site is inactive. Although the vice-chancellor, Professor Shih Choon Fong, gave a “state of the university” address on 30 July 2001, capturing the university’s vision to become a “global knowledge enterprise”, there is no mention of the U21 venture. Rather the address highlights the Singapore-MIT Alliance, as a global engineering education and research initiative with five programmes, four hosted by NUS.
 The vice-chancellor also announced the formation of a commercial offshoot, NUS Enterprise, to develop programmes in entrepreneurship using industry staff. 

Nevertheless, and notwithstanding the individual entrepreneurial activities of the U21 members, the U21 Deans’ meetings appear to be highly productive in matters such as internationalisation of curriculum, research co-operation and staff/student exchanges. Davies himself is “amazed” at the progress the venture has made in two years, given the issues thrown up by global e-learning. Indeed, Davies is adamant that the apparently “slow” establishment phase with Thomson has been critical, since unlike Cardean, for example, U21 was careful to put “all the rules and regulations in place” to cover IP issues before launching any programmes. It is expected that other “clones” will copy the U21 structure. The feeling is that this attention to “logistics” will be the success factor compared to other global ventures.

Target Programmes and Markets

It is critical to recognise that there are two broad target markets; the first, which to an extent already exists, is the existing and potential students of the member institutions themselves. Students will be attracted to the physical member campuses because of their strong international programmes and global reputation. The second target is the unknown market for U21global. It is important to reiterate that the U21 venture will focus on progressive development of shared core curriculum with a bank of learning objects which can be interpolated as required into the universities’ on-campus and perhaps off-campus teaching. This is not normally to be available to the U21global venture. The online developments might ultimately enable U21 members to offer low-enrolment subjects across the consortium, which would be otherwise not feasible on economic grounds (Gilbert).

The U21global agreement targets quite a different demographic, and operates discretely from the U21 curriculum activities. U21global will develop a distinctly different suite of programmes and subjects, have a different delivery mode in the Internet, and have a distinct dedicated quality-assurance procedure. Hence there should be no diminution of on-campus enrolments at each institution as a result of the online commercial arrangement.

According to Thomson’s press release (7/9/01):

The unique structure of Universitas21 enables it to take a powerful international brand, credible quality assurance, and multi-jurisdictional certification and add Thomson Learning’s expansive content and course development experience. 

Gilbert believes that “the multi-jurisdictional character of U21global will provide its greatest competitive advantage”, because professional qualifications are becoming increasingly portable.
 

Universitas21 has devoted significant efforts to increasing the portability of professional qualifications across jurisdictions. Accountancy will be the first programme targeted. In the Chinese context, this seems an admirable choice, given increasing concern about standards in Chinese mainland accounting firms, the de-licensing of 10% of mainland certified accountants in 2000, and Premier Zhu Ronghi’s recent call to invest in foreign accounting teachers.
 Since it is an increasingly portable profession, member institutions have almost completed negotiating a core undergraduate curriculum with their national accountancy bodies. With consensus about core competencies, each programme would attract “parity of esteem” in every other jurisdiction, allowing easy mobility for U21 students at any stage of their programme. Further, U21 asked each national association to nominate what additional knowledge and skills would be required for practice in their jurisdiction; courses devised as a result of this stage would enable U21global to devise programmes necessary to operate in a desired country. Since all accountancy professional associations require minimum and mandated continuing professional education annually, the postgraduate CPE programme devised will focus on an agreed curriculum for practice in the profession, and on the subjects that each jurisdiction requires for practice in that jurisdiction. Hence the Swedish association would establish the requirements for practice in that country, and U21global would offer this course online to migrating/visiting accountancy professionals.

Real Estate and Teacher Education will be the next programmes to be analysed in this way. U21global abandoned the prospect of programmes in engineering since there was already a similar programme offered by the Institutes of Engineering in each country, “though it’s not done well” (Gilbert). There will be no early moves into arts or undergraduate programmes for U21global, according to Davies.

Under the joint venture agreement, the initial focus will be the Asian market, specifically Singapore, Malaysia, China and Hong Kong, although later targets are Latin America and Africa. Professor Gilbert cites unmet demand in Southeast Asia, which will supply U21global students. In the first instance at least, postgraduate programmes will be pitched at working professionals unwilling or unable to attend on-campus classes. Programmes are expected to begin in 2003; initial offerings will be postgraduate programmes in management and information systems. Gilbert believes there will be unmet demand of 100 million students worldwide within a decade.
 

Although English would be the first language in which programmes were developed, Chinese and Spanish language programmes would be developed in the same areas three to five years on, and also distinct programmes would be developed for the Asian and Latin American
 markets as demand and market analysis indicated. “The market will segment; we’ve worked out what we want to be in, and we aim to be the best at it.” (Davies). 

Gilbert recognises that catering for different language markets will be an expensive exercise. He is sceptical of the NextEd claim to have automated the conversion of English to Chinese, and has good authority to support this claim in the experience of Tony Bates at the University of British Columbia, in that university’s dual programme with Monterrey Institute of Technology in Mexico.
 In the UBC/Monterrey agreement, programmes are designed and developed conjointly, with developers then proceeding independently to undertake the instructional design, development and production. For this reason, Bates argues that franchise arrangements, in which the franchisee “provides cultural adaptation at both the development and delivery stages of the program”
 has major advantages in international education at the pedagogic and administrative levels, although it is not perceived as an equal partnership. Thomson also believes that teaching materials must be specifically developed for a particular language market (Gilbert).
 

The target courses are therefore postgraduate courses, a hotly contested market in which other commercial operators such as UMUC already have established positions, although not predominantly in Asia. Davies believes that established providers such as Scottish Knowledge (SK)
 do not compete with U21global, since SK’s major programmes are in oil-related corporate programmes in the Middle East. He sees no “channel conflict” in Glasgow’s membership of both U21global and Scottish Knowledge.
 Nor is the University of Phoenix a competitor, since the U21global programmes will be dedicated, where UOP’s were “mix and match” (Davies). Although individuals are the prime target, Davies says U21global “may look at the corporate market as we go along”. Such a strategy also differentiates U21global from providers such as UOP. 

With current second generation Internet technology, the business plan encompasses a pricing for a Chinese graduate programme that is one-quarter the cost of an on-campus programme (including indirect costs of living away from home), which Gilbert believes is compelling. Currently, HKU fees for their MBA programmes in Hong Kong itself are HK$100,000 (£8,600) per year, although HKU offers the programme into Shanghai via Fudan University for only HK$20,000 (£1,700), flying in HKU teachers for weekend sessions, and supplementing these with a Wednesday evening session with local Fudan staff who contextualise the degree. 

Entry to the Chinese market is likely to be enhanced by the fact that the president of Peking University is a member of Cabinet. Gilbert believes that China’s strict Internet regulation and censorship laws, which currently block access to some business and news media sites which could be considered critical to postgraduate study in some disciplines, may be relaxed “fairly quickly”.

Media Mixes/Student Support Services

There appears to be no clear consensus on the extent to which the U21global venture will be online. At Glasgow and HKU, the UK Open University model of independent media-enhanced materials supplemented with face-to-face tutorials is acknowledged as a successful pedagogical model. Both universities consider that video-conferencing, e-mail, computer-based training and class sessions as well as online materials are likely to be used. Wai believes the local institutions will be called on to provide student support via summer schools, or block intensive sessions, and assessment. A Thomson press release says the Internet will be the preferred mode, but satellite television will be used “when necessary”.


Future Plans

Professor Gilbert’s own belief in the potential of the Internet to create an interactive online “knowledge universe” based on gaming technology is patent. No university will survive without a strong commitment to online learning, hence his university’s heavy funding in this area. Only NUS among the member institutions, he believes, is as advanced as Melbourne in multimedia capacity. Gilbert has been persuaded that Microsoft’s massive investment and support of interactive gaming virtual environments will become the new educational paradigm, citing the popularity of Asheron’s Call, which boasts up to 60,000 players online at any one time. Such rich, virtual, immersive environments which allow instantaneous construction of situations, and “immensely complex universes of knowledge and extraordinary levels of interactivity”
 will, Gilbert believes, replace the mere replication of a conventional “campus” typical of virtual architecture in today’s “second generation” distance education, where the structure attempts, for example, to digitise tutorial rooms via discussion fora and e-mail groups, or to simulate laboratory work. “Second generation” is based on text rather than third-generation total visual/auditory/text environments as will emerge with further development of the technical and pedagogical environments. U21global will have a large Research and Development budget over a 10-year time frame to investigate these interactive learning environments. Local tutors may be required to assist students to move through these environments in the first instance, as guides and supporters in the MUD-like environment.

For Gilbert, the “glittering prize may be Maths 101”, a global games-based constructive learning environment with the scalability to support the employment of star professors and to permit the development of courseware and delivery standards of the highest quality. The interim U21global business plan (now under review by the Board) includes provision for $700,000 (£468,200) to $1 million (£669,000) per year for professors who will combine pedagogical skills for such an environment with discipline skills to support 24 hour a day teaching/learning activity, with the assistance of local tutors. Davies comments dryly “I’ll be long in a box” before that eventuates, and Wai observes “this has not been discussed in detail, but all possibilities should be considered, since the excitement is that higher education could start afresh” with the U21global investment. 

Gilbert has investigated NUS’s product, but suggests it is “not quite as good as the latest version of WebCT”,
 which has the added advantage of compatibility with UNIX. WebCT is the preferred platform at HKU, although there is no mandated platform. Thomson conveniently owns 40% of WebCT, although U21 was unaware of this when Thomson first approached them. However, according to Robinson, a number of U21 members are “actively looking at taking up the NUS product”. No final decision has been taken on the U21 learning platform, but Robinson is adamant that Thomson will not impose its system. 

Whatever the potential of U21global, there is no doubt that the venture depends on the physical consortium and the student/staff exchanges, as well as the forging of shared curriculum in professional areas and the sharing of learning resources via a network relationship. Davies notes that the activities of the physical network dominated the first two years of the arrangement, and will dominate again, once the “noise” of U21global subsided, and it “got on with its business”, which Professor Gilbert would progress, while Davies focusses on U21 itself. 

In relation to the implications of GATS on further globalisation of higher education, Davies says “we’ll follow the market; some countries will be defensive”. Establishing “the brand of brands” should not take too long, according to Davies, because of the existing strength of the brands involved. Promotion will not take the form of “here’s U21”, but “U21 is here, these are the institutions that comprise us”. Most member universities are sanguine about the commercial risks involved, with Davies commenting that “like any business, it carries a normal commercial risk”. The company had undertaken an “enormous amount of market research and business planning”.

Comments

Although the Introduction to the U21global home page states that the company’s “core business is provision of a pre-eminent brand for educational services”, it is unclear whether the brand is in fact “pre-eminent”; it is also unclear the extent to which the delays in negotiations with a publishing partner have dented its capacity to sell the brand internationally. 

Thomson believes that the brand names of the institutions involved will be sufficient to attract “brand conscious” students in the target countries, although it should be noted that that premise has been found wanting in relation to the unknown brands of Cardean and Fathom, virtual universities with contributions from prestige US institutions. 

Further, although Sir Graeme Davies has stated that “multinational corporations are developing strategies for accessing an increasingly lucrative global education market”,
 there is no evidence that global education is “lucrative” other than for corporates involved in IT certification programmes.
 

Undoubtedly, one of the constraining forces on the consortium’s financial aspirations is the visionary ( some argue utopian ( pedagogy promoted by Gilbert as the Founding chair: “third generation” interactive games-based total learning environments. It was rumoured that this underpinned the reluctance of News Corporation to continue the relationship, since News’ executives had a more immediate time-frame for delivery, and an existing satellite platform which could easily support more conventional delivery modes such as video lectures. It is also likely that other consortium members are less than convinced of the potential and long-term nature of this “third generation” of learning tools. They appear to prefer capitalising on current technologies for shorter-term returns.

The unwelcome media attention attracted by U21global has been exacerbated by other entrepreneurial activities undertaken by the University of Melbourne, and the controversial position taken by Professor Gilbert over commercial funding options for the university. One of the university’s early commercial ventures, Melbourne University Private (MUP), has failed spectacularly. Founded in 1998, it failed to attract more than 100 students, lost a Defence Department training contract, lost the university over A$10 million (£3.7 million), and gained the Victorian Auditor-General’s disapproval over its auditing practices, along with a state review of its commercial and international activities.
 In July 2001, Gilbert announced that it would “merge” with a more successful University of Melbourne commercial operation, Melbourne Enterprises International (MEI), which will take the MUP name. Importantly, this gives MEI degree-granting powers. Currently, MEI’s largest funding source is Australian government aid projects and Asia Development Bank projects, followed by the Hawthorn English Language Centres.

The activities of the university have been strongly queried in a federal Senate investigation into funding in Australian higher education, where a number of MUP’s clients have been questioned. 

Rear Admiral Gates, Commander of the Australian Defence College, has noted that overseas students are simply not attracted to the idea of a university degree awarded by a for-profit company, from a country where for-profit companies are not normally involved in university education.
 A recent Boston Consulting Group investigation of the potential of MUP’s courses also noted the possibility of loss-making professional training because of the “vagaries of a contestable market”.

The new entity has a senate of senior academics of the parent university, who will develop courses and then submit them for quality assurance and accreditation to the University of Melbourne academic board. The new entity would focus on communications and information technologies, English language testing and training, leadership and management, and energy and the environment. Thus far, MEI’s most successful venture has been its chain of English language schools; it has purchased existing schools, and plans at least 30 sites, adding to its Edinburgh School of English. It will particularly target cities with a member university of U21, such as Dublin and Vancouver, but is also considering Taipei, Budapest, Jakarta and Tokyo.
 

In any event, U21global represents merely one facet of the entrepreneurial activities of Melbourne, and of the other 21 consortium members. Wai is correct to argue that each institution will learn much from the processes involved in getting to this stage, and even more as the online venture is implemented.

3.3
Global University Alliance

History

NextEd, and in particular Terry Hilsberg, provides a common thread in many Australian and Asian online ventures, including the Global University Alliance (GUA; see http://www.gua.com/). GUA was the brainchild of two people: Auckland University of Technology Vice-chancellor Professor John Hinchcliff,
 who envisioned a “one-stop shop” online university, and Terry Hilsberg, who suggested capitalising on Hinchcliff’s personal network in technology-oriented universities in Australia to enter the Chinese market and to invite international
 institutions into GUA to ensure a “global” coverage. 

