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1.

Academic Board on 10 June 1998
10 June 1998

Background
The Academic Board endorsed the Position Paper on Distance, Alternative and
Flexible Modes of Delivery and associated recommendations to assist in the
development of distance, alternative and flexible modes of delivery in postgraduate
courses, as follows:

2.

1.1

Planned and explicitly delivered rather than assumed induction of new
postgraduate coursework students into the learning community of the
University in non-conventionally delivered programs is essential - this needs
to address independence and self-paced learning, technical skills, and
administration. The Institute for Teaching and Learning (ITL) might be asked
to develop a series of case studies and/or workshops addressed to the
contribution of this to effective teaching and learning in non-conventional
settings.

1.2

Specification of quality management systems to ensure that all learning
materials (both print and electronic) meet standards concomitant with the
University of Sydney's image and expectations. This might be addressed by a
consortium of expertise from within the University including representatives
from the Teaching and learning Committee, ITL, the Faculty of Rural
Management and other experienced parties.

1.3

Briefing information on examination management for distance learners could
be obtained through The Faculty of Rural Management and/or from other
Australian universities with experience in this, such as the Open Learning
Australia.

1.4

A compilation of suggested authentication processes be prepared by the ITL
as a resource for use across the University.

Discussion Paper
2.1

Preamble
2.1.1

For the purpose of this discussion paper, it
conventional delivery of higher education is
scheduled classroom based meetings held on
library and other support services such as
libraries is provided.

will be presumed that
the traditional weekly
campus at times when
access to computing

2.1.2

Other forms of delivery are likely to fall into categories which might be
labelled flexible, alternative and/or distance delivery. Some of these
will appear to be distinct modes of delivery (e.g. print-and telephonesupported delivery to individuals at their homes or work places) while
others may represent a blurring of boundaries between on-campus
and off-campus delivery through the use of alternative sites (e.g.
regular scheduled classroom based delivery at school sites such that
students rarely may come to the campus where the faculty or college
with whom they are enrolled is based) or communications media (e.g.
delivery of both resource materials and interactive components via
intra- and/or inter-net strategies such as use of a WWW site). Overall
it is seen that there is a wide range of ways for University staff and
students to interact with one another beyond the conventional, oncampus classroom.

2.1.3

This discussion paper addresses factors which may affect quality
and/or equity issues when a non-conventional delivery strategy
underpins the offering of a postgraduate coursework award program.
They are concerns of teaching and learning, resource provision and
student authentication.

2.1.4

The Sub-Committee developed a draft paper which was circulated to
faculties for comment. The responses received indicated that:
2.1.4.1 there was widespread support for the development of a
University-wide policy on flexible delivery; and
2.1.4.2 a number of faculties were already involved in flexible delivery
and welcomed a co-coordinated approach.

2.2

2.3

Key Principles
2.2.1

In keeping with all University of Sydney programs, it is expected that
all postgraduate coursework students are invited into and become
active participants in a learning community.
Such a learning
community no longer has to be bound by geographic constraints, and
may no longer need to be bound by time constraints.

2.2.2

It is also further suggested that in contemporary Australia where
postgraduate level education is no longer seen as the province of a
limited elite, and where modern telecommunications services (e.g.
telephone, facsimile and electronic mail) are readily available, taking
the University to the students may, in some circumstances at least, be
particularly desirable.

Teaching and Learning Issues
2.3.1

Flexible approaches which lead to students primarily carrying out their
coursework studies off campus may offer increased opportunity for
learning to occur in context. This is particularly relevant to areas of
study related to the professions and to areas of study with contexts
outside the metropolitan areas. This is likely because most
postgraduates taking up coursework options which are offered in this
way are likely to be mature-age students, studying part-time and
frequently enrolled in programs which have relevance to their
employment or community activities. The literature on the education
of adults stresses relevancy as a key factor in learning.

