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Introd uction 

 

During  the past d e c a d e, d istanc e e d uc ators have arg ue d  that a sense of m astery 

(of content) and  com m unity (with other d istance le arners, and  with tutors) are both 

outcom es which electronic intera ction c an provid e and  support (Davie & W ells, 1992).  

For the latter ob jective to b e a chieve d , a chang e in roles for b oth the tea chers and  

stud ents is required  - the stud ents b e com ing  m ore a ctive, and  the tea chers m ore 

fa cilitative and  g uid ing  than preem ptively d irective, d epend ent upon the le arners’ 

ind ivid ual nee d s and  preferenc es (French, Hale, Johnson & Farr, 1999).  The issue for 

d istance ed uc ation (DE) is how to provid e m ore fa cilitation and  g uid a nce, perm itting  

and  recog nizing  incre ase d  le arner em powerm ent, while also provid ing  the levels of 

structure required  for le arning  (Ba g g a ley, 1999; Moore, 1993).  As with m ost other 
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aspects of the field  of d istanc e e d uc ation, the issue is at le ast partially a d d resse d  b y the 

constant a d vances in technolog ies for online intera ction and  colla b oration. 

 

Types of interaction 

Developm ent and  investig a tion of Moore’s theory of transactional d istanc e has 

shown that there is a com plex interaction b etwe en structure, d ialog ue, and  tutor-

m od erator presence in course-b ase d  interaction.  Prior le arning , the types of m e d ia 

availa b le for interaction, the nature of the task and  the tim e availa b le to a d d ress it, and  

ind ivid ual d ifferences in le arning  style, all a ffe ct le arners’ responses to the presence or 

a bsence of opportunities for intera ction, and  their preferences for d ifferent types of 

‘presence’ of the tea cher and  other le arners (DeSanctis & Gallupe, 1987; Threlkeld  & 

Brzoska, 1994; Garton, Haythornthwaite, & W ellm an, 1997; Chen & W illits, 1998; 

Koufm an-Fred erick, Lillie, Pattison-Gord on, W att & Carter (1999). W hile the a b ove and  

other varia b les m ay a ffe ct outcom es, there is cle ar evid enc e that online com m unic ations, 

as a b asis for colla b oration, can b e e ffe ctive (W alther, 1996). 

In m any post-second ary d istance ed uc ation situations, synchronous and  

asynchronous m od es of interaction are availa b le, particularly Internet- and  vid eo-b ase d  

(U.S. Departm ent of Ed uc ation, 1999); and  there is strong  evid ence that m any users 

value the interaction they experience in fa c e-to-fa c e, classroom -like environm ents (V a as, 

2001).  W hile the convenience of asynchronous intera ction is acknowle d g e d , contact 

with a ‘live, hum an instructor’ is im portant for m any users. 
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Glob a l colla b oration online 

Atha b asc a University’s Centre for Distanc e Ed ucation (CDE) offers a Master of 

Distanc e Ed uc ation prog ra m  (MDE), and  a n Ad vanc e d  Gra d uate Diplom a in Distanc e 

Ed uc ation Technolog y (AGDDET), b oth com pletely d elivere d  at a  d istanc e.  The MDE 

prog ra m attracts stud ents from  around  the world .  As part of their coursework, all 

stud ents use asynchronous com m unic ations (text-b ase d  com puter-m e d iate d  

conferencing , and  e-m ail).  During  the past three ye ars, however, fa culty have b e com e 

aware of an expressed  interest - even a ne e d  - a m ong  the stud ents for a g re ater 

im m e d ia cy than asynchronous com m unic ation a fford .  Evid ence of this ne e d  is the 

satisfa ction expressed  b y m any stud ents when they have the opportunity for 

synchronous voice interaction - for exa m ple, a telephone or online aud io d iscussion with 

fa culty m em b ers and  other stud ents. 

Currently, the num b er of com peting  online tools for live (synchronous) 

interaction is proliferating , m aking  the task of prod uct selection a com plex and  often hit-

and -m iss affair.  To d e al with this prob lem , an ong oing  series of software evaluation 

stud ies is cond ucte d  b y the CDE’s fa culty and  stud ents, com paring  internet text-b ase d , 

aud io, vid eo, and  polling approaches.  These experienc es have shown that cost-free 

synchronous interaction is possib le in b oth aud io and  vid eo, with g enerally hig h-quality 

rec eption and  relia b ility, and  that it g enerates an enthusiastic response in a g rowing  

proportion of the stud ents, who d o not ob je ct to sacrificing  som e of their spare tim e in 

ord er to experience synchronous, voice-b ase d  intera ction with others. 
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A m ajor priority of Atha b asc a’s MDE fa culty is to foster colla b orations with other 

institutions and  prog ra m s that also train d istance ed uc ators and  rese archers.  Since 2001, 

the CDE has b e e n fund e d  b y the Social Sciences & Hum anities Rese arch Council of 

Cana d a (SSHRC) to prom ote colla b orative rese arch with overse as universities, includ ing  

the University of Lond on, the British Open University, the Universities of Sheffield  and  

Derb y, and  the Royal Institute of Technolog y, Swed en.  The partners have initiate d  a 

series of online aud io conferenc es which has attracte d  participants from  the a b ove 

countries, from  all parts of Cana d a, and  from  the US, Eg ypt, Australia, and  Dub a i.  

M any of the project partners and  their stud ents also c am e tog ether for the 1st 

International Sym posium  on Ed uc ational Conferencing , held  in Banff, Alb erta e arlier in 

2002.  N um erous cultural d ifferenc es in the types of system  used  for d istanc e-b ase d  

colla b oration have b e e n reve ale d  b y these international d iscussions.  The online sem inar 

series is to b e expand e d  in January 2003 (conta ct the authors for d etails).   