GUA was launched in October 2000 in Hong Kong, as a “mixed model of broker and consortium” (Dunkin)
 of “middle ranked universities”. It consists of the Auckland University of Technology, RMIT,
 University of South Australia (UniSA), the University of Derby (which offers a range from further education to postgraduate programmes), the University of Glamorgan, the University of Wisconsin(Milwaukee, Athabasca University, George Washington University, the International Business School (Hogeschool Brabant) in the Netherlands (which has since withdrawn) and Rochester Institute of Technology (USA, also withdrawn). RMIT and UniSA have been the most active since they are offering the flagship programmes.
 The reasons for other institutions’ relative inactivity are complex: Athabasca is inexperienced in international education,
 and Rochester had little experience in distance education. Hence, some universities which expressed interest fell by the wayside as planning developed over 18 months. GUA had learnt from the California Virtual University failure
 that a low-key launch was advisable, and thus the consortium has never attracted the somewhat hostile interest that U21 has suffered.
 

Its CEO was Ms April Hu, but she is “no longer associated with the Global University Alliance”. Her current role is “to develop new product services with NextEd to approach the English Language Training and Corporate Training market, as VP, Business Development, NextEd Limited”.
 Its chair is the chancellor of the University of Derby, Sir Christopher Ball. 

As previous cases have demonstrated, such projects require champions, and while Hinchcliff and Hilsberg played this role originally, the impetus to launch GUA speedily came from the then-deputy VC of RMIT, present VC Professor Ruth Dunkin, and the VC of UniSA, Professor Denise Bradley. Both institutions had programmes which were considered marketable, and in addition, UniSA had extensive and valuable distance-education systems and experience. 

By 13 October 2000, The Hong Kong Economic Journal was reporting student numbers of 42, and noting that courses were available in commerce, economics and management, along with corporate training. George Washington’s online newsletter Connect 11 (2) of November 2000 stated that the entity would offer 24 award courses and 100 subjects in its first year, an ambitious target. 
 As is usual in such ventures, initial predictions of numbers of courses and time-frames of achievement have not been achieved.

Structure of Partnership Arrangements

GUA is an international company of 10 universities “using interactive Web and data-based technologies” and an online “integrator”, NextEd; each university and NextEd hold the same number of shares. The company was based in Hong Kong, because of the focus on the North and Southeast Asia markets, but has now relocated to Australia. As Dunkin explains it, the critical point was forging relationships with “like institutions”, and pushing the discussions to fruition by moving to establishment of a “legal entity” which quickly “crystallised” potential difficulties. These were then debated at length, and the “potential legal minefields” of an alliance were ironed out. The two Australian institutions have taken the lead in offering programmes because they had “outstanding” experience in understanding the market, “responding to the technical possibilities and investing in the infrastructure” (Dunkin). Dunkin also stresses the importance of close control over the planning processes, and the ability to change business plans as the external environment changes, and market intelligence indicates a different approach is required.

The inclusion of NextEd as an original shareholder ensured it a place on the board, and provided a critically important commercial perspective that allowed GUA to focus on the demand side, rather than “the usual supply-side approach of universities” (Dunkin). NextEd was subsequently chosen as supplier of the technical and learning platform and marketing, and arranges the distributor associates in offshore sites, which may be private or public institutions. This arrangement ensures that country regulations regarding recognition of degrees are met, and these institutions provide facilities such as computer access in learning centres distributed in high-demand areas. The centres will be fully equipped with all communication features, similar to those established by the World Bank in the African Virtual University project, and they will also have technical and academic support tutors. 

At present, the three most active universities are offering their own programmes via GUA. However, it is intended that students should be able to access a greater choice of subjects through cross-crediting, and that GUA will ultimately offer “co-branded awards”. Dunkin says it was clear in 1998 that the pure broker model was dead, given the demise of the California Virtual University and the restructuring of Western Governors’ University.
 GUA’s semi-brokering arrangement is the critical difference from U21, which is establishing wholly distinct structures and processes, including accreditation processes, for its activities. Member universities logos are not to be used on the GUA site except in the form of a link to the institution, and testamurs will indicate that the award is issued by “the member university”, with GUA as “the organisation that delivered the programme”. GUA itself has no accrediting authority, and hence the consortium avoids problems associated with the U21 venture, where accreditation is undertaken by the consortium itself, and the credibility of the consortium must be established “in the market”. 

Each GUA member institution was required to establish specific policies and procedures to guarantee quality and standards in respect of the GUA courses it developed/offered, but in some cases these appear to be still under development, as at the University of Derby. Quality processes must focus on:

· system design

· programme design approval and review

· management of programme delivery

· student development and support

· student communications and representation

· student assessment

Although the University of Derby mentions membership in GUA on its home pages as indicative of its global connections, there is no link to GUA, nor is there a logo such as Universitas 21 members post on their institutional home pages.
 However, Derby has posted its QA processes for the GUA activity. They proclaim the commitment of the university to the same Academic Quality Assurance processes as in other taught programmes, i.e. through Academic Board approval, and all other processes follow the university’s policy regarding distributed learning for its own programmes. It also includes provision for arrangements with NextEd as an agent in collaborative provision. Although the policy makes clear that academic content must be validated through university processes, along with production quality (to be verified through the Centre for Educational Development and Media), there is no equivalent policy regarding the support services to be available to students, except in respect of examination /study centres and the general Learning Services Commitment of GUA as a whole. For Dunkin, there is a two-level quality-assurance process: because these are early days, it is natural that “institutional quality processes are stronger than those of the consortium”, which are being developed as issues arise. 

All interviewees mentioned the issue of “channel conflict” resulting from the individual commercial aspirations of member universities, and existing commercial arrangements with organisations such as OLA,
 and offshore institutions which had established exclusive arrangements to offer, say, RMIT or UniSA programmes. Any conflicts would be “debated vigorously” (Dunkin and Kenworthy) at board level, to decide whether particular niche market segments (by country and programme) would be avoided by GUA as a consortium. 

Unlike the situation at Melbourne and Queensland, there have been no staff or student concerns expressed at RMIT, UniSA or Auckland in relation to GUA membership, as staff readily accepted that each institution’s survival depended on commercial international activities, and the institutional climate was focussed on strategic decision making. GUA membership was simply one strategy among many adopted by the institutions. 

Target Programmes and Markets

Given the very applied nature of member institutions, it is unsurprising that GUA is targeting “practical and vocational” courses. GUA has already initiated an MBA programme from UniSA, and a Bachelor of Applied Science in IT and Multimedia is offered from RMIT, the latter having already been developed in online mode for OLA. A nursing education programme is in development. Other courses are a Graduate Diploma and a Graduate Certificate in Web Development (RMIT); a Certificate in Internet Alive and Web Alive (Auckland), and a BA Hons in Business Studies (University of Derby). Courses are advertised in management, education, environment, business, commerce, health care, law, engineering, science, it, electronics and marketing.
UniSA was well-placed to offer the MBA as an early GUA programme, since they had a well-established programme (http://solomon.citywest.unisa.edu.au/abded-2.nsf), and it was also offered (though not wholly online) in Mandarin, with 28 students graduating in Taiwan in 2001, and 670 new students this year [2001]. The university had extensive experience using online and block teaching with print and other supplementary materials in Singapore, Malaysia and Hong Kong. 

Currently, grants of $5,000 (£3,300), half the cost of tuition in one programme, are used to entice enrolment. Texts are not supplied as part of the fee. Appropriate “price points” occupy the board (Dunkin); it has been critical that GUA take an early-mover approach, and pricing (in relation to the educational products offered by individual members on their own account, and in relation to other providers) is a significant issue. “We price towards the top of the market”, according to Professor Helen Praetz, PVC Teaching and Learning, RMIT; however, the market expectation appears to favour lower prices for online programmes. Nevertheless, GUA programmes will be attractive because of the excellence of the support services available; it is acknowledged that this, rather than the reputation of the universities involved, will be the differentiating factor.
 The university will build on the strength of its Learning Connection project (see below). 

Student Support Services

GUA has taken seriously NextEd’s advice on learning services guarantees and customer relationships. There is a Learning Services Commitment posted on the Web site (http://www.gua.com/shell/student_benefits/5.asp), covering course counselling; guaranteed minimum service standards for both technical and academic support; and guarantees that “you will be provided with appropriate instruction and resources to develop the skills needed to succeed in higher education”, that “learning outcomes will be explicitly identified along with the means by which to achieve them”, and that “they meet market requirements”. There is also a guarantee that staff are “well prepared and experienced” in the use of technology in teaching. (One might note the unique nature of this undertaking in higher education.) The support promised is 24-7 by fax, telephone and e-mail. GUA will direct prospective students to “quality ESL providers” for English language courses, and will be offering such courses themselves in the medium term. Provision of library services depends on the course/institution. These services, with the exception of library provision, are all inclusive. At UniSA, the plan is to submit assessment items back to the originating university after local examinations.

One critical element is scalability of academic services. The University of Maryland University College (UMUC) has online classes of up to 25 students and reports success at this level, while the University of Phoenix and DeVry mandate no more than 10. For GUA a higher number will be critical to business success, so GUA is watching with interest USQ’s “fifth generation” developments, promising increased scalability through automation. 

An interesting side issue is that while RMIT and UniSA have been at the forefront of the move within the ATN university network
 to develop the concept and application of Graduate Capabilities as a standard feature of university studies, they have not imported the concept into the GUA framework. Indeed, Paul Kennedy (RMIT) says integrating the Capabilities into the intranet “is so far down the track it’s not visible”, while Nunan admits that the full range of UniSA capabilities poses a difficulty for offshore online programming, especially with third party delegation. This would seem to suggest that the concept of Graduate Capabilities is likely to be both difficult to explain to international students, and difficult to assess in an off-campus, online situation. 

Media Mixes

The decision to use Web-based technologies was based on an original belief that traditional distance-learning methods were inadequate to promote a global presence, and that online technologies would provide “an easy, pain-free way to achieve a further degree”, as the Web site still proclaims. As indicated above, the intention now is to offer mixed mode delivery. GUA is “committed to being the premier global provider of the highest quality university accredited education”. 

GUA will rely on the Internet for communication; the arrangement with NextEd ensures a network architecture that spans 13 countries. Students are not provided with an ISP, but are directed to partners; in China the portal partners are ISPs and telecommunications companies. 

The NextEd template (based on Blackboard) initially required manual conversion from the UniSAnet platform (see below). A software program now automates this conversion.

For Professor Praetz, the GUA online activities dovetail well with RMIT’s Teaching and Learning Plan, which emphasises the importance of flexibility in course presentation to align with changing student needs. The university is not committing to becoming “virtual”; it anticipates a mixed mode in most programmes, even those designated “distance”. At UniSA, the pedagogical aspects of online delivery have been equally important in considering GUA processes. Interviewees at RMIT and UniSA with experience in distance education and student learning needs expressed the opinion that while the original plan might have been for wholly online delivery, market surveys and “common sense” dictated a revision of this to incorporate face-to-face local tutorial support. This is also the conviction of Hilsberg, and is the basis of his company’s business and pedagogical strategies. Professor Praetz will argue vehemently for formal training of local tutors through RMIT’s own Certificate in Tertiary Teaching. 

Future Plans

Like the University of Melbourne, individual member institutions are commercialising their operations on a number of fronts apart from their consortium ventures. 

RMIT, for instance, announced that it was entering an arrangement with Austrade, the Australian government trade promotion agency, to establish the first “public sector corporate university”. (Deakin University already has interests in a private-sector corporate, Coles Institute, which has operated on a low key basis since 1999.) The providers supplying services, both educational and structural, are RMIT University itself, its commercial arm RMIT International, the GUA consortium and NextEd. 

Because Austrade has staff worldwide, the Institute needed a “distance” oriented solution to its internal education and training activities, which could be provided through the dual sector (higher and further education) provision offered by RMIT. 

Austrade’s director, Charles Jamieson, noted that it was the complementary components of RMIT’s experience in corporate education and training, the academic network offered through GUA, and NextEd’s technology which convinced them to work with the consortium. It is apparent that the venture is building on the synergies RMIT sees between its activities and partners in GUA, illustrating the commercial potential of consortium membership for individual institutions, as well as the benefits for NextEd in deepening its relationship with various consortium members. 

According to Christine Fitzherbert, the Austrade Institute illustrates the three key elements of a virtual organisation: education and training, research and development, and an academic network. 

RMIT has also established the RMIT International University Vietnam.
 At the University of South Australia, the expectation is that their programme through GUA will be at break-even point within two to three years. 

Comments

One of the interesting aspects of GUA’s activities has been the lack of media criticism and staff/student dissent that characterised reactions to U21. Gilbert puts this down to the “much lower ask” of the GUA universities in respect of investment, the fact that they were not partnering with a major commercial company, that NextEd was trying to be “an invisible, friendly partner”, and that the pedagogy was based on “very conventional materials”. 

GUA is still in “embryonic” phase (Kenworthy), so it is difficult to estimate its fortunes. However, the withdrawal of the office from Hong Kong, the lack of student numbers, and the apparent lack of real interest among non-Australasian consortium members, as well as their “channel conflict” with recent national online consortia such as the UK e-University and the Canadian Virtual University,
 would indicate that GUA faces a challenging time.
 

4.
The Asia-Pacific

While much is made of the potential for Internet-based education in Eastern Asia and the Sub-Continent, it should not be forgotten that in the Asia-Pacific region, the major “business” of education is occurring within physical campuses. Further, throughout Asia, the attraction of the physical campus, and the prestige of the on-campus degree remains strong.
 Henry Wai, Acting Registrar of HKU, notes that his university’s Continuing and Professional Education unit handles 100,000 students a year, and most prefer a face-to-face class despite the difficulties of commuting to the campus in the Western district of Hong Kong.
 

On-campus programmes therefore continue to attract both undergraduate, postgraduate and continuing education students to Asian education providers, and middle class parents continue to prefer sending their children to overseas institutions if possible, as much for the experience as for the qualification gained. While the USA remains the major destination, Asia contributes the vast majority of Australia’s international students to onshore Australian campuses, and to branch campuses. The latter are jointly owned with local partners, such as RMIT’s International University Vietnam (http://www.mpu.rmit.edu.au/), which is planning a chain of 10 learning centres, and Monash’s Malaysian campus. Curtin plans a Sarawak campus by 2002.
 Another model is the “twinned” campus, with programme arrangements for transfer of students to Australia, after one or two years of domestic study. 

In 2000, there were over 153,000 international students in Australia. About 34,500 international students were studying in offshore Australian campuses in 2001(AVCC figures). 

Indonesia remains the major offshore market, with Singapore slightly behind, followed by Hong Kong and Malaysia. Japan, South Korea, India and China form a middle band, with around 9,000 students each in 1999. Business, administration and economics constituted the largest study field, with nearly 50% of all enrolments.

As an example of the significance of onshore arrangements, the University of Central Queensland, a major distance provider, boasts a 24% international enrolment at over 5,000, yet a large proportion of these (3,300 students) are onshore in Australia.
 Nor does it seek to attract all these to its small-town remote Rockhampton campus. It has established with its partner Campus Group Holdings, a joint venture company, Campus Management Services, which operates a suite of mini-campuses, in rented premises in major capital cities and at the tourist centre of the Gold Coast.
 In Sydney alone, it has 2,000 overseas students.
 Further, overall DETYA statistics for 2000 show on-campus figures of two to three times distance/multimodal enrolments ( with 6,242 on-campus to 1,732 distance Malaysian students, 7,197 on-campus to 3,820 Singaporean students, and 837 on-campus to 172 distance students from PRC.
 

