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D i s t a n c e  e d u c a t i o n  m o r e
S o  fa r , y e t so close, w rite s  J a n  R i n g  thanks to V irtu a l C a m p u s

Provid ing higher ed u cation  
services to a p op u la tion  
scattered over the Australian  
co n tin en t has been no easy task. 
Research into the delivery o f  d is
tance education to this vast co u n 

try is shrink ing the n ation , and  
g iv in g  off-cam p u s stu dents the

Virtual C am pus is the outcom e  
o f  collaborative research in to  d is
tance ed u cation  delivery by M s 
Jan Ring, Senior Lecturer in C o m 
puter Science, supported by A sso
ciate Professor T o n y  W atson , 
H ead, S ch oo l o f  In form ation  
T echn ology  and M athem atics, and

Jo n  R ing (R e p ro d u c e d  with k in d  p e rm iss io n  o f  Quest, n e w sle tte r  o f  the Edith 
C o w a n  U niversity , V ol 1, N o  1, A p r il  199 3)

chance to be virtually on cam pus. 
T h e  tech n o lo gy  used is readily  
adaptable to the training needs o f  
businesses and governm ent agen 
cies in rem ote locations.

T h e  op p o rtu n ity  for iso lated  
external students o f  Edith C ow an  
U n iv ersity  to have tw en ty -fou r  
hour access, seven days a w eek, to 
the norm al facilities available to 
in ternal stu dents has been  
achieved through C om m on w ealth  
fu n d ed  research. T h e cost so far 
has exceeded $5 0 0  000 .

A ccess to services is gain ed  
th rou gh  a com p uter-based  c o m 
m unication  system  dubbed V ir tu a l  
C a m p u s .  T h is enables ind ivid ual 
stu dents, through their com p uter  
keyboards and screens, to ‘speak’ 
to lecturers and fellow  stu d en ts  
T h ey  can join tutorial groups, use 
library catalogues, display notices, 
su b m it and receive back m arked  
assignm ents, and access the w orld
w id e resources o f  the A ustralian  
A cad em ic and Research N etw ork  
(A A R N et). T h ey  can even have 
regular social chats over cups o f  
co ffee , or ch ew -th e-fat about as
signm ents.

A ssociate Professor T o n y  K night, 
H ead, External Studies D iv ision .

Distance e du ca tio n
Edith Cowan University has been a 
major provider o f  tertiary-level dis
tance education for nearly two dec
ades. During this tim e the delivery 
mechanisms have moved from tradi
tional packages o f  notes and books 
to incorporate new options based on 
advanced technology.

At the forefront o f  this new  
tech n ology , V irtual C am pus is 
ch an gin g  the w ay in w h ich  d is
tance education is delivered, m an
aged, and assessed. It has the 
potential to be cost effective in the 
delivery o f  course m aterials and, 
by facilitating student interaction, 
to provide learning opportun ities 
w hich otherwise w ould  not exist.

Three o f  the U n iversity’s five 
faculties are using Virtual Cam pus 
to teach external courses including  
N ursing, Justice Studies, C o m p u 
ter Education , and Library T ech 
nology. In 1992, the students were 
distributed w id ely  across the A us
tralian states: Q u een slan d  35% ; 
N ew  South W ales 28% ; W estern

Australia 22% ; V ictoria  10%; 
N orthern  Territory 3% and South  
Australia 2%.

Feedback on  V irtual C am pus 
has been positive. Students report 
that the ability  to  co m m u n icate  
tw o-w ay w ith  tutors and other stu
dents makes them  feel part o f  the 
University.

Electronic o u tre a ch
T h e Virtual C am pus project pro
vides the U niversity w ith  an elec
tron ic outreach, n ot on ly  to 
Australia but also to our near 
neighbours in South-East Asia and 
beyond. T on y  W atson reports that 
the Virtual C am pus system  is be
ing used in a joint research project 
w ith  C h u n g-A n g  U n iversity  in 
Seoul, Korea, w ith  w hich interna
tional links have been established  
to prom ote, am on g other things, 
cooperative teaching and research 
programs.

Access
A ccess to Virtual C am pus is via 
te lep h on e lines through  
A U S T P A C  using a m od em  and  
co m m u n ica tio n s softw are on  a 
personal com puter. T h e hardware 
base to the electronic cam pus was 
carefully selected  using a h igh - 
quality, fault-to lerant T A N D E M  
system  to ensure ro u nd-th e-clock  
reliability  for stu dents w h o live 
and work in different tim e zones 
and study outside norm al w orking  
hours.

Each call to V irtual C am pus  
incurs a local-call cost to the stu 
d en t’s ow n  te lep h on e accou n t. 
O n ce the caller is co n n ected  to 
A U S T P A C  and th en  to the V ir
tual C am pus, all tim e and volum e  
charges are reverse-charged to the 
University. T hat is to say, students 
incur no costs on their teleph one  
accounts other than the initial lo 
cal-call fee m ade to establish  the 
co nnection .

Virtual C am pus is enabling the 
U n iversity  to reach d istant stu 
dents. It has the potential to m eet 
the staff developm ent needs of or
gan isation s w h ose sta ff are scat
tered and isolated. An advantage is 
that stu dents can w ork at their 
ow n pace but be m onitored  by tu 
tors on a regular basis. It is an ef
fective and cost-effective  w ay o f  
training staff. ■


