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Prologue

The dissertation presented here is one part of a journey that has been going on now for
nearly fifteen years. This prologue is intended to provide an insight into how the study
originated and how it has come to focus on the areas involved.

In 1988 I had my first foray into university teaching. This happened at the University of
New England, a well-established university in New South Wales in Australia, known for
its distance education activities as well as its rural campus. I was employed as a
contracted lecturer at the Coffs Harbour Campus. There I was teaching an introductory
information technology subject to students on the, then, fledgling campus. In 1989, the
Dean of the faculty asked me if I would convert the on-campus materials that [ had been
teaching into a distance education subject for delivery across Australia. This was my first
attempt at actually preparing such materials, though I had already experienced distance
education as a student in the Bachelor of Business degree from Charles Sturt University. I
prepared the subject material as a text-based package, supported by software (which was
delivered on floppy disk), complete with instructions for how to install and use the
software and the learning materials.

The subject started with some sixty students located all around the country. The
experience of that subject was profound. Many students would ring me on my home
telephone, often well away from a computer screen, and they would ask me to help them
work out the software problems they were experiencing on a range of different personal
computers. What I found was I had to develop an encyclopedic knowledge of all of the
screens in the software so that I could work them through their problems during the
telephone conversation. This experience led me to think that it must be possible for me to
be on a computer and to have my screen being displayed in their homes so that they could
see what it was that [ was talking about. If so, the screen display that I presented to them
would then be reinforcement that they had in fact done the right things in installing and
operating the software.

Around the same time the Australian federal government joined with the Telstra
telecommunication organization to research the technology known as video conferencing.
The University of New England, a university with four campuses spread out over quite a
large area of New South Wales with centres in Armidale, Orange, Coffs Harbour and
Lismore, was part of the trial with Telstra of the video conferencing technology. With
few members of staff at the Coffs Harbour Campus, I became involved in the trial use of
the technology. As the trial progressed and my knowledge increased, it became obvious
that the technology might hold an answer to my question about how I could get my
computer screen display into the homes of students across the country. As part of the trial
we had ready access to a Telstra engineer with whom I discussed my ideas and insights.
Together we were confident that the new technology could be useful in distance
education.

I pursued my interests and went on to invent an amalgam of technologies that was trialed
with the support of the University of New England, Telstra and the local television station.
We managed to get a special out-of-hours broadcast license to trial this amalgam of
technology and the result was a technical success. In short, we demonstrated that it was
possible to get a low-quality, ‘no-frills’, form of instruction from a simple office set-up at
the university campus in Coffs Harbour to people right through the viewing area of the
television station on the north coast of New South Wales.

The video conference experiment married up video conferencing technology, television
technology, broadcast transmission, computers, and telephones all at the same time.
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Whilst the cost of the overall experiment was around six to eight hundred dollars, the fact
was that it was possible through this mechanism, to get into the homes of over fifty
thousand people in the viewing area for that amount of money. By escalating the
experiment, and sending the signal to the national infrastructure of the Australian
Broadcasting Corporation, it would have been possible for the same six to eight hundred
dollars to get to every house, with a television, in Australia.

Armed with that experience, I enrolled in a masters degree through the University of New
England where my research component investigated the use of television for adult
education. Among the things I found was that there had been little organized research
about the use of television for education of adults, although there had been an enormous
amount done with children. At that stage, however, no one had solved the problem I had
confronted in my first distance education experience. Bear in mind that this was 1991-2,
and well before the advent of the World Wide Web in Australia.

My invention, together with my studies about the use of television, led me to apply for a
position at the University of Wollongong. I was successful in that application and
commenced my career as a full academic in 1992.

My interests were then further supported given the nature of the work that I did at the
University of Wollongong, in the Information and Communication Technology
Department. The work involved broad ranging rather than technologically specific
subjects; for example, information policy; information economics; the storage, retrieval,
and use of information; and information as an economic entity. Within my teaching I
looked at the effect of the application of technology on people and work among other
things.

By late 1992 I had completed my masters degree (again via distance education) and had
found through the research regarding the use of television with adults, that there were still
many unanswered questions in distance education. To my knowledge nobody had been
able to solve the problem of supporting students using software (as a part of their
education materials) by being able to get the academic’s computer screen display to be
viewable in the student’s home or workplace. Consequently, I continued with this line of
inquiry in my academic research work and then decided to enroll in a doctoral program at
the University of Wollongong, with the intention of furthering my understanding of the
practice of distance education.

In 1998, I left the University of Wollongong, to satisfy a desire to build my own home.
During that construction period I was also working as a contract lecturer—this time with
Southern Cross University, in Coffs Harbour.

In 2000, I returned to academic work at the Wagga Wagga campus of Charles Sturt
University (my current employer) where I’ve been involved in teaching on campus and in
distance education mode. Both modes have included teaching in the areas of strategic
planning for information systems, electronic commerce, and technology in organizations.
My academic teaching work and my research interests all seem to coalesce when distance
education and electronic commerce are brought together as a focus of study, which is the
case in my dissertation. The intention is to look at any relationships that might be
developing between new business formats (electronic commerce and electronic business)
in the commercial world, and distance education activities in Australian universities.

Of course the web has arrived since my journey started and has the potential to have a
marked impact on university operations. Its use will also be a catalyst for the universities
to rethink their strategies as the higher education arena becomes more competitive. It may
also provide the answer to the question that I had originally set out to conquer, or at least
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to understand more deeply. As the time has passed, the developments in technology,
especially those of the web and more directly those relating to digital television, have
effectively rendered my invention obsolete. So whilst my attention has moved away from
the development of that invention, it has stayed firmly rooted on the issues about which
this dissertation concerns itself.

This prologue is provided as a personal backdrop to the current study and, apart from
providing some context, is also meant to provide an insight into how I came to generate
the following questions to guide me in my collection of relevant documents for my
dissertation. The questions have subsequently been condensed in the main body of the
dissertation where they are expressed as the specific research questions that steer the
research:

e Is there a relationship between distance education and electronic commerce? If so,
what is its nature?

» Is distance education in Australian universities becoming an exemplar of electronic
commerce?

e s the information infrastructure in Australian universities going to be a conduit for
new forms of higher education business?

* Can electronic commerce be useful in theorising distance education in Australian
universities?

The dissertation combines my teaching and research interests and seeks to answer, or shed
light on, the questions above. Providing a better understanding of the complex mosaic of
modern distance education is an important task and the dissertation is focussed on
providing that outcome.
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