Although the numbers of distance students residing in Southeast Asia and enrolled in Australian institutions have increased over the past three years to 9,300, most Australian institutions still prefer the model of combining distance materials (mostly print-based) with block teaching sessions in overseas countries; online technologies are used for e-mail communication, discussion boards, and Web links to resources, to supplement and enrich print materials. This approach is supported by recent research by Curtin International on Singaporean attitudes to Australian institutions compared with those of other export education countries. The research revealed that prestige US institutions were most highly recommended to potential students (by 34%), Singaporean universities by 23%, Australian universities (RMIT, the University of New England, Curtin and USQ) by 19%, and UK universities (Oxford, Cambridge, Manchester and Warwick) by 17%, although overall Australia ranked fourth after the USA, the UK and Singapore. This survey is significant because it included not only current students, but employers, multinational companies and government staff. It also concluded that some twinning programmes were more characteristic of distance programmes, “considered a last resort in Singapore”.
 

Other activities germane to the Asia-Pacific area include Australia’s commitment of A$200 million (£74.8 million) over five years to the World Bank’s Virtual Colombo Plan (VCP), bringing online education to Africa and the Asia-Pacific.
 Since a number of Australian institutions are sponsoring some components of the project, these universities may gain a market advantage through their VCP activities, particularly in teacher education programmes.
 

While private providers like the University of Phoenix eye the Asian market, the US government is still taking a low-key approach to exporting US education. The federal education department, for example, is working with the 21 Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) members to develop a model for best practice in education technology and online language courses, with a small investment of $2 million (£1.5 million) in 2002. The plan is to work with the Asia-Pacific e-Learning Alliance,
 a group of 10 computer companies including AOL Time Warner, Sun Microsystems and Fujitsu providing their technical support and policy advice.
 

However, with the increasing commitment by Singaporean, Korean and Malaysian governments to the promotion of higher and further education (and particularly distance education) within their own countries, the continuing ability of Australian institutions to attract large numbers of students from these countries must be in question. Indeed, onshore Australian enrolments have now spawned a drive for a reverse flow. Australia currently sends about 250 students per year to Asian higher education providers on exchange programmes. The Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC) is now proposing a tenfold increase. Meanwhile, the Malaysian Australia Foundation and the Malaysia Australian Alumni Council are proposing to raise A$500,000 (£187,000) to entice more Australian students to that country.
 China has also announced moves to encourage more foreign students to its universities: over the period 1978(1999, China “exported” as many students to overseas campuses as it “imported”, about 340,000.
 It wants to increase its own export education activities.

Like Western systems, Asian higher education systems are undergoing major reform processes, with “corporatisation” of public universities becoming government policy in Malaysia as a component of “Vision 2020”
 and privatisation of higher education extending in China, Thailand and Korea. In Hong Kong, the Chinese University of Hong Kong even suggested full privatisation of the university through an initial government endowment, although the amount requested, HK$100 billion (£8.9 billion), was rejected by the government.
 HKU, for example, offers a distributed MBA programme into China, flying staff into China for weekend class sessions. One-third of HKU’s postgraduate research students now come from the mainland, where research degrees are still prestigious. 

As countries seek to expand their systems to mass higher education provision, open and distance delivery has been seen as a major mechanism for expanded provision. For many experienced distance practitioners in Asia, such as Jegede and Shive,
 this provision has an access and equity agenda, and must meet the low cost needs of the bulk of the population. However, online education has questionable potential at the access/equity end of the degree market, and provision is therefore aimed at the expanding middle class working professional market, particularly those already employed by international companies. Asian providers, both public and private, are alive to this potential, given the drive to increase self funding. For HKU, online education has more potential in specialist areas such as Korean language, or at the postgraduate level, because graduates have already developed the “conceptual skills” needed for online learning in a global environment.

According to Hilsberg, it is the Chinese private entrepreneurs who currently dominate the education market throughout Asia, followed by their Indian counterparts;
 they are aiming at the low end of the market, because price elasticity of demand is 1, and thus prices of HK$100 (£9) per subject are charged by the entrepreneurs (who license non-accredited degree subjects from US e-learning vendors such as UNext, particularly in IT).

India

NIIT, established in 1982, for instance, has 1,978 learning centres in Asia, 950 of them in India, and operates franchised two-year colleges in a number of vocational areas, generating an enormous cash flow for further expansion and investment. In 2000, it had 280,000 students; in 2001, 350,000,
 although many of these appear to be attached to its school tutoring operation. It operates 60 “factories” in Hilsberg’s term, with each of the 600 instructional designers and multimedia specialists who design and develop its teaching materials at salary rates of $10,000 (£6,700) p.a. It is strongly committed to the “brick and portal” hybrid model in Singapore, Hong Kong, India and Thailand, as well as in the other countries in which it operates, such as Zimbabwe and China.

Hilsberg also nominates ITIL, ABTEC and Software Solutions as others to watch in Asia. It is also of note that Indian e-learning platform companies are entering the US market directly: eWebUniversity, for example, offers a proprietary application combining learner management systems, a portal, asset management and e-learning tools, along with technical certification courses in Java, Microsoft, Oracle and other IT products. Its headquarters are in San Jose.
 

Malaysia

In Malaysia, 11 public universities have formed the private Universiti Terbuka Malaysia (Unitem), specifically dedicated to distance learning, and established in 1999. The brief is to use new technologies and work with the acknowledged expertise of the UK Open University. Unitem will base its pedagogy on a hybrid delivery model, using print, video-conferencing in Telekom learning centres, and the Internet.

Although the Malaysian Super-Corridor was to be the base for a massive Internet-based education and training project, the collapse of the Asian economy in 1997 has slowed initial plans. The Malaysian government’s decision to extend its loan scheme to students enrolled in private colleges in Malaysia might deter many potential students from considering online programmes. In 2000, government loans were extended to students of 237 private institutions, more than doubling the numbers of students accessing loans for Malaysian higher and further education to over 16,000. A HECS-style system will be in operation from 2002.

South Korea

In South Korea, nine online universities already offer courses, with seven more due to open in 2002, one specialising in computer games management, digital music and international computer programming. In-sung (2001) provides an account of some Korean initiatives in online and distance higher education. The government instituted a Virtual University Trial Project (VUTP) in 1998, with 25% of higher education institutions and some private companies collaborating to test development and efficacy of various distance methodologies, mostly satellite broadcasting and video-conferencing. Korea’s higher education sector is highly privatised, with some government support for private institutions.

The Korean National Open University (KNOU)
 is administered separately from the other public institutions, and as In-sung concedes this has “contributed to the failure to establish high social recognition of KNOU and weakened KNOU’s competitive power in providing high quality education”. Indeed, the graduation rate is less than 10% of enrolments, explained by a lack of any individual support, and a requirement that students take six or seven subjects per semester. In-sung also notes that 80% of students enrolled in “virtual” subjects offered by the VUTP trial project were already enrolled as on-campus students. In-sung writes that “fewer than 20% were adults who took the subject on a part-time basis.” KNOU is not permitted to offer postgraduate programmes: it is considered an access and equity institution. It has digitised and made available via the Web its TV and radio materials, though usage has “been lower than expected”. 
 Factors affecting this are slow access via home computers due to ISDN bandwidth restrictions, a lack of computers in the 13 regional and 31 local learning centres and high telephone costs. Further, students were not keen on contributing to discussion groups, so the Internet was mostly used for downloading resources, not communication. KNOU policy for 40% of subjects is that eight hours’ attendance at learning centre tutorials is compulsory. In-sung concludes that Internet-based training is more advanced in the corporate universities such as Samsung Cyber University, and the chaebol companies with internal training units.

One of the first surveys of online students’ attitudes was conducted in late 2001 by the Korea Consumer Protection Board. Almost half of the students were unhappy with their experience, complaining about misleading advertising and poor services. English language programmes constituted the largest enrolment group, and convenience was the major attraction of online education.

China

China’s first online university project was launched at Human University in 1998, and has been extended to Peking University, Zhejiang and Qingha, although it is reported that 40 private online universities enrolling 50,000 students have been established.
 The government has committed strongly to online education as part of its access agenda, given the rigorous selection of on-campus institutions and excess demand. Limited bandwidth and cable infrastructure in China, as well as the longstanding broadcast pedagogical model of China Central Radio and TV University, have dictated that Internet-based delivery is distributed in “local teaching centres” to classes of students. 

This is the model used by Qingha University, which offers postgraduate management, law and computer science degrees, and which had enrolled 2,500 students by 2000, for fees of $480 (£320) to $600 (£413) per year. By contrast, the online division of the People’s University of China, Renmin, enrolled 6,000 in 2000, with fees of $1,000 (£670) to $2,000 (£1,300) per year. Many universities rely on collaborative arrangements with private companies: Peking and Fudan both work with the publicly listed university spin-off technology company, Tongfang, although privatisation moves are hotly contested. Tongfang is licensed to resell WebCT, and Qingha University has undertaken to promote and develop a simplified Chinese character version of the WebCT learning platform for Tongfang.

 Thus far, Peking University is reported to have invested $8.4 million (£5.6 million) in developing its online activities. 

In Hong Kong, WebCT is the major platform “because there is no organised resistance group” according to Professor David Murphy, Open University of Hong Kong (OUHK),
 and the company is redeveloping its Chinese language version, in conjunction with Tongfang, but there is some question about the feasibility of this. OUHK has approximately 100 subjects online, mostly in the form of PDF material files and a discussion board, although there are several highly sophisticated programmes, particularly in IT.
 

In particular provinces of China, targets for increasing access to higher and professional education are even higher than national targets. In Guangdong, for instance, a new five-year lifelong-learning plan calls for increasing higher education access to 18(24 year olds from 11.35% to 16%, where the national goal is 15%. The target will be met by increasing online access, and doing this in private institutes. In relation to the latter, China is reported to have committed to opening its higher education sector to more private investors via joint foreign and local degree programmes, and to raise funds through government bonds. According to Dr Wei-Yuan Zhang,
 visiting scholar at OUHK, 30 provincial universities have recently been granted online “licences” to offer degree programmes. Dr Zhang is adamant that automatic translation programmes are ineffective, and while research articles can be made available for independent study in English, teaching/learning interactions must be designed “from scratch” for Chinese learners. Dr Zhang also believes most coursework postgraduate students will have to learn in Chinese, since their English-language facility is low. This would suggest that China may seek to expand its own online programmes quickly.

Japan

While government has supported the University of the Air as a distance-education institution in Japan,
 and there are a number of private institutions offering some distance programmes, distance enrolment figures remain low, at less than 8% of total enrolments in the four-year universities. In private distance programmes, a full 30% of enrolments are school leavers excluded from conventional programmes by rigorous selection; in the University of the Air, 50% of the population are adults in the 30(50 range, and most are unemployed. Although there have been some moves by government to encourage further expansion of distance postgraduate education opportunities, strict regulation of the sector has also been introduced in order to ensure quality, with a stipulation of teacher-student ratios of 1:20, and a recommendation for entrance examinations. There was minimal use of the Internet in studies reported by Suk-ying and Aya (2001), with less than 10% of institutions reporting either infrequent or occasional use. Cost and lack of human resources and staff skills were given as the major barriers. Dr Zhang believes that Japan is limited in its capacity to move quickly to Internet-enabled education because of both cultural and technical issues: the value of postgraduate degrees is not measured in terms of financial return, so fee-based provision will meet resistance. ISDN costs are expensive, and will militate against uptake of the Internet for extended time services such as education.
 

Open Universities in Pakistan and India

In Pakistan, the Allama Iqbal Open University, founded in 1974 and modelled on the UK Open University, already has 1.2 million fee-paying students, who contribute 83% of budget. It rents school and other training providers’ premises for study centres outside school hours, but its vice-chancellor does not believe that even with distance education it can meet escalating Pakistani and neighbouring states’ demand, and that private providers will become increasingly important. In 2001, it plans a pilot online education venture in partnership with a private university, initially targeting short courses in IT, and introducing administrative procedures such as online enrolment. The university currently charges its mainly housewife and working adult students only $259 (£173) per semester, compared to $1,554 (£1,049) at a “popular” private university. 

Pakistan also intends to establish a Virtual University using broadcast TV in 2002, offering IT undergraduate degrees in Urdu and English, and moving online by 2003.


Meanwhile, Indira Gandhi Open University is also expanding to neighbouring countries.
 

Conclusions

Australian universities cannot therefore be complacent about their current dominance of the e-learning market in the region. For example, ICUS, a Singapore-based company founded in 1999,
 has entered the Australian corporate training market with local firm Tactics. ICUS academic director Dr Elizabeth Hawthorne has experience in distance education at Pennsylvania State University, and like many in the e-learning industry is highly optimistic about the growth prospects for online corporate training. ICUS has six generic modules including e-business, project management and the management of organisational innovation, and offers customised courses. It uses a combination of face-to-face, online and telephone modes of delivery, including a Nokia-sponsored WAP mobile telephone for short messages. Tactics (http://www.tacticsconsulting.com.au) has identified that preparation for e-learning and motivation are critical for learning success, so they provide an orientation programme for students new to e-learning, as well as a coaching programme for companies introducing e-learning programmes. It will be interesting to track the performance of both companies, as such ventures have a high failure rate in the USA.

Much has of course been made of the potential for Internet-based education in China, and a number of the case studies examined here include China as their major target. However, notwithstanding the enthusiasm of Terry Hilsberg for rapid expansion in China, the situation is somewhat clouded, with many commentators observing unmet demand, but also noting that at degree level, twinning arrangements on the ground may be more acceptable to many students and to the government. Postiglione (2001) for example, observes that there is strong support for an education zone similar to the economic zone of Hong Kong, which would have the advantage of retaining students in country, and encouraging quality in Chinese education through co-location with twinned overseas institutions, such as is already done with the China Politics and Law University and the USA-based Temple University.

5.
Teaching

When the present author reported on the use of the Internet in Australian education in 1998,
 no programmes were provided entirely online. In 2001, there are several, with many hundreds using a combination of print materials, Web-based materials, discussion boards and e-mail communication. Even the least technically dependent universities, such as Edith Cowan University (ECU), for example, are Web-dependent. ECU estimates that 5%(10% of its 220 programmes/courses have optional Web resources, all others are Web-dependent in some aspect such as use of e-mail, yet only one is wholly online. Most wholly online subjects and programmes are geared to the postgraduate adult market, targeting those who need to upgrade qualifications for promotion or job change, and want the convenience of non-campus-based education. Most are at Graduate Certificate level, reflecting the demand for shorter and highly vocational programmes. No postgraduate arts programmes are available wholly online, according to Patrick Lawnham.
 Demand has been mixed, even for the vocational programmes, with the University of Canberra abandoning its wholly online Graduate Certificates in Information Access and Delivery, and Education (Enrichment Maths). Hence the greatest use of the Internet in education remains in supplementing on-campus courses, and in providing resources and online discussion for off-campus courses. 