 

Lessons and  im plic ations 

Part of the rationale for the a b ove a ctivities is that Cana d ian stud ent rese archers 

ne e d  to acquire an und erstand ing  of the rese arch a g e nd as and  m ethod s of other 

e d uc ational cultures.  N ew, cost-free tools such as live internet aud io are valua b le 

m ethod s for linking  the participants.  The online aud io sessions have b e en successful in 

m aking  introd uctions, and  in allowing  stud ents to spe ak to their peers and  to g uest 

experts a b out their rese arch interests.    The intention and  expectation is that, having  

‘m et’ ea ch other online, international e d uc ators and  rese archers will le arn from  ea ch 
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other’s streng ths, d iscover com m onalities, and  d evelop fruitful rese arch colla b orations 

at a  d istanc e.  Discussions frequently g o well b eyond  the tim e allotted  (two hours), even 

thoug h for som e of the overse as participants they are taking  plac e in the m id d le of the 

nig ht.  It is interesting  to note that on som e occ asions stud ents in the sa m e  overse as 

institution have m et ea ch other for the first tim e in these online sessions, even thoug h 

they m ay b e reg istere d  in the sa m e  prog ra m, attend  the sa m e c a mpus, and  live ne ar one 

another. 

W hether end uring  and  valua b le rese arch colla b orations will result from  these 

interactions rem ains to b e se en.  It is cle ar, however, that: 

- Online synchronous aud io is an effe ctive m e ans of provid ing  synchronous 

interaction opportunities to a wid ely d istribute d  (world wid e ) aud ience. 

- Che ap (a nd  even fre e ) aud io-conferencing  prog ram s provid e hig h-quality 

aud io, thoug h m ay not provid e security, perm anence, technical support or 

fe atures that other, hig her-cost packa g es offer. 

- The experience of spe aking a b out their interests and  their rese arch with a 

g lob a l aud ience of pe ers and  experts is hig hly value d  b y stud ents who 

participate in the synchronous sessions.  For som e, this type of interaction 

appe ars to provid e an elem ent that has b e e n la cking  in N orth Am eric an DE 

stud ies hitherto. 
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The Calg a ry conference presentation illustrate d  the a b ove issues, and  the international 

d ifferences in e d uc ational d elivery that m ust b e a d d resse d  in ord er to stim ulate 

e d uc ational colla b oration at a  g lob a l level. 

 

For further inform ation:  Contact the authors: patf@atha b asc au.c a and  

b a g g a ley@atha b asc au.c a .  Their d epartm ental web  site is: http://cd e.atha b asc au.c a . 
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Athabasca University

• Canada’s Open University since 1971
• 100% distance education delivery
• ‘open learning’ philosophy
• rapid increase from 12K to 30K students 

since 1996
• 800+  distance-based courses
• 500+  courses delivered currently
• 200+  courses under development
• All programmes were online by 1999



DE institutions and 
collaboration

• Distance education institutions rely increasingly 
on national and international course-sharing 
agreements.

• DE institutions have addressed the problems of 
technological delivery since their inception.

• Local examples of collaboration include:        
a) Canadian Virtual University;  b) Univ. Virtuelle
Francophone;  c) Athabasca U/ TELUQ;  d) Western 
University Governors; e) Commonwealth of Learning

• A prime example of Canada/Mexico DE 
collaboration: UBC and ITESM.



Online technologies at AU

Asynchronous Synchronous
(all MDE students)   (approx. 40%)

Text E-mail Simultaneous Chat
Conferencing (diminished interest
Relay chat in past 2 years)
File transfer

Audio Sound files Internet ‘phone
Streaming Audio  Audio-conferencing

A+V Movie files Desktop video-conf.
Streaming A+V (increased interest)



DE in other countries…

1)   In Mexico: sophisticated satellite-based  
multi-way video-conferencing

2) In Japan:  distance education based on 
elaborate satellite-based broadcast models

3)   In China: Chinese Radio-TV University   
now putting all its course materials online

4)   In Bangladesh: Video remains major 
medium for rural delivery of courses

5)   In India: IGNOU’s major teleconferencing 
and video-cassette delivery systems



In N. American DE:
1)    The predominant delivery systems are dissimilar to 

international educational delivery methods.
2)    Asynchronous communication methods (primarily 

text-based conferencing) are preferred owing to 
national time zone differences.

3)    ETV and video-conferencing media are largely 
rejected as a cost-ineffective failures.

4) Institutional video production facilities ‘downsized’.
5) Online synchronous conferencing is impeded by 

institutional bandwidth and firewall problems, and 
by excess of competing, unevaluated softwares.

DE in North America



1) In A New World of Knowledge (1999): willingness 
to collaborate in global course delivery will be 
frustrated by lack of a common technological 
infrastructure (prediction so far upheld).

2) International academic community needs educating 
about international delivery system differences.

3) Need for evaluation of online collaborative options. 
4) Need for international educational technology and 

distance education curricula.
5) Need for regular international online discussions by 

institutional technology specialists.

Conclusions



1) Bond, S. & Lemasson, J-P. (1999) A New World of 
Knowledge / Un Nouveau Monde du Savoir.  
Ottawa: IDRC/ CRDI.

2) Re:  Evaluation of online collaborative methods,  
see: http://cde.athabascau.ca/softeval/

3) Re:  Online seminar series (January/2003 onwards) 
about international DE delivery methods, and 
international DE curricula: baggaley@athabascau.ca

4) Athabasca University: http://www.athabascau.ca
5) AU’s MDE Program: http://cde.athabascau.ca
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