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I n June and Ju ly  thi 

w as  p riv ileged to

num ber of educationa l in- M argaret Sm all ou tside the National Technologica l University, Fort Collins, Colorado
stitutions in the United States of A m erica  and in British C o lum b ia , 

C an ad a , supported by the A L IA  1996  Study G ran t and by a grant 

from O pen Learning Austra lia . M y quest w as to investigate the role 

w h ich  libraries w ill p lay in virtual universities. W h ile  the term 'v ir­

tual university ' is com ing to mean a university w h ich  teaches e le c­

tro n ica lly , I cast m y net a little w id e r, and visited both trad itional 

universities and non-traditional institutions w h ich  used various w ays 

of teach ing , includ ing e lectron ic  and te levised (cab le and satellite) 

course de livery .

M any m ainstream  North A m erican  universities are vigorously in­

vestigating the 'virtual university' concept: for instance, Sim on Fraser 

U n ive rs ity  at Burnaby, BC  has a w ell-ad vanced  V irtual-U  program 

w h ich  is a lready offering som e fifty on-line courses, and the U n ive r­

sity of C a lifo rn ia  at Berkeley through its Center for M edia and Inde­

pendent Learning , offers a num ber of courses through A m erica  O n ­

line  (a com m ercia l Internet provider).

In traditional universities, 'v irtual university ' programs are gen­

e ra lly  an extension of their existing distance education activ ities, and 

therefore the fram ew ork of student support is already in p lace . There 

are , how ever, a grow ing num ber o f new  institutions w h ich  do not 

teach on-cam pus students, and therefore do not have this fram ew ork; 

their approaches to student support, including the provision of a li­

brary se rv ice , are extrem ely interesting. O ne of these institutions is 

the National Techno log ical U n iversity  (N T U ) in Fort C o llin s , C o lo ­

rado. N TU  is a consortium  of universities and industry w h ich  pro­

vides masters programs in engineering, com puting and m anagem ent. 

Lectures are broadcast by satellite from classroom s around the coun­

try to sites in students' w orkp laces. N TU  aw ards its ow n degrees, but 

all course developm ent, teaching and assessment is conducted by the 

participating universities, w h ich  include the U n iversity  of Ca lifo rn ia  

at Berkeley and D avis, and Co lum bia and Cornell Universities. Indus­

try partners include A T& T , IBM , Boeing, US Departm ent of Energy 

and 3M . N TU  provides no library support, instead expecting that e i­

ther the teaching institution or students em ployers w ill provide sup­

port as required.

An innovative institution w h ich  com bines on-cam pus teaching 

w ith  a virtual cam pus is the U n iversity  of Phoenix w h ich  has forty- 

seven cam puses, includ ing an O n lin e  Cam pus (U P O ) located in the 

heart of San Francisco 's financia l d istrict. U P O  offers bachelors and 

m asters program s in business m anagem ent to som e 1500 students 

both in U S A  and overseas. A ll teaching is conducted on-line , w ith  

each unit being taught over five or ten w eeks. The Learning Resource 

C entre , located in Phoen ix, A rizona services all cam puses, none of 

w h ich  have their ow n libraries. The Centre does not have a co lle c ­

tion of books or journals but rather provides access to b ib liographic 

databases for staff, students and a lum ni, and an associated docum ent

d e live ry  se rv ice  using fax and m ail is provided (for w h ich  a charge 

is levied ). Th e  Centre w ill conduct subject searches on behalf of stu­

dents. A  com prehensive  w orld  w id e  w eb  site provides links to other 

serv ices and resources.

W e  should not overlook Australia 's ow n virtual university, O pen 

Learn ing  A u stra lia . O pen  Learn ing  A u stra lia  is, like  the N ational 

Te ch n o lo g ica l U n ive rs ity , an ed ucationa l broker, contracting  with 

consortium  m em bers to offer units in specific  fie lds. U n like  the N a­

tional Te chn o lo g ica l U n ive rs ity , it does not aw ard  its ow n degrees, 

instead fac ilitating  the transfer of cred it for the com pletion o f O pen 

Learn ing A ustra lia  courses to program s offered by m ainstream  un i­

versities by d istance or on-cam pus teaching. M ore than half of A us­

tra lia 's un ivers ities are invo lved in som e w ay  in offering units. The 

libraries of consortium  m embers have to date provided both distance 

and in-person lib rary  services for O L A  students, but this w ill change 

in 1997 , w ith  the appointm ent of the Un iversity of South Australia as 

the preferred lib rary  se rv ice .

O f interest and concern  to librarians w ill be the com m on lack of 

the provision of a traditional university-style library service w ith in  v ir­

tual universities. Students need m aterial beyond that supplied directly 

to them , and universities have an obligation to support its students. 

Th e  trad itional ro le of the university library, how ever, goes beyond 

the provision of specific  books, journal articles and other m aterials 

to students enro lled  in courses being taught currently . U n ive rs ity  li­

braries co lle ct m aterials in sub ject areas in w h ich  their institutions 

m ight be expected to teach in the future; m aterials to support the de­

velopm ent of courses; and m aterials to support research by academ ic 

staff and higher degree students. In Australia the co llections of the 

universities form the backbone of the Distributed National Co llection . 

V irtual un ivers ities w ill not develop lib rary co llections in this w ay . 

W h ile  the w id e  range of e lectronic databases w h ich  is now  ava ilab le 

a llo w s e lectron ic  libraries to read ily  provide b ib liograph ic inform a­

tion to their staff and students, by necessity they must rely heavily  on 

conventional libraries for the supply of books and journals. W h ile  the 

range of full-text e lectron ic  m aterial w ill increase rap id ly in the near 

future, there rem ain unresolved issues of access, and as w e ll the vast 

m ajo rity  o f m aterial a lread y in print is un like ly  to be converted to 

e lectron ic  form .

Th ere  is no doubt that v irtua l universities w ill continue to de­

velop . T h e y  cha lleng e the traditional m odel o f university organ isa­

tion and teaching and w ill no doubt influence that model profoundly. 

Th e  challenge for librarians is to ensure that w e  continue to p lay a 

central role in university life, as professionals w ith  expertise w h ich  

is essential if exce llen t teaching and research are to occu r, as advo­

cates on behalf of our students and acad em ic  staff in inform ation 

matters and as custodians and dissem inators of know ledge. h
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