There are several reasons for this. As outlined in Cunningham et al. (1998),
 Australia’s long history of distance education at tertiary level was motivated by strong access and equity philosophies, and a pragmatic consideration of the distance and telecommunications problems associated with either analogue or digital communications. The result was that distance modes tended to “lowest common denominator” print delivery. By contrast with the distance model used commonly in the USA, where video-conferencing and synchronous delivery to classroom-based students became an early pattern,
 Australian distance practitioners relied on asynchronous modes focussed on the individual student, not “the class”. This has meant that Web video- and audio-streaming are rarely utilised for delivery, and even the cheaper and more technically effective mode of video-conferencing has not been used widely in either on-shore or offshore delivery.
 Further, apart from OLA’s early experiment with television-supplemented subjects delivered by the public ABC
 television stations, Australia has not made great use of broadband delivery. This contrasts with the New Zealand government’s encouragement of television as a teaching medium in the early 1990s, a venture that has however proved cost prohibitive because of the small size of the domestic population.
 

Because the model was oriented to individual study, learning centre infrastructure was not a priority for individual universities or government, which further militated against the use of digital technologies. However, the Queensland government, mindful of its populous rural and remote communities, established the Queensland Open Learning Network (QOLN) in 1990, with 40 relatively well-equipped centres in major country towns. QOLN charges universities and technical colleges on a negotiated basis for students to access the centres. The Western Australian government has a similar Telecentre Network of nearly 100 computer-equipped centres catering to the public as well as enrolled students.
 

For the same equity reasons, universities were committed to providing computer access in laboratories to their on-campus students as they began to incorporate digital programmes into their teaching and learning approaches. Hence there has been a strong reluctance to mandate personal computer ownership, with significant consequences for university budgets in hardware provision, buildings and software licensing. 

Hence Australian distance educators were cautious in moving to entirely online formats, as opposed to supplementing print materials, because of the strong access and equity ethos amongst those responsible for distance programming in the mid-1990s, and the expense and difficulty of bandwidth access in many parts of the country. However, as computer penetration has increased in the general population, and competition has forced pricing downward – and as the decision to offer via distance has become entwined with the idea of increasing markets rather than that of meeting student demand – individual departments without a history of distance education have decided that the technology is now sufficiently robust and accessible to attract a professional market. Equity considerations have given way to the commercial potential of the Internet, particularly in the continuing professional education market. 

Nevertheless, the involvement of experienced distance educators in the early stages of the “Internet revolution” in education meant that the teaching model was more focussed on the interactive communication potential of e-mail between teacher and students, and the student-student communication potential of bulletin boards, than it was on devising highly complex graphics-based resources. As understanding of the pedagogical elements of digital communication tools has grown, the emphasis on communication rather than distribution of resources has grown in the instructional design of courses.

While early attempts to capitalise on the potential of expanding student numbers typically involved a simplistic and unrewarding “shovelling” of text on-screen, perhaps augmented by some online quizzes, over the last three years, staff in both academic and support services have become more thoughtful in relation to the pedagogic potential of the Internet, and have in many cases re-formulated their notions of teaching and learning. 

For example, Victoria University’s offering in paramedic studies was “re-engineered” from a didactic to a constructivist and problem-based approach, with the curriculum organised around authentic settings.
 Paramedics of necessity are poor candidates for on-campus classes, because of the shift nature of the work; Victoria’s course aims to upgrade staff from a diploma to a degree qualification, and as part of the changed teaching and learning environment, it also incorporates workplace-based mentoring by supervisors, to replace the clinical component normally available on campus. However, quality assurance remains a problem: few universities have training programmes for workplace-based evaluation, except in Teacher Education. Victoria’s course may be better placed than most, since it appears to be check-list based, e.g., “Can they do this or that procedure”? This sort of check-list is one way to verify quality, but it is limited to “doing”-type learning outcomes. Students are closely monitored for participation in the discussion fora to promote the collaborative and social dimensions of learning available to on-campus students, and are contacted personally by e-mail if they are not contributing. 

Other institutions have small pilot projects in particular disciplines using a variety of sophisticated technologies: the University of Wollongong for example, is working with multimedia company Access1 to test streaming video as a delivery mechanism. 

Such rethinking of the pedagogical conditions under which teaching and learning can occur is a real bonus for the introduction of Internet technologies in higher education.

There is growing evidence of the development of “niche market” online programmes tailored to special interest groups in the non-commercial arena, that is, for specific disadvantaged groups such as the remote indigenous population in Australia. At Macquarie University, an “indigenous pathways” project is customising a social science degree for rural and remote Aboriginal students which recognises their special support needs, keeps them “in community”, but also insists on regular on-campus blocks for professional networking purposes.
 Such programmes are, of course, labour intensive and expensive to maintain, with the risk of special grant income for development being withdrawn. This has been a major inhibition to extension of online provision ( cost efficiencies have not been demonstrated, and numbers have been insufficient to ensure sustainable provision (and see Alexander and McKenzie, 1999).

Notwithstanding some government funding intended to encourage inter-university collaboration in developing sophisticated learning resources for online delivery, inter-university competition has inhibited such collaboration at the pre-competitive phase, leaving co-operation to commercially motivated consortia such as the Global University Alliance. Furthermore, the prospect of collaboration with offshore, i.e., international providers, is more attractive to many institutions than national consortia, except where strong inter-institutional co-operation has already been established, as for example between RMIT and the University of South Australia, both members of the six-member Australian Technology Network of technology-oriented universities, and both also foundation members of GUA. Prebble (2001) notes the same tendency in New Zealand.

While initial development costs in on-campus materials have largely been absorbed by the unpaid additional labour of academic staff, using fairly simple online methods such as uploading of PowerPoint slides and Web site links to further resources, maintenance of these sites remains expensive. Hilsberg quotes a USQ IT subject which is offered four times per year, but because of the nature of the subject, has an 80% change rate per annum. 

5.1
UniSAnet

History

The University of South Australia is a multi-campus institution formed from a number of colleges of advanced education in Adelaide and Whyalla and the SA Institute of Technology after the consolidation of institutions that occurred in the 1980s in the first wave of higher education reforms. It has long had a practical vocational focus in its programmes, unlike the other two Adelaide universities which have a much higher research profile, and also has a strong equity and access agenda, manifest in its long commitment to distance-education programming. Its six campuses had already benefited from some federal government investment in video-conferencing technology, used for both administration and teaching, and it had strong connections with state vocational colleges.

These factors, particularly its success as a distance-education provider, have meant that it was well-positioned to adopt online technologies from the point of view of internal strengths in instructional design and orientation. However, it was disadvantaged by its mid-rank reputation, its heavy reliance on operating grants
 for funding, and an over-supplied local population which was declining as the state’s manufacturing base failed. 

The decision to completely re-engineer the university was born of senior management’s concern for the survival of the institution. Membership of GUA was one element of that; a more significant element was the decision to restructure all teaching and administrative student support services through the mechanism of UniSAnet, a Web-based facility. By the end of 2001, the PeopleSoft student administration system will be totally integrated with the home-grown UniSAnet platform, replacing the SRIS student record system. Since the university had only patchy online activities, mostly within its business school where Lotus Notes was used, it was relatively easy to mandate a new system, particularly once the easier interface of the new system was demonstrated, and once staff realised that student-centred functionality was crucial. Further, its use could be rapidly scaled.

Thus in 1998, the Information Technology Advisory Committee took its proposal for an integrated system to management. The concept proposal was based on institution-wide adoption of student-centred learning and graduate qualities as the focus of the Teaching and Learning Strategy. Flexible delivery was conceived as an “enabling concept” to achieve these goals. UniSAnet was to provide all staff with home pages linked to their subjects; to library and other resources; to e-mail and interactive communication technologies such as discussion boards; to all administrative services such as student records; and importantly, to help desk functions and to student-centred learning support. The proposal had been based on a careful planning exercise to determine the “Future Learning Environment” at institutional, national and international levels, ensuring the university made strategic decisions in the context of new technological and internationalisation developments. It was scheduled for implementation 1998(2000, and was launched in 1999.

Nature and Structure of UniSAnet

Because UniSAnet was built on the base of the resources and processes of the Flexible Learning Centre, in collaboration with the Information Technology Services of the university, it has been able to incorporate all the design and development components that supported distance education, such as video production, print production, editing and distribution, graphics production and so on. It has involved close collaboration with the registry and library. Many of these facilities have been rendered increasingly redundant of course, as academics themselves are able to shoot digital photographs and upload them directly to their unit sites for access by students. These production and support facilities are physically located in one building on a central campus, although UniSAnet staff are distributed across all campuses as part of the integration of student and staff support. This distributed location of support staff is accelerating in 2001, with fewer “production staff” centrally located and more “advisor staff” located on the campuses, in Learning Connection offices.

As a member of the Australian Technology Network, along with Queensland University of Technology and RMIT, UniSA determined to build on its practical orientation, to promote the notion that its graduates were information literate. Reorganising all the ways in which students interacted with the university, especially through learning support activities, would ensure that capability. The numbers of part-time students at UniSA also meant that students were demanding more flexibility in the timing and place of their teaching and learning. As staff were obliged to use the system, they too would gain the skills and pedagogies appropriate to the new technologies, and the university could leverage these skills and materials to extend their markets. 

The critical element of UniSAnet in terms of ensuring academic take-up and uniformity of approach is that a flexible template based on Microsoft Office 2000 and Word 2000 as the authoring system is provided, and authoring and control of the unit Web sites are controlled by individual academics. Professional development of academic and administrative staff was critical; it was also recognised that the old model of small workshops and one-to-one instructional design advice was expensive and time consuming. The Flexible Learning Centre takes responsibility for some group workshops, but UniSAnet is relatively intuitive as a platform, and the template “walks” staff through the processes. There are also static Web pages of guidelines on the use of discussion fora, quizzes etc., so staff can consider how they might use the tools provided more effectively in their teaching. Learning Connection staff are available to talk through issues related to pedagogy, and there are ample good practice models accessible online. One learning specialist is assigned to each Faculty’s Dean of Teaching and Learning to ensure that professional development is aligned with strategies at the local level. 

Because UniSA had a strong distance orientation, intellectual property issues relating to teaching materials were not a major issue, since staff had always produced materials as part of their duty statement.
 Discussions with staff revealed some dissatisfaction with the templates, but this appears less a frustration with the technical and pedagogic approach than unease with what is perceived as a bureaucratic imposition of a standardised tool. From the point of view of staff developers, however, academics have been slow to move from a content-based approach where the Web is used for large scale information dissemination, to the communicative potential of the Internet. Another difficulty facing professional development staff is the high proportion of part-time staff at UniSA, a common problem in Australian universities. 

Service to students and staff is provided through two “highly visible” service agencies, Learning Connection, which deals with study skills, international inquiries, information literacy skills and career advice, and Campus Central, which deals with student records, enrolments and timetables, etc. These are accessed through phone, fax, e-mail and face-to-face. All services are advised to students through a CD-ROM provided on enrolment. Many study skills courses are available online and are thus available to international students before their arrival in Adelaide, or in offshore programmes. The core organising principle is just-in-time guidance; for example, as a student prepares an assignment, guidelines and models for, say, a discursive essay are provided.

All administrative and practical support for students will ultimately be available through the online system, including a virtual “shopping cart” for text-book and study materials purchases, and study guides, using an e-commerce system. 

Cost effectiveness was a major consideration, and this contributed to the decision to develop an internal platform, since there was concern about the potential of commercial vendors to “start low and increase licence fees”.
 Some full-time staff were diverted to the project on a short-term basis, and part-time casual staff were also used for several weeks to “office hop” to help staff. The professional development costs have been minimal. A standard browser interface was a critical element, to eliminate the need for specialist software and plug-ins. UniSA also decided to target some niche areas for online development, costing these at about A$30,000 (£11,200) per subject, which correlates roughly with the development costs of A$25,000 (£9,300) allowed by OLA for new subject development in a standard delivery mode. 

Although all subjects were to have a Web presence, the university also decided to focus resources on flagship programmes with strategic commercial potential, in areas where the university already had an established a reputation, or where there was a market gap. Careful planning dictated a phased-in implementation over three years, with milestone achievements, but with the expectation of continuing evolution of the technical and subject resources. All programmes and courses in the university are automatically given a Home Page. Hence all subjects are now “online” at a complementary level, in a three-tier hierarchy, with subject information and resources; many are at supplementary level, with learning guides and quizzes etc., while at the highest level, Web-dependent subjects, all learning materials, discussion fora, and assignment questions and submission are online.

Student Support and Administration

The outstanding feature of the UniSAnet project is that it is totally integrated with the university’s new focus on seven designated graduate capabilities. As part of its differentiation from other universities, UniSA decided to develop a coherent and cogent set of capabilities which would underpin its curriculum, and the quality assurance of its programme and unit development, as well as its staff development. The result is a grid system which ensures that departments and individual academics must design units and whole programmes around not only knowledge content, but also the capabilities designated by the university. Hence staff indicate in their course submissions how and what ratio of each unit deals with the capabilities, and how they are assessed. By the Summer Semester of 2001(2002, these capabilities will be searchable at the unit/subject level, and will be recorded against each unit.

According to Ian Reid, Coordinator Online Services at the Flexible Learning Centre, the student self-administered aspect of the programme added to staff acceptance, since it did not require additional grading tasks:

We took the decision to allow students to collect their own information, like they do now for job applications, résumés, etc. Interestingly, our commercial customers (e.g. Institute of Chartered Accountants) want the “mentor” or “assessor” role added and we are doing that – it’s an open question at the moment whether academic staff at UniSA would warm to the notion of this addition to their workload!

I guess I do things differently to the traditional IT developments ( I put strategic considerations ahead of functionality per se ( not always popular with those who believe "features are all"!

Students are able to compile an online capabilities profile or portfolio, drawing on any assessed items and extra-curricular activities that demonstrate their capabilities in these areas. Each student controls his/her own data, and apart from the formally assessed items, there is no verification of student claims. 

Although the original plan was to provide a 24-7 help desk supporting online learning, this has not proved possible. Resources are of course constantly available, but if a student needs to contact someone with a technical, administrative or academic problem, they can expect a response only in standard office hours during the week. Computer pools with 24-7 access and nearly 900 machines are spread across campuses to ameliorate equity concerns.

Monster.campus is the platform for the data; data will be moved to Monster.com
 at the student’s request for employment opportunities, directly from their capabilities portfolio.

The university has committed further to digital resourcing through its recent decision to subscribe to the US-based NetLibrary service, making over 35,000 digital items available to students and staff. That decision has in hindsight proved fraught, given the recent (November 2001) bankruptcy of NetLibrary.