2.4

2.3.2

In non-conventional delivery mode students need to take increased
responsibility for their learning. This is due to the lack of two prompts
embedded in the context of the scheduled classroom meeting
context. The first is the externally imposed pacing of the weekly
classroom sessions. The second is the context of group expectations
and informal peer interactions which draws along weaker and/or less
well organised and self-directed students.

2.3.3

Assessment strategies may well vary as the demographic
characteristics and the geographic and/or temporal locations of
students vary. Learning outcomes should remain the focus of
attention rather than the strategies by which these are achieved.

Resource Provision
2.4.1

The current guidelines for proposal development for new programs
and major amendments are already comprehensive. What is
additionally needed is a set of specific prompts to ensure that the
impact of delivery strategies which do not depend on conventional
classroom participation, which may require infrastructure not normally
needed (e.g. audio-conferencing technology, access to computers for
purposes other than assignment preparation, postal loan services by
libraries), and which may require skills development of both staff and
students (e.g. adequate keyboard skills) are recognised and
addressed. The following are some suggested prompts:

2.4.2

If the students in this program are unlikely to be on the campus of the
faculty/college in which they are enrolled (at least within normal
business hours), what provision has been made for:
2.4.2.1 loan and return of library materials;
2.4.2.2 access to library services;
2.4.2.3 access to academic staff delivering the program;
2.4.2.4 access to any required equipment including computer
hardware and software where their usage is an integral part of
the program delivery strategy; and
2.4.2.5 adequate time to develop and produce any planned resourcebased teaching materials so that they will be delivered to
students in a timely manner.

2.4.3

Further, whether provision has been made for:
2.4.3.1 adequate development of necessary telecommunication and
information technology skills for both University staff and
students where the use of such infrastructure is a presumed
part of the delivery strategy of the program; and
2.4.3.2 maintaining a "help desk" support system.

2.4.4

Finally, what consideration has been made regarding: costs to
students above and beyond what they might expect to pay in a
conventional campus based classroom delivered program.
This last question would be asked on access and equity grounds.

2.5

Authentication of Student Work
How do we guarantee this work is the work of the enrolled student? While this
question seems to be raised more frequently when non-conventional delivery
is considered, in contemporary Australia it is a valid question regarding the
work of all students. This question has already been tackled within the
University community. There are strategies available for examinations offcampus (long-tested) and for assignment authentication. Intra-and Internet
delivery have been presenting new challenges with regard to authentication
but, again, strategies are being developed by University providers who have
already made a commitment to use this mode of delivery. We strongly
recommend learning from the innovators and early adopters.

2.6

Development Recommendations
2.6.1

There are two levels of recommendations which the Coursework SubCommittee could make to the Graduate Studies Committee. The first
we have classified as Development Recommendations, that is,
encouragement of the development of University-wide resources to
facilitate addressing the questions raised above. The second are
specific changes to current regulations and guidelines. At this stage,
no specific changes to current regulations and guidelines are
necessary. There are four recommendations which are proposed to
assist in the development of distance, alternative and flexible modes
of delivery in postgraduate courses.

2.6.2

Planned and explicitly delivered rather than assumed induction of new
postgraduate coursework students into the learning community of the
University in non-conventionally delivered programs is essential - this
needs to address independence and self-paced learning, technical
skills, and administration. The Institute for Teaching and Learning
(ITL) might be asked to develop a series of case studies and/or
workshops addressed to the contribution of this to effective teaching
and learning in non-conventional settings.

2.6.3

Specification of quality management systems to ensure that all
learning materials (both print and electronic) meet standards
concomitant with the University of Sydney's image and expectations.
This might be addressed by a consortium of expertise from within the
University including representatives from the Teaching and Learning
Committee, ITL, the Faculty of Rural Management and other
experienced parties.

2.6.4

Briefing information on examination management for distance
learners could be obtained through The Faculty of Rural Management
and/or from other Australian universities with experience in this, such
as the Open Learning Australia.

2.6.5

A compilation of suggested authentication processes be prepared by
the ITL as a resource for use across the University.