Media Mix

The university has a range of provisions to cater for student need for convenience. Video is routinely used for capturing lectures, to increase flexibility of access for students, and the service is heavily used by on-campus students who have missed classes. Academics themselves review the video before it is duplicated, to ensure a base level of quality. Video will be gradually phased out in favour of streaming media, although staff realise the difficulty of this off campus because of bandwidth limitations. It should also be noted that video is used mostly for demonstration subjects such as human movement studies and physiotherapy, although some videotaping of lectures is done for student convenience. 

Effectively, UniSAnet is based on Microsoft Active Server Page technology. It incorporates the in-house developed AssignIT as an assignment submission tool, and CEI
 as an evaluation. The templates for the Web site setup are like wizards, having a predetermined structure with limited tailoring possible. However, the tailoring capacity is sufficient for academic staff to report little frustration in being unable to adapt their materials as they wish. They can work in Word and the wizard saves in HTML/XML for upload. It can be conceived as a knowledge management tool, similar to that which corporate universities are implementing in terms of tracking the skills and learning and HR goals of staff. 

According to Reid, the major changes resulting from the project include:

· from separate print and online materials to convergence of print and online

· from isolated innovation to institution-wide development

· from high skill requirements to low skill demand

· from multiple conflicting sources of information to co-ordinated, common information

· from insecure materials to secure, consistent sites

· from academic staff doing technical work to concentration on content and process

· from one-off innovation to sustainable development

· from innovation arising from personal whim to development focussed on strategic aims

· from separate administration, publicity and teaching systems, to a co-ordinated approach

· from a “do it yourself” approach to one supported by staff development and technical support

· from a need for production assistance to staff having control at their desk
 
UniSAnet has achieved a major goal of USQ’s more ambitious and more technically oriented Fifth Generation project, the digitisation of resources such that print and online materials can be stored in one form and produced at will from the one document, and it has achieved this at minimal cost. A major contributor to the success of the project has been the decision to completely re-engineer corporate information management processes at the same time that the teaching and learning process was rethought. Other factors contributing to its success have been high-level management support, the realignment of the university’s strategic direction for survival and skilled personnel.

Comments

Although some staff have resisted the move to online technologies in teaching, the ease of the system, and its mandated use in the basic information-giving processes to students, as well as in staff record keeping, have dented the resistance. UniSA appears to have found a mid-level technical approach to utilisation of the Internet which blends teaching, learner support and administrative functions in a cost-effective manner, and which also functions to promote and extend the university’s reputation and its “export ability”. 

It will, however, take some time to discern the effect of the graduate capabilities project in terms of student learning outcomes, and the more ambitious aspects of the project such as the student portfolio and its usefulness to students.
 

6.
Administration

Every advance in technical standards has involved some initiative at institutional level, to enhance convenience for students, and hopefully reduce costs and increase efficiencies for the institution. Hence one can catalogue the early moves by Australian universities to convert their manual student information systems and HR systems to commercial Web-based platforms such as PeopleSoft and Callista.
 While the USA-based PeopleSoft commands the greater market share at 11 institutions, the home-grown Callista (developed at Deakin University) and Technology One’s Student One have nine and six institutions each. All institutions have faced difficult, drawn-out and expensive implementation phases. 

Recent initiatives have been guided by a more customer-centred approach to service delivery, a lack of student-centredness being a longstanding criticism of university administration. One example of convenience applications is Monash’s recent decision to pilot delivery of Semester 1 grades to students via their mobile phones and the Short Messaging Service.
 This complements the existing service through students’ personalised My-Monash Web page, where marks are posted as they are registered by the lecturer, and finally by the university. However, the costs of mobile delivery (16(18 cents per message), if mainstreamed, would have to be passed on to students since it involves an additional step in the grade-recording process, in addition to the cost of the call to the university. Costs may thus kill the project.

Other applications being more generally implemented across universities include a “progress tool” which allows staff to track individual student access to online materials, down to the percentage of a subject’s Web pages that are accessed, time spent per page, and cumulative grades, a subset of the corporate knowledge management tools developed for industry.

A further development made possible by the Internet and database integration is the student portfolio. Individual universities are in the process of designing robust systems to allow students to detail their achievements apart from grades and to collate a variety of items in support of their claims. An example of such portfolio projects is given in the UniSAnet case study. Victoria University of Technology and Swinburne announced in September 2001 that they would collaborate to develop a similar system based on learning outcomes in a variety of arenas.
 

One interesting issue thrown up by the Internet within higher education is demonstrated by a bizarre case at La Trobe University, where a lecturer established a Web site on his university’s server to comment on the allegedly “stacked” committee established to guide policy on the federal government’s pharmaceutical benefits programme.
 The Web site linked to published cartoons about the federal minister, and also described him as the “Minister for Pfizer” (a drug company). The university management brought misconduct charges against the lecturer, Dr Ken Harvey for defamation, claiming Harvey had brought the university into disrepute; following a union challenge, La Trobe dropped the charges and tried to transfer Dr Harvey to a distant campus. 

While the incident itself is trivial, it raises issues which universities are yet to fully comprehend in relation to academic freedom, the oversight of personal Web sites on university equipment, and what responsibilities institutions have in matters of public interest debated on their servers. 

One of the most perplexing challenges facing universities is their capacity to “tool up” for a wired environment, particularly if they have overseas aspirations. Partly because of the decreased government funding climate, partly through an ideological commitment to private-public partnerships by government, and partly because wiring the campus required skills and resources which universities did not have, and in the early years of the dot-com boom could not afford, Australian universities were encouraged to seek private partners. Commercial vendors of learning platforms, learner management systems and servers were quick to target the Australian university market. One of the first of these was a partly Australian-owned company, NextEd, which has featured prominently in almost all the above cases.

6.1
NextEd

History

The company was founded in 1998 by its CEO, Terry Hilsberg, and its executive chair, Carl Loo. After its initial role in Australian distribution of Blackboard, NextEd Ltd (http://www.nexted.com/) quickly developed its own enhancements and adaptations of the Blackboard platform, and identified a commercial advantage in Asia, where its principals had personal connections and business experience. It now has call centres in Hong Kong, Australia and India, and a series of servers which covers Asia and the Middle East. The chairman of the company, Carl Loo, is based in Hong Kong; there are offices offering student services in Sydney, Beijing, Shanghai, Kuala Lumpur, London and Washington. Loo, educated in Philosophy at Oxford, and with an MBA from Harvard, was a venture capitalist with First Eastern Investment Group, and a consultant with the Boston Consulting Group and Morgan Stanley. 

Its principal, Terry Hilsberg, is a dynamic and compelling entrepreneur whose vision of the future of education supported by the Internet has won him an attentive audience in Australian higher education.
 Indeed, these case studies illustrate how much the strength of the organisations studied is determined by the personality and vision of an individual; Gilbert also springs to mind. 

Hilsberg describes the company’s services:

· We help people digitise and work with their courses on the Internet.

· We provide them with a broad infrastructure of applications.

· In two cases we provide academic support.

· We do marketing and sales for about half of our customers. 

According to Loo, “we’re a digitisation company, helping companies with a physical presence to put all their materials and processes into digital form”.

NextEd’s first prominent Australian university client/partner was the University of Southern Queensland, which took a 25% share of the company, sold down to 12.5% in 2000. Initially, the company provided USQ with a learning system and platform, but the arrangement now is for a marketing system and “relationships building”. Hilsberg says “we had to catch up with USQ. Now we’ve probably overtaken them technologically”. Another client is the Australian Catholic University (ACU), a network of campuses in major Australian cities. NextEd provides the platform, but also has a marketing arrangement with ACU through its customer relationship management system, whereby ACU offers a 10% discount on tuition fees if a student introduces someone who subsequently enrols in an ACU course “within x weeks” of the referral. ACU uses the system for low enrolment theology courses and postgraduate nursing programmes. They are provided with a 24-hour academic support service, workshops and mentors for each subject teacher. All NextEd non-technical staff are required to mentor clients; even as CEO, Hilsberg mentors three subjects so he understands client needs. Thailand’s Mahidol University is another client. The company also offers corporate training, from design to delivery, or customisation of existing programmes; thus far, these have mainly involved training the staff involved in partner rollout services for the learning centres.

Hilsberg argues that the university has become “a global extranet” in the new world of education, “integrating upstream and downstream with various partners”, all providing a specific service from the most efficient location that can contribute to a 24-7 service for the end user. “We provide the infrastructure for that.”
 Nevertheless, he is adamant that in a mass market, totally online delivery is not effective, and therefore the company strategy is to develop partnerships with other companies to roll out learning centres, or telecentres, where students can meet for student support activities and to use computer and telecommunications equipment. 

The company strongly promotes the notion that “content is rapidly going to a zero price”: “quite frankly, content should be given away”, in Hilsberg’s view. Hilsberg himself quotes UNext as offering him modules of online content for less than $100 (£67) on very small volume, in support of the zero price argument. However, it should be noted that with UNext’s current financial difficulties (in September 2001 it has laid off 45% of its staff and announced a severe curtailment of its overseas activities), it is likely that such low charging represented UNext’s attempts to gain market share at loss-leading and unsustainable rates. 

Any institution that still believes that courseware is the core of online education “is still back in the dark ages”. Nevertheless, NextEd is only in the early stages of its learning object activity, with 550 objects created, maintained and offering all required documentation about usage. 

Another service is the Continuous Publishing System (CPS), which differs technically from the digital process adopted at USQ. Because of the high costs of allowing students differential access to learning resources through print, the Internet and on campus, universities must digitise materials so they are accessible through all modes. The CPS digitises for all environments, thus eliminating multiple delivery-mode costs. NextEd uses the standard Microsoft Office to create a document, loads it up to the site, and there, “content and structure get stripped from each other”, with the content then delivered to different delivery locations, such as the printery or the Web site. All systems are SCORM compliant.

Nature and Structure of Partnership Arrangements

NextEd CEO Terry Hilsberg describes the company as a “contractor” selling on a “fee-for-service basis” which “sometimes takes a risk position” via partnership in educational entities “if we believe we can make money” via such an arrangement with a client. The (new) Web site describes the company as “a systems integrator engaged in providing infrastructure to postsecondary education and training providers, primarily in Asia”, which offers “libraries of courses from mainly Western education partners”. 

The company is half owned by Australian interests and half owned by US and Hong Kong investors. Its share register includes General Electric Equity, the private equity arm of GEC, The South China Morning Post, the Kuok family through private Hong Kong investment companies, Fidelity Funds Management, Whitney and Co., and Indelta, the wholly owned company of USQ. It services 25 entities in 10 countries, including Stanford Education Faculty, Beijing University (which is also a member of U21), and Global University Alliance, of which it is also a small shareholder. The company has five directors, including the deputy vice-chancellor of USQ Malcolm McKay; most have a financial background. It also has an Advisory Board of four, including two people from a USA-based investment company, Core Learning Group. Loo’s role is management of the board, and facilitation of operations, as well as capital raising and business development with major Asian clients. A third senior manager is the computer operations officer, to whom divisional heads report on a day-to-day basis.

There are three divisions: Sales and Marketing, including management of regional offices; Academic Services, including professional development of teaching staff; and Technical Services, which includes software development and systems integration.

Each country has a country manager, although the main office is in Hong Kong. Hence the structure is one of “local nodes in a global network”, which allows “replicability of sites, scalability of individual sites, and quality” (Hilsberg). The company insists on local equity partners in its ventures into Asia. 

The company will not enter into any contract worth less than $50,000 (£34,400) to $100,000 (£68,800), with second year revenues of $200,000 (£133,800), because “otherwise we cannot provide the level of account servicing that’s required to make the relationship successful” (Hilsberg). The attraction of NextEd is that it offers multiple site server operations which would be impossible for even consortia to develop in-house, and a choice of three learner management systems, from their own, claimed to be the “only multiple language system in the world”, to Blackboard and also Prometheus, which Hilsberg claims is used by all the “top-end” US institutions.

It advises clients that attracting 200 students is a three-year project, not because it takes academics that much time to produce and certify the materials, the argument normally put by business for not dealing with traditional universities, but because “it’s the nature of the business”. Hilsberg believes Apollo, a for-profit provider, would take the same time. This should give universities an advantage since they are used to such time lines, whereas private enterprise wants a two-year payback.

NextEd’s distribution partners are local, private companies and/or a tertiary institution; a wholesale agent partner might market programmes directly to students in an on-selling arrangement or via commission, as is usual in standard university marketing in Asia. Some of the local portal partners include Ambow, an online education platform software and service company with a China-oriented portal; China901.com, the commercial arm of Peking University, and another education portal; and the Hong Kong Institute of Education. Distribution Associates are listed on the site, and include Lotus College, Malaysia; Distance Learning Center, Thailand; Systems Technology Institute, Philippines; and Sedaya College, Malaysia. 

As an example of the variety of relationships the company offers clients, NextEd’s early services to USQ centred on the learning platform, and its integration into the server network NextEd was establishing in China. Hilsberg says they offered academic staff development, and access to the servers. In the early stages, USQ was “better at finding their own partners in China”, but now the company supplies “business relationships to them”. For him, the critical question is establishing which parts of the business chain each partner will undertake. 

NextEd works with Systems Technology Institute (STI, http://www.sti.edu.ph) in the Philippines among four other providers, in building and outfitting learning centres in China and the Philippines. STI is described as a computer education company, but it also provides admission information to other institutions, IT education, software applications for education institutions, hardware installation and consulting advice. Its alliance with NextEd is for the provision of technical equipment and sales. STI, according to Hilsberg, has 80,000 students, including 45,000 undergraduates doing four-year IT degrees. Partner providers are offered access to these centres and the NextEd server network, and NextEd negotiates all systems integration. 

As a further example, Hilsberg cites the relationship with INTI International Group of Colleges in Malaysia, which operates a learning centre chain of 800 employees plus commissioned staff, on-selling 400 subjects from 30 supplying universities. Previously, INTI could not guarantee that each of its centres could offer the same services and had the same hardware and software because of its franchise model; now all software can be downloaded electronically, so there are “uniform practices across multiple sites”; here, NextEd simply provides the systems component.
 The Wall Street Institute (WSI) is a Silver Marine subsidiary in China: every three weeks it opens an English-language learning centre, and after three months of partnership with NextEd, there are some 6,500 students on the mainland, and several thousand in Hong Kong. It should be stressed that this venture is class based in physical learning centres; the online programme is still in development. The WSI venture supplies tutors but the materials are self-paced. There are 3,000 students in the biggest centre in Beijing. NextEd advises on system rollout, providing a training manual, and staff training: “it’s like opening a McDonalds”. Each centre has 200 computers, tutorial rooms, and tutors on demand; it is a private network “replicating the public Internet network”. Currently, there are 120 centres in the Philippines and China. 

Another affiliate is Englishtown.com, a pure online language trainer, which provides synchronous language tutoring. As an example of the integrated services NextEd can offer, GUA has a non-exclusive arrangement to direct students to Englishtown.com for any necessary English language training before or during GUA enrolment.
 

At the “top end”, George Washington University (GWU) is another client; since its fees are high, at $2,000 (£1,400), “we smother the students with love”. One GWU class has 1,000 students.
 RMIT, separately from its GUA relationship with NextEd, is also a client; there, NextEd manages 300 postgraduate students with 1.5 staff, who are simply “quality auditors” ensuring there is no cheating, and that all students are progressing, because the instructional design is a collaborative model where student grades depend on students helping each other with any problems, cognitive or technical. Hilsberg admits this model succeeds with postgraduates, but would not work with undergraduates, so the “cheap labour” of students cannot be used for undergraduate courses. 

Austrade is the only corporate client at present; the major client focus is on tertiary providers, where there is a “good fit” (Loo) with other clients such as GUA.

Loo claims the broker model is “quite challenging” and “fraught with difficulties, because where’s the value-add?” “It’s like portals, which have failed.” NextEd’s value-add is student support, and the spread and excellence of its technical and local facilities.
 

Target Programmes and Markets

NextEd provides a range of services to clients. It currently provides training and academic support only to two organisations; marketing and sales to half its clients through its own Web site and its offices; and technical access in Asia to GUA and USQOnline. Asia, and more specifically China, is the primary market, since by Hilsberg’s assessment, when the Chinese economy grows by 10%, demand for higher education grows by 15%. The company has no plans for Africa because of “the law and order problem”; NextEd prides itself on its reliability and the integrity of its learning centres. 

It would appear that what providers value most in the NextEd suite of services is first, the technical facilities, which now include the learning centre facilities, and second, the marketing services. As Hilsberg understands, and universities themselves are learning, often to their cost, universities are unable to keep up with the infrastructure required in online education, particularly at multiple locations, and NextEd can provide this access for half the cost of a home-generated system. The company is an ardent proponent of the importance of marketing as a major component of provider activity, pointing out that the Apollo Group, parent company of the University of Phoenix, spends 20% of its turnover, $4 million (£2.7 million), on marketing. 

In his assessment of the higher education and online market, Hilsberg argues that Chinese higher education is now dominated by Chinese private colleges, and that Australian and UK universities have a competitive advantage, while US institutions are well behind. However, he also warns any prospective exporter of education that private Indian providers such as NIIT are “eating your lunch” in their exploitation of Southeast Asian demand for IT certifications and degree studies. 

As indicated above, Hilsberg has come to the conclusion that wholly online provision is not appropriate for a mass market, which is the company’s broad target. Its partners reflect this broad target; they are generally not the elite institutions such as those represented by U21 members, but mid-range Australian providers. For Loo, demand is at “the top end of the market in executive programs, which will increasingly migrate to the Web”. 

Hence the company’s realigned strategy is to use learning centres throughout Asia, specifically China, in conjunction with private colleges and builders, to provide student support services. Hilsberg argues, however, that some disciplines such as theology do not need the centre network because of their nature, while others such as it and business do. 
Since it is Hilsberg’s strong belief that students are now consumers of an educational product, this colours his attitude to the provision of education and the role of the university. He argues as a result that UK quality-assurance processes are crippling the UK’s chance at export education because the QAA is “input-based” rather than “outcomes-based”. Students, he says, should be able to “get content from anywhere” and then sit examinations. 

Hilsberg has also concluded that the “customer chain” of professional organisations could be better exploited than the individual consumer. In the latter part of 2000, it was becoming obvious that the business-to-consumer model of online education was not profitable, due to high costs of acquiring individual custom, the lack of volume, and over-supply of generic business and IT subjects. NextEd had “nearly” initiated end user portals for particular professional groups such as doctors, but “got out” before committing too much money to the project. Hilsberg has therefore determined that professional associations are a more productive target than individual institutions. This is because they have access to databases of individual professionals: “they already “own” the student”. Such professionals are required for registration purposes to maintain annual continuing professional education registers, although these are generally not assessed in any formal way. However, there are obvious markets here for on-going online education in a market that is time pressed and seeking convenience education. The Chartered Professional Accountants Association for example, has put out its CPA continuing professional education programme to tender to the university sector, offering universities some subjects and the right to accredit, but providing the majority of the programme itself. The strategy then is to deal with “the specialty” associations, “cut a deal with them” for delivery and marketing, and then, with them, go back to the universities “and dictate the terms to them” for some content and more importantly, accreditation. Hilsberg also hopes that the World Bank and other government agencies will support this approach. 

He gives the example of NextEd’s customer relationship management system, which has access to Futurestep’s 800,000 online Asian professional curriculum vitas, including skills/needs analyses on each individual. NextEd’s program trawls through these and e-mails individuals suggesting courses with client providers, collects data on the Web sites that individuals visit, and on the basis of these, makes more recommendations on study possibilities. If a company such as his can decide what the motivation of a specific market is, it can target its marketing appropriately, deciding whether to pitch to job prospects (as with the professional associations), or convenience (as in the working adult market wanting home study opportunities), or global contacts (as perhaps in Duke University’s Global Executive online MBA programme). NextEd claims that their customer relationship management system is the only one customised for the education sector, and this would seem accurate for the present.

Hilsberg is wary of the current “fad” for corporate training because in his experience “corporates squeeze you”, and margins are declining rapidly, as large groups like SkillSoft, Smartforce and DigitalThink
 have bundled generic products and offer them via ASP arrangements for about $50 (£33) per subject.

NextEd’s strategy of investing directly in provider ventures “makes them more comfortable, because we’re taking a risk alongside them”. The same strategy is being employed by Thomson Learning, in its insistence that Universitas 21 contribute cash to half the total investment. 

Loo claims there is no channel conflict with the range of clients NextEd serves, though clients themselves expressed some concern about this. Loo says “customer conflict” could be a challenge, but higher education “is a very segmented market, and a very large market”: 

We’re not in the business of advocating one brand over another. We work with each university on the basis of a specific Business Plan. We don’t have so many clients with the same offering that it’s unmanageable. Students are very sophisticated customers, and their perception of different brands is quite acute.

However, Loo believes that “the whole industry turns on student behaviour, both buying behaviour and study patterns”. Decisions are “not necessarily made rationally, because education is a significant purchase. It’s not just a student choice, it’s a parent or whoever is paying too”. He warns that establishing credibility in Asia and in education takes a long time.

Both Hilsberg and Loo are highly sensitive to pricing issues. 

If what you’re selling is internationally recognised higher education, the customer knows the minimum price point that they have to pay, and it’s not $100 [£67] a subject. In urban China, it’s a minimum of $2,000 [£1,300] to $3,000 [£2,100] full time, or $200 [£140] per subject. You can’t do quality for less than that. Then look at $4,000 [£2,700] to $5,000 [£3,400], then $7,000 [£4,800] to $8,000 [£5,500], or $750 [£500] per subject full time. That’s irrespective of whether it’s on-campus or online, or a mix. The only $100 [£67] subjects are unaccredited. (Loo)

Student Support Services

Hilsberg’s strategy is predicated on the “unbundling” of services so as to provide as wide a range of services to clients as possible, all at individual unit rates. Hence he argues that students should be able to choose the support services they want and need, from purchasing a “tutor pack”, purchasing content, to sitting an examination. It potentially includes learner style preferences and relative levels of degree quality. 

While the NextEd systems are technically capable of such disaggregation of services, the universities using the company currently do not unbundle their provision to this extent. They have expressly stated a preference for a “whole service” model. The learner management system is designed not only to assist the student, but also to provide the institution with quality-assurance mechanisms such as a reporting mechanism on assignment turnaround which can identify “problem staff”. Hilsberg advises a Learner Services Agreement between the provider and the student, and this contract allows the university to measure its service standards as well as the technical support provided by NextEd, through the customer relationship management system, with guarantees of technical service response times of four hours, and a counselling and administrative query turnaround of hours rather than days. Online help is available 24-7 via a routing platform which switches from Australia to Hong Kong to India depending on the time of day, to enable all time zones to be catered for, and to accommodate both students and help desk staff. Help desk staff assist with any technical problems, and route academic enquiries to tutors in each centre. In this author’s experience, response times are about 10(15 minutes, and four hours for administrative queries, with follow-up e-mails. 

Media Mixes

As indicated in the above, the mix of media recommended by NextEd depends to some extent on the provider (Hilsberg says: “you have to start where the customer is today”), on the particular discipline, as in the theology and IT examples given, and on the target market, which may for example demand the class atmosphere possible in learning centres. However, the focus is on the Internet and face-to-face classes in computer-equipped rooms; satellite is considered too expensive for its capitalisation. It is a low-sophistication solution: a mix of inexpensive local tutors’ providing local content and the face-to-face component, with asynchronous administrative and academic support via ISDN lines (so bandwidth is not a problem; the ISDN telecommunications system was relatively well distributed in much of Asia). As Loo points out, “we’ve never been a purely online player”. Hilsberg and Loo advise all clients in the Asian market to mix face-to-face and online activities, in recognition of their knowledge of learning preferences for personal contact with academics, and the current state of online access, which demands the provision of computer equipment and dedicated wiring. They also advise the importance of the communicative aspects of online technology; in that sense their advice aligns with the beliefs expressed above by Taylor at USQ, in relation to low visual/graphics functionality, and more emphasis on e-mail student-student and student-staff asynchronous communication. 

NextEd describes its technology as “the Global Knowledge Extranet, a set of advanced learning relationship management, courseware delivery, publishing and student administration applications…resident upon an integrated network of servers located on the Internet and at the multiple sites of course providers and education and training centres” (see http://www.nexted.com/shell/s_gke.html for a graphic representation). The “core technologies” are a global server network, a content object repository, a student information system (multilingual) and a customer relationship management system, for “analysis of customer data, creation of inbound and outbound student enquiries and marketing campaigns, and execution of sales and service interactions”. 

The technical functionality of a character-based system which is “double-byte enabled” means the lecturer need only enter new material once, and the user interface throughout the server system is automatically changed. 

Financial Aspects

The NextEd strategy for dealing with individual tertiary providers or consortia is a “relationship” model, in which it invests a relatively small amount of cash and then charges a percentage of student fees. It sees no conflict in its target of servicing one expensive, one mid-level and one low-cost MBA from different providers, or from servicing an MBA with a Project Management specialism, since it believes it can target specific market segments within a larger country market, and offer one product to each.

The business model is based on integration, as outlined above by Loo, and on the sale of:

· Project management and technical services; access to servers to other education companies providing services, such as learning centre developers and managers. 

· Project management and technical services; access to servers to education and training providers, whether accredited or non-accredited, award or non-award. 

· Installation of and training on the learning platform. 

In addition, the company’s specialty is Asia. Although some observers are sceptical, the platform boasts the technical capacity to convert all code automatically into Chinese characters, so that changes made to materials in, say, GUA’s subjects emanating from UniSA, will be uploaded and updated immediately across the NextEd server network, in both English and Putonghua.
 

 NextEd is alert to the cost savings available because of its international base and its developments to automation. The “cost pyramid” is clear to Hilsberg. “The most expensive labourer is the Western programme manager” and “the least expensive is embodied in some form of electronic system”, such as FAQs. The least expensive labourer is the student, whose time is not costed to the organisation, then the cheap labour countries such as the Philippines, then Australia, then US and UK labour. Hence Asian economies where labour remains cheap, and Australia,
 have a competitive advantage in e-learning activities. 

Wherever the company can guarantee 300 students in one place, it is feasible to install a server. 

NextEd is coy about its financial returns, although in February 2001 Hilsberg was happy to advise that the company had “about $25 million (£16.7 million) in the bank”. However, Hilsberg says “some programmes” are not profitable, that each subject needs 200 enrolments to be profitable ( although even smaller numbers are feasible if the course is a niche one, the fees are high, and the provider is an early mover; an example is the University of Wisconsin’s Nursing programme, which is profitable at 100 students. One of NextEd’s partnerships is losing money. Their top 40 subjects return 80% of revenue, while the other 1,000 make little money. However, this is a slow-developing market, and the providers concerned seek “early entrant advantage”. 

Future Developments

Like USQ, NextEd is interested in developing an automated learning-relationship-management system which will anticipate student questions with at least a 70% success rate at any point of the student-institution interaction, including teaching. IT courses are the most likely candidate here, since the nature of the discipline is considered logical. IT is also the most popular of online and post-secondary certification courses, particularly in Asia. 

The company also has high hopes for its customer relationship management system, in anticipating student learning needs and directing students to lifelong-learning opportunities provided by its university/college clients. Loo recognises that such a system “is very difficult to pull off”.

Comments

It should be noted here that the inter-connections between many of the organisations canvassed in the case studies in this report reflect the complexity of current business partnerships, and the very real potential for conflicts of interest as a result of cross-investments. It is difficult to remain a disinterested supplier of equipment and services when there is more than an arm’s length supplier relationship with “partners” who have business interests in the same target market. GUA representatives directed the interviewer to NextEd for commentary on conflict of interest, given NextEd’s investment in GUA as well as in USQOnline. GUA itself appears to believe that their specific target market is somewhat different from USQ’s. 

There is no doubt however that the NextEd strategy of knowing the local market has served it well thus far, in terms of attracting tertiary clients, particularly as that knowledge is combined with a technical solution specialising in the education and training industry.
 

NextEd had high hopes of its success in the UK e-University venture, through a consortium with Pearsons, Bell and Howell, and Blackboard, but the withdrawal of Pearsons as a result of losses in its e-learning ventures has thwarted that ambition.

7.
Conclusions

As globalising forces result in the aggregation of publishers into four or five giants in specialised discipline areas, public and university libraries worldwide struggle to maintain comprehensive research collections for their staff and students. Since distribution costs have traditionally been a major limit on the profitability of the journals which constitute a large element of the research effort, publishers such as Reed Elsevier have capitalised on the potential of Web-based distribution models. They have also benefited from the trend to outsource the publication process of journals which originate in the university sector, effectively “purchasing” the research effort of universities and “reselling” it to the institutional libraries. Furthermore, they have adopted the strategy of “bundling” titles into an institutional package, escalating costs in the process, as acquisitions librarians are forced to purchase collections of perhaps undesired and unnecessary titles.

Commentators in Australia, such as Malcolm Gillies, president of the Australian Academy of Humanities, warn that the result could well be a “Library of Australia”, a single research collection that has a site license for resources from particular publishers, and then can make them electronically available to member institutions.
 Indeed, the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee has acknowledged the inevitability of this process as it currently negotiates with Reed Elsevier for a national site licence, a response to the cancellation by Australian university libraries of over 16,700 serial titles (including over 867 electronic titles) in 1999. Academics are urged to subvert the dominance of publishers by contributing their articles to an open-access database to ensure a free online public research archive can remain in the face of a commercialised publishing environment.

The significantly different approaches to accreditation issues taken by GUA, USQ and U21 point to a critical issue for the UK e-University. 

U21 will accredit its own courses. It will therefore seek to gain course approval from what it sees as the new global arbiters of quality and industry relevance, the professional associations. This relies on faith in further globalisation of professional standards and preparation courses, and while there is some evidence of greater co-operation and integration of standards, there is much work to do before such international agreement is reached. U21 faces a difficult task in all jurisdictions in marketing its ability to meet the professional associations’ educational standards. Although its Introduction on the home page Web site argues that it offers “internationally valid processes for the enrolment, instruction, assessment and certification of students”, those processes are not those accepted by the traditional methods of universities, and there is contention about Thomson’s influence on them. The failure of the Global Alliance for Transnational Education (GATE) to make headway as a global accreditation body, and its subsequent take-over by Jones, illustrates the difficulty of gaining agreement in international accreditation issues.
 

By contrast, GUA is relying on the jurisdictional accreditation and cachet of its member institutions, and members’ internal quality-assurance processes, which are being tailored to the GUA agreement. It will not require a separate and potentially difficult “global” accreditation process, nor does it need to convince potential “consumers” of its quality assurance and the robust nature of its accreditation processes. 

GUA faces a different challenge from U21global in marketing: it must rely on member institutions’ credibility and the synergies to be gained through cross-accreditation of units in degrees. U21global must build the brand itself, and capture a market that all providers recognise is an unknown, despite their market research.

USQOnline relies on Australian accreditation only, and therefore its ability to compete against the consortia is limited in respect of accreditation. 

There remains the vexed matter of the effects of the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS). In respect of education, this progressed in the recent Qatar meeting, where Australian representatives proposed a further loosening of the regulations governing professionals working abroad, and educational organisations’ access to other countries. National acceptance of liberalisation in educational services will depend on whether education via the Internet is deemed to lie in the area of e-commerce, or is deemed to be “supplied in the exercise of government authority”. Specific obligations of members which are foreshadowed by the liberalisation agenda are:

· The publication of relevant laws and regulations pertaining to education and the provision of inquiry officers in national education departments to answer company and government queries in relation to trade regulations in education.

· The avoidance of limitations on market access through regulations on foreign equity limitations (such as currently apply in China); or regulations which mandate local partner joint ventures (such as currently apply in China and South Africa); or limitations on the number of licences to operate that are issued; or limitations on the number of foreign employees allowed (which the Australian proposals were designed to thwart).

It is to be noted that limitations on national treatment of education services are not prohibited in WTO membership, but they must be clearly listed. Hence a member country may decline to extend its liberalisation laws in a particular area such as education, but the listing requirement forces it to make a case for exemption. 

The case for a networked global education system is strong. The technology exists to support it. A feasible business plan remains to be revealed.
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30 August 2001: Chris Robinson (U21global)
26 October 2001: Sir Graeme Davies (Chair, U21)
31 October 2001: Henry Wai (Registrar, Hong Kong University and Manager, U21)
1 November 2001: Kai-ming Cheng (Pro Vice-chancellor of Teaching and Learning, University of Hong Kong)
2 November 2001: Carl Loo (Managing Director, NextEd)
5 November 2001: David Murphy (Open University of Hong Kong); and Dr Zhang (Visiting Scholar, Open University of Hong Kong)
CHAPTER EIGHT


Impact of the Internet on Higher Education in Australia and Asia


Yoni Ryan with Professor Roger King


December 2001








� By Paul Bacsich, July 2004.


� By Yoni Ryan, March 2004. The footnotes in this section are hers as well.


� David Murphy, Namin Shin and Wei-yuan Zhang, eds., Advancing Online Learning in Asia (Hong Kong: Open University of Hong Kong Press, 2002).


� Margot Bell et al., Universities Online: A Survey of Online Education and Services in Australia (Canberra: DEST, 2002), � HYPERLINK "http://www.dest.gov.au/highered/occpaper/02a/default.htm" ��http://www.dest.gov.au/highered/occpaper/02a/default.htm�.


� John Cain and John Hewitt, Off Course: From Public Place to Market Place at the University of Melbourne (Melbourne: Scribe, 2004).


� The Australian, 18 Feb 2003, Online and Distance Education supplement, 2.


� Campus Review, 2–8 July 2003, 3.


� The Australian, 18 Feb 2003, Online and Distance Education supplement, 3.


� Cain and Hewitt, Off Course, 197.


� David Teather, ed., Consortia: International Networking Alliances of Universities (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2004).


� Ted Nunan (Flexible Learning Centre, UniSAnet), personal communication with the author, March 2004.


� Terry Hilsberg (presentation, eLearning/eTraining Roundtable, Griffith University, Gold Coast, August 2003).


� Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee, Offshore Programs of Australian Universities: Offshore Programs Conducted Under Formal Agreements Between Australian Universities and Overseas Higher Education Institutions or Organizations (Canberra: AVCC, 2003).


� To the 2001 report. Footnotes from now on were contributed by Paul Bacsich, July 2004.


� This abbreviation is easy to confuse with UNISA (University of South Africa); but such is life.


� Scottish Knowledge has ceased trading. A part-successor organisation, the Interactive University, continues, but appears focussed on delivering courses purely from Scotland (currently, in particular, Heriot-Watt University and University of Stirling). See � HYPERLINK http://www.interactiveuniversity.net/ ��http://www.interactiveuniversity.net/�.


� See chapter 11, “UNext and Cardean”, in this compendium.


� However, in June 2004 Indelta went bankrupt, owing A$4 million (£1.5 million) to USQ. A cogent analysis of this is on the OBHE Web site in a “breaking news” article of 1 July 2004, � HYPERLINK http://www.obhe.ac.uk/ ��http://www.obhe.ac.uk/�. 


� HECS is the Higher Education Contributions Scheme. The Australian government defines it as follows: “The Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) is a fair and equitable way of ensuring that students contribute to the cost of their higher education. It is considered reasonable that students who directly benefit from higher education should pay part of the cost of their studies, while the Commonwealth [of Australia] pays the major part of the costs involved. HECS provides a loan to students that is indexed to maintain its real value but is otherwise interest-free, with deferred income contingent repayment. The deferred payment arrangements mean that students are not prevented from participating in higher education if they are unable to pay the contribution up front.” (What is HECS?, � HYPERLINK "http://www.hecs.gov.au/pubs/hecs2004/1.htm#1_1" ��http://www.hecs.gov.au/pubs/hecs2004/1.htm#1_1�). 


� This is typical of the “long retreat” of satellite from developed (and developing) countries.


� Blackboard is one of the leading LMS vendors in universities across the world. Blackboard has a specific Australian site, � HYPERLINK http://www.blackboard.com/worldwide/au/en/index.htm ��http://www.blackboard.com/worldwide/au/en/index.htm�.


� PeopleSoft is at � HYPERLINK http://www.peoplesoft.com/ ��http://www.peoplesoft.com/�. 


� The main site for wireless at USQ is � HYPERLINK http://www.usq.edu.au/its/wireless/ ��http://www.usq.edu.au/its/wireless/�. There is a history of the project at � HYPERLINK http://www.usq.edu.au/its/wireless/history.htm ��http://www.usq.edu.au/its/wireless/history.htm�. Current coverage is about two-thirds.


� The Bretten Centre appears fully functional – see � HYPERLINK http://www.usq-bretten.de/ ��http://www.usq-bretten.de/�. There is a report of the VC’s visit in April 2004 to Bretten which also provides an overview of USQ’s other collaborations in Germany – see � HYPERLINK http://www.usq.edu.au/vc/vccolumn/column14april2004.htm ��http://www.usq.edu.au/vc/vccolumn/column14april2004.htm�. 


� For further information on USQ, see:


The report of the Australian Universities Quality Agency on USQ, October 2002, � HYPERLINK http://www.auqa.edu.au/qualityaudit/sai_reports/reports/auditreport_usq_2002.doc ��http://www.auqa.edu.au/qualityaudit/sai_reports/reports/auditreport_usq_2002.doc�. 


The report by Sloan-C on “effective practices” at USQ – see � HYPERLINK http://www.sloan-c.org/effective/details2.asp?ACC_ID=19 ��http://www.sloan-c.org/effective/details2.asp?ACC_ID=19�.


The IIEP/UNESCO case study on USQ, � HYPERLINK http://www.unesco.org/iiep/virtualuniversity/files/usq_online.pdf ��http://www.unesco.org/iiep/virtualuniversity/files/usq_online.pdf�. 


� Now the president and vice-chancellor of the University of Manchester (� HYPERLINK "http://www.manchester.ac.uk/aboutus/keypeople.htm" ��http://www.manchester.ac.uk/aboutus/keypeople.htm�). 


� The list of current Universitas 12 members (16 members in 8 countries, as of 2 August 2004) is at � HYPERLINK http://www.universitas21.com/members/ ��http://www.universitas21.com/members/�. It seems that Freiburg and Michigan are no longer members.


� The U21global Web site is at � HYPERLINK http://www.u21global.com/ ��http://www.u21global.com/�, with a strapline of “Business School for Global Leaders”, which appears to be either an overly restrictive approach to the market, or a necessary prime focus – no doubt the arguments will continue on this.


� U21pedagogica Ltd is the wholly owned quality-assurance subsidiary of Universitas 21 LBG – see � HYPERLINK http://www.universitas21.bham.ac.uk/u21pedagogica.htm ��http://www.universitas21.bham.ac.uk/u21pedagogica.htm�. The next few pages will explain more about its role.


� The U21 Student Network has a Web site at � HYPERLINK http://www.union.unimelb.edu.au/u21sn/ ��http://www.union.unimelb.edu.au/u21sn/�. The Hong Kong statement text is at � HYPERLINK http://www.union.unimelb.edu.au/u21sn/u21_02.html ��http://www.union.unimelb.edu.au/u21sn/u21_02.html�. 


� The graduation certificate.


� Some confirmation that this may still happen is contained in the Knowledge Management Strategic Plan of the University of Edinburgh, March 2004. Section 4.3.24 says, “It is important to engage with external organizations including… Universitas 21, U21Global…” The plan was authored by the recently (2003) appointed principal, Professor Tim O’Shea, who is a noted expert in e-learning, formerly at Birkbeck College and The Open University.


� This has changed again. Sir Graeme Davies has retired, to be replaced at Glasgow by Sir Muir Russell. The current chair is Professor John Hay AC, vice-chancellor and president of the University of Queensland (� HYPERLINK "http://www.universitas21.bham.ac.uk/about/structure.htm" ��http://www.universitas21.bham.ac.uk/about/structure.htm�). 


� The chair is now Ronald G. Dunn, president and CEO, Academic and International Group, Thomson Learning (� HYPERLINK "http://u21global.com/cgi-bin/corp.dll/portal/ep/programView.do" ��http://u21global.com/cgi-bin/corp.dll/portal/ep/programView.do�). 


� Experience in UK universities over the last few years suggests that it may not be that simple.


� In fact the chair is University of Virginia President John T. Casteen III. A new full-time CEO was appointed from 1 February 2004: Blaine A. Brownell, former president of Ball State University (� HYPERLINK "http://www.universitas21.bham.ac.uk/news/press5.htm" ��http://www.universitas21.bham.ac.uk/news/press5.htm�). 


� In case readers imagine that these statements are typical of the fantasies prevalent in 2000–01, note that the International Herald Tribune of 11 May 2004 reports that “Universitas 21 Global plans to expand into new markets in Africa and Latin America, and introduce multiple discipline degrees including Master’s degrees in Information Systems Management, Public Policy, Public Health, Economics, Marketing and Finance. It aims to reach a worldwide population of 150,000 students within 10 years” (� HYPERLINK "http://www.iht.com/articles/520620.html" ��http://www.iht.com/articles/520620.html�). However, a close reading of chapter 7 might lead many readers to believe that the Latin American market will be hotly contested, so that Universitas 21 would not be expanding into a vacuum.


� This is not at all a new insight; it has been well known, e.g., at the Open University and in European distance-teaching circles, for several years.


� Not so established, they closed down in 2002. (See “breaking news” article, 23 October 2002, � HYPERLINK "http://www.obhe.ac.uk/" ��http://www.obhe.ac.uk/�). They have a partial successor in the Interactive University (� HYPERLINK "http://www.interactiveuniversity.net/" ��http://www.interactiveuniversity.net/�).


� In theory the University of Glasgow could be involved in the Interactive University; in reality it is dominated by Heriot-Watt University, with one course also from the University of Stirling. However, note that the Interactive University is very active in Southeast Asia.


� When it comes to global roll-out, this is unlikely, for pedagogic and cost reasons. Many have tried, none have succeeded.


� There has been very little sign of any of this happening in the intervening years. It seems that, at least in higher education-oriented e-learning, the asynchronous-conferencing mode of collaboration is a “local optimum”; a sizable breakthrough into widespread use of synchronous conferencing has not happened – in fact, somewhat the opposite, as television and its derived pedagogies continue their long retreat; in training, the situation is rather different. See chapter 16, “Learning Platforms” for more on the technical aspects of this, and on MUDs in particular. See chapter 21, “Tutorial Support Functions”, for the pedagogic aspects.


� WebCT is now used successfully by a number of e-universities, including Capella University in the USA, the Swiss Virtual Campus and several UK HEIs active in overseas e-learning (Ulster and Middlesex in particular). As a local phenomenon which may become of global significance, almost all Hong Kong universities use WebCT. 


� Now retired; his successor is Derek McCormack – see � HYPERLINK http://www.gua.com/gua/news/6/default.asp ��http://www.gua.com/gua/news/6/default.asp�. 


� That is, non-Australian.


� Known until 1992 as Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology. The full story of the name changes is at � HYPERLINK http://www.rmit.edu.au/browse/About%20RMIT%2FAbout%20Our%20Name/ ��http://www.rmit.edu.au/browse/About%20RMIT%2FAbout%20Our%20Name/�. 


� However, Athabasca is very experienced in distance learning, and increasingly now in e-learning, thanks to a change in focus and recent appointments. International activity is also building fast; indeed, Athabasca is now beginning to eclipse some of the established virtual universities in Canada, due not only to its competence but also to changes in educational priorities in other provinces.


� For those now unfamiliar with this ancient but still relevant failure, it is well analysed in the ODL Quality Council newsletter of spring 1999 at � HYPERLINK http://www.dspace.dial.pipex.com/odlqc/n09-vun.htm ��http://www.dspace.dial.pipex.com/odlqc/n09-vun.htm�. 


� The current list of members is on the GUA home page, � HYPERLINK http://www.gua.com/ ��http://www.gua.com/�. GUA now has seven members: Auckland, RMIT, UniSA, Derby, Glamorgan and Wisconsin. George Washington and Athabasca have now withdrawn. It is not clear whether Athabasca’s growing strength in e-learning means that they felt they outgrew the consortium, or there were other reasons. 


� Western Governors’ University is still active. It is interesting that several commentators, even recent ones, imagine that WGU has ceased. For the truth see � HYPERLINK http://www.wgu.edu/ ��http://www.wgu.edu/�. Indeed, WGU now has 1,800 students and is growing by around 200 per month (WGU press release of 22 February 2004, reported in the Deseret Morning News, Utah, � HYPERLINK "http://deseretnews.com/dn/view/0,1249,590045031,00.html" ��http://deseretnews.com/dn/view/0,1249,590045031,00.html�).


� There are still no links to GUA, either on the University of Derby top-level Web pages or on the University of Derby international top-level Web page (� HYPERLINK "http://www.derby.ac.uk/international/" ��http://www.derby.ac.uk/international/�); but there are links to GUA from lower-level pages such as � HYPERLINK "http://www.derby.ac.uk/elearning/onlinestudy.html" ��http://www.derby.ac.uk/elearning/onlinestudy.html�. 


The University of Glamorgan seems to have fewer links on its pages to GUA. There are only two hits for “GUA” on a search of the Web site, neither on high-level pages; there is no mention of “GUA” on the international pages at all. However, there are some mentions of “Global University Alliance” (some with links, others not), for example on the main “distance & e-learning” page at � HYPERLINK http://www.glam.ac.uk/courses/distance.php ��http://www.glam.ac.uk/courses/distance.php�.


� OLA in this context is Open Learning Australia, � HYPERLINK http://www.ola.edu.au/ ��http://www.ola.edu.au/�, a portal to all Australian universities’ distance-learning offerings.


� The Australian Technology Network is “an influential alliance of five distinctive and prominent Australian universities located in each mainland State” (� HYPERLINK "http://www.atn.edu.au/" ��http://www.atn.edu.au/�). 


� The Canadian Virtual University (CVU) is now more of a national portal (somewhat like OLA in Australia) and less of a virtual university. Its Web site is at � HYPERLINK http://www.cvu-uvc.ca/english.html ��http://www.cvu-uvc.ca/english.html�. Regarding its members, Athabasca is a member (it is no doubt politically impossible to offer distance learning and not join CVU), and the British Columbia Open University is being de-scoped and authority being transferred to an as-yet unbuilt and unnamed new university to be based in Kamloops (� HYPERLINK http://www.bcou.ca/About_BCOU/whatsnew.html#ucc ��http://www.bcou.ca/About_BCOU/whatsnew.html#ucc�, � HYPERLINK "http://www.cariboo.bc.ca/liaison/news.html" ��http://www.cariboo.bc.ca/liaison/news.html�).


More generally, the Open Learning Agency (another OLA) which oversees open and distance learning in British Columbia (and is composed of BC OU and the Knowledge Network) is being closed and the Knowledge Network sold – see the poignant “General Manager's Update on New Model for Knowledge Network” at � HYPERLINK http://www.knowledgenetwork.ca/news/february2004/general_manager.pdf ��http://www.knowledgenetwork.ca/news/february2004/general_manager.pdf�.


� However, with recent events including those described in the previous footnote, national channel conflict will not be such a problem.


� Despite much rhetoric and some experimentation during the time of SARS in Hong Kong in 2003, student and staff perceptions do not seem to have changed much. Student wishes on the innovative MSc ECom-ICom course (� HYPERLINK http://www.ecom-icom.hku.hk/seminar/past2002.asp ��http://www.ecom-icom.hku.hk/seminar/past2002.asp�) at HKU remain firmly in favour of face-to-face, despite alternatives’ being offered. 


� The Sarawak campus of Curtin now has 1,600 students. See � HYPERLINK http://www.curtin.edu.my/ ��http://www.curtin.edu.my/� for more details.


� The current “World of Campuses” list for the University of Central Queensland is at � HYPERLINK http://www.cqu.edu.au/maps/worldmap.htm ��http://www.cqu.edu.au/maps/worldmap.htm�. 


� The Virtual Colombo Plan is described on the Australian Government AusAID Overseas Aid site at � HYPERLINK http://www.ausaid.gov.au/hottopics/topic.cfm?Id=326_3216_5474_6437_2910 ��http://www.ausaid.gov.au/hottopics/topic.cfm?Id=326_3216_5474_6437_2910�. Already Australian universities are gaining benefit from this; see for example (there are more) the RMIT-AVU programme at � HYPERLINK http://www.international.rmit.edu.au/avu/index.html ��http://www.international.rmit.edu.au/avu/index.html� and the Curtin work on a “virtual online teaching and learning facility” described at � HYPERLINK http://lsn.curtin.edu.au/edel/ ��http://lsn.curtin.edu.au/edel/�. 


� Information on the Alliance (2002) is at � HYPERLINK http://www.asiapacific.ca/about/pressreleases/alliance.cfm ��http://www.asiapacific.ca/about/pressreleases/alliance.cfm�.


� NIIT Technologies, with a strapline of “The Global IT Solutions Corporation”, is at � HYPERLINK http://www.niit.com/ ��http://www.niit.com/�. Its education and training operations are described on the subsite at � HYPERLINK http://www.niit.com/Education/ ��http://www.niit.com/Education/�. It set up a wholly owned subsidiary NIIT Online Learning Ltd which hosts the online learning service Netvarsity.com.


The IIEP/UNESCO team has done a 26-page report (2003) on NetVarsity – see � HYPERLINK http://www.unesco.org/iiep/virtualuniversity/files/net_varsity.pdf ��http://www.unesco.org/iiep/virtualuniversity/files/net_varsity.pdf�


� EWebUniversity (� HYPERLINK http://www.ewebuniversity.com/ ��http://www.ewebuniversity.com/�) describes itself as providing “complete training outsourcing solutions”. It has some university customers in California including San Jose State University, California State University at Dominguez Hills and at Hayward, and Cal Poly at San Luis Obispo.


� UNITEM, the Open University Malaysia, has a Web site at � HYPERLINK http://www.oum.edu.my/ ��http://www.oum.edu.my/�. There are at least two other e-universities in Malaysia: UNITAR (� HYPERLINK "http://www.unitar.edu.my/" ��http://www.unitar.edu.my/�) and the Multimedia University (� HYPERLINK http://www.mmu.edu.my/ ��http://www.mmu.edu.my/�). IIEP/UNESCO have written a report (2003) on UNITAR – see � HYPERLINK http://www.unesco.org/iiep/virtualuniversity/files/unitar.pdf ��http://www.unesco.org/iiep/virtualuniversity/files/unitar.pdf�.


� KNOU is at � HYPERLINK http://www.knou.ac.kr/english/ ��http://www.knou.ac.kr/english/�. 


� It is hard for outsiders to gain much first-hand understanding of the e-university situation in South Korea. The Korea Association of Cyber Education site is at � HYPERLINK http://www.kaoce.org/ ��http://www.kaoce.org/� but currently seems to have no material in English. The International Cyber University at Ewha Womans University (� HYPERLINK http://icu.ewha.ac.kr/ ��http://icu.ewha.ac.kr/�) still has a “project pilot” feel to its site.


� This version of WebCT is reported (2003) as not finding favour within Chinese universities, not even at Qinghua. 


Also, CERNET (� HYPERLINK http://www.cernet.com/ ��http://www.cernet.com/�), the Chinese near-equivalent of UKERNA (with aspects of JISC and a commercial company), have set up a joint venture company CERNET-Blackboard Information Technology Company Ltd., presuming widespread Blackboard use among CERNET clients, and universities in particular. For an interesting and semi-personal view-point on this deal, see the CERNET article at � HYPERLINK http://www.edu.cn/20040519/3105937.shtml ��http://www.edu.cn/20040519/3105937.shtml�. 


There are also several well-developed local Chinese platforms for HE e-learning, including one from Qinghua and a “four A” platform jointly developed by several universities, as well as two main ones from commercial companies – Huaxia Dadi (� HYPERLINK http://www.sino-i.com/edu_intro.html ��http://www.sino-i.com/edu_intro.html�), developed from a US base for a Sino-American e-learning project, and BeiWai Online, used by the prestigious Bei Wai Online Learning Institute, whose executive dean is Professor Yueguo Gu. (As usual, there is an Australian connection, this time with Macquarie University – see the report of Professor Gu’s 2004 visit at � HYPERLINK "http://www.international.mq.edu.au/whatsnew/visitors.asp" ��http://www.international.mq.edu.au/whatsnew/visitors.asp�.) 


� OUHK is at � HYPERLINK http://www.ouhk.edu.hk/ ��http://www.ouhk.edu.hk/�. They use WebCT but are also interested in continuing use of a home-grown platform because of its better support for Chinese.


� China really needs a whole chapter to itself. The subsection only scratches the surface. There is much more material about Chinese e-learning available in English than generally realised.


� However, it is in no sense an e-university. See � HYPERLINK http://www.u-air.ac.jp/eng/ ��http://www.u-air.ac.jp/eng/�. 


� The Virtual University of Pakistan has now been set up. The Web site is � HYPERLINK http://www.vu.edu.pk/ ��http://www.vu.edu.pk/� and admissions will open in autumn 2004. Note that Allama Iqbal Open University (the Open University of Pakistan, � HYPERLINK "http://www.aiou.edu.pk/" ��http://www.aiou.edu.pk/�), has made no significant moves yet towards e-learning.


� Indira Gandhi Open University now has a Virtual Campus – see its Web site at � HYPERLINK http://www.ignou.ac.in/virtualcampus/index.htm ��http://www.ignou.ac.in/virtualcampus/index.htm�. Mention should also be made of the regional open universities in India, a few of whom are now becoming active in e-learning. One of the leaders is Yashwantrao Chavan Maharashtra Open University (� HYPERLINK "http://www.ycmou.com/" ��http://www.ycmou.com/�), with a topical strapline “Better Quality, Access, Flexibility and Effectiveness with eLearning”.


� See � HYPERLINK http://www.icus.net/ ��http://www.icus.net/�. ICUS has an Academic Committee who advise them on e-learning; its “European” members include Betty Collis (one of the chapter authors in the compendium) and the noted UK e-learning consultant Jane Massy (� HYPERLINK "http://www.icus.net/aboutus/academic.shtm" ��http://www.icus.net/aboutus/academic.shtm�). 


� The Australian Broadcasting Corporation, � HYPERLINK http://www.abc.net.au/ ��http://www.abc.net.au/� (not � HYPERLINK "http://www.abc.au/" ��http://www.abc.au/�).


� This phrase is an aspect of the Australian approach to funding universities. Australian universities are funded centrally, i.e. by the Commonwealth of Australia, not by the States that they are based in (see � HYPERLINK "http://www.dest.gov.au/highered/programmes/opgrants.htm" ��http://www.dest.gov.au/highered/programmes/opgrants.htm�). Schools are funded by the states.


� The “duty statement” is a phrase used in Australia. It is similar to a job description in UK terms. For an example relevant to this report see the duty statement for academic staff in Academic Services at Wollongong University – � HYPERLINK http://www.uow.edu.au/admin/personnel/awards/asd_levelC.html ��http://www.uow.edu.au/admin/personnel/awards/asd_levelC.html�.


� Monster.com is of course the online job-finding service at � HYPERLINK http://www.monster.co.uk/ ��http://www.monster.co.uk/�. Monster.campus is the version for students, at � HYPERLINK http://campus.monster.com/ ��http://campus.monster.com/�. 


� Course Evaluation Instrument, a tool developed at UniSA. For details of these instruments see � HYPERLINK http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/learningconnection/staff/teachg/Evaluation-Overview.doc ��http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/learningconnection/staff/teachg/Evaluation-Overview.doc�. 


� For more detailed information, consult � HYPERLINK http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/unisanet/ ��http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/unisanet/� and the Microsoft case study on UniSA at � HYPERLINK http://www.microsoft.com/asia/case/casedetail.asp?casestudyid=15445 ��http://www.microsoft.com/asia/case/casedetail.asp?casestudyid=15445�.


� Callista is at � HYPERLINK http://www.callista.com.au/ ��http://www.callista.com.au/�.


� And globally.


� Prometheus had several high-echelon US university customers. These included George Washington University, where it was first developed, and Vanderbilt University, as a campus-wide system. Even in summer 2000 it was also used at University of Texas–Austin, Rochester Institute of Technology, University of California Monterrey and the University of Toronto. (There are more details of Prometheus in chapter 16, “Learning Platforms”.) It is thus no surprise to find that this list includes two of the original members of GUA. The company was bought by Blackboard in January 2000 (“Blackboard Buys Maker of Learning Software”, Washington Post, 8 January 2000, � HYPERLINK http://www.washingtonpost.com/ ��http://www.washingtonpost.com/�). Blackboard committed to support the product for a transitional period, however the former Prometheus Web site � HYPERLINK http://www.prometheus.com ��http://www.prometheus.com� now redirects to a non-existent Blackboard page � HYPERLINK http://company.blackboard.com/prometheus ��http://company.blackboard.com/prometheus�, which suggests that the transitional period is over. Note that Vanderbilt University are still running Prometheus but are in transition to Blackboard (� HYPERLINK "http://www.vanderbilt.edu/its/prometheus/transition.htm" ��http://www.vanderbilt.edu/its/prometheus/transition.htm�). At George Washington University, Prometheus was turned off in June 2004 (� HYPERLINK "http://prometheus.gwu.edu/" ��http://prometheus.gwu.edu/�). 


� INTI is at � HYPERLINK http://www.inti.edu.my/ ��http://www.inti.edu.my/�. It has spread beyond Malaysia to several other countries via an affiliate network.


� Englishtown.com is at � HYPERLINK http://www.englishtown.com/ ��http://www.englishtown.com/�. It is currently (summer 2004) listed as a GUA partner at � HYPERLINK http://www.gua.com/gua/our%20partners/ ��http://www.gua.com/gua/our%20partners/�. 


� This has left no recent spoor on the GWU Web site; but GWU is mentioned on an old (2001?) part of the NextEd Web site (� HYPERLINK "http://www.nexted.com/shell/p_ed.html" ��http://www.nexted.com/shell/p_ed.html�). 


� SmartForce has now merged into SkillSoft. DigitalThink is still at � HYPERLINK http://www.digitalthink.com/ ��http://www.digitalthink.com/� but has just been bought by Convergys (� HYPERLINK "http://www.digitalthink.com/dtfs/company/" ��http://www.digitalthink.com/dtfs/company/�). 


� Formerly called Mandarin.


� And New Zealand, many would now say.


� For further reading on NextEd, consult their Web site. It contains current details of investors, directors, managers and partners, as well overviews of systems and solutions, and also several useful white papers and articles. The site map at � HYPERLINK http://www.nexted.com/nexted/site-map/default.asp ��http://www.nexted.com/nexted/site-map/default.asp� is the best index. There is however, a lack of public information on current customers and recent sales.


� In August 2003, Jones “donated” GATE to the US Distance Learning Association (USDLA) – see � HYPERLINK http://www.edugate.org/usdla.htm ��http://www.edugate.org/usdla.htm�. 
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