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Over the last decade the notion of distance education has been transformed into the broader 
based concept of flexible learning.  This transformation has been influenced greatly by the 
emergence of communications and information technologies as a potent force in 
educational delivery, as well as on the influence of globalisation on Australian universities.  
Whereas in the early 1990s some eight universities served as nominated Distance 
Education Centres (DECs) which provided for the distance education needs of the 
Australian higher education sector, all universities today are concerned to a greater or 
lesser degree with flexible learning as a strategy for expanding their markets.  While value 
remains in the notion of the former DECs serving as an informal grouping for 
benchmarking purposes, as many of the institutions concerned have similar backgrounds, 
cultures and pedagogical approaches, benchmarking for flexible learning requires a 
somewhat broader perspective, involving as it does a consideration of activities being 
undertaken by institutions of all types within a global marketplace.   
 
This presentation will identify some of the major issues involved in a consideration of 
benchmarking for distance learning (in its traditionally narrow sense) and flexible learning 
(in its modern broader sense) in Australian higher education.  The presentation will include 
a consideration of the online course survey currently being undertaken by DETYA as a 
case study to highlight the challenges inherent in collecting data on which meaningful 
institutional comparisons can be based in this emerging area. 
 
The following text includes the original slides presented and a brief commentary relating to 
each where necessary. 
 
 

Part A: 
 

Why Benchmark and With Who ? 
 
 

The focus of this section is first to consider what are the potential benefits of 
benchmarking and then to question the notion of a ‘distance education university’. 

 



 
AUQA’S APPROACH 

 
 

1.  Base audit on self-review 
- hence, will use the institution’s own evidence 

 
“… for both agencies and institutions, AUQA emphasises self-review 

followed by external validation of the review results by AUQA” 
(Woodhouse 2001, p. 2)1 

 
2.  Consider outcomes as well as processes 

 
 “AUQA emphasises process-based audit, with outcomes providing 

information on the effectiveness of the processes”  
(Woodhouse 2001, p. 3) 

 
 
 
 
 

With regard to audit readiness: 

An emphasis by AUQA on outcomes implies the need to appropriately 
contextualise outcomes information 

 
It is particularly important for universities such as USQ to contextualise its 
outcomes data because many of its outcomes performance indicators are 

readily misinterpreted – eg. USQ can be categorised as a high student 
attrition, high student:staff ratio institution but this does not necessarily 

reflect badly on its teaching performance – it is more a natural consequence 
of its flexible teaching approaches. 

 

                                                 
1 Woodhouse, D. July 2001, Australian Universities Quality Agency: Audit Manual, Version 0: Draft Edition, 

AUQA, Melbourne. 



 
Note that a distinction is drawn between ‘benchmarking’ and ‘competitive 

comparisons’, although both are generally referred to as ‘benchmarking’ in 
informal usage 

 
“Benchmarking” = identifying processes and results that represent 

best practices and performance for similar activities, inside or outside 
the academic community. 

 
“Competitive comparisons” = relating an organisation’s performance 

to that of comparable organisations.2 
 
 
 
 

Benchmarking Distance Education Institutions 
for Teaching and Learning 

 
A.  The dilemma of uninformed perceptions 

eg.  Retention external students << internal students is often assumed 
to reflect on the relative quality of the educational experience offered - 
But retention is negatively impacted by the circumstances of external 
students: 
• Adults with concomitant responsibilities (home, work) 
• Strains of studying part-time over an extended period 
• Strains of studying in isolation 
• Less involvement in prestigious professional courses (medicine, 

vet, architecture) 
• Demographics of student body – disadvantaged backgrounds and 

‘second chance’ learners may carry baggage of disadvantage eg. 
less certain of value of educational experience 

• Professional development cheaper under HECS than unit fee 
 

                                                 
2 Baldrige National Quality Program 2000,Education Criteria for Performance Excellence, p. 22 



 
Benchmarking Distance Education Institutions 

for Teaching and Learning 
 

B.  The dilemma of entrenched indicators 
 
eg.  Student : Staff Ratio universally hailed as a major indicator for 
quality of the TL experience offered 
But it tends to be high for institutions offering distance education study 
because: 
• Distance learning has different dynamics to face-to-face  
• Team approaches to distance learning development means that 

general staff are directly involved in academic work without being 
properly accounted for 

• Wide range of factors contribute to quality of teaching – how useful 
is student : staff ratio as a single performance indicator anyway?  

 
 

 
Some possible questions to ponder: 

 
1.  Would there be value in the former DECS forming an 

association, for example, for benchmarking distance 
education ??   

 

2.  What barriers exist to this? 
eg. confidentiality, competition, commercialisation 

 

3.  Which performance indicators will be the most useful / 
relevant to an assessment of institutional performance ?? 

 



 
However, no institution is solely a ‘distance education institution’.  All of the 
former DECS also teach on-campus, and increasingly, all universities are 

involved in flexible learning where the margins between on- and off-campus 
teaching is becoming increasingly blurred.  Hence, USQ would wish to seek 

different benchmarking institutions for different aspects of its teaching 
practice. 

 
One method to identify suitable institutions with which to benchmark on 

particular factors involves factor (cluster) analysis.  Such analysis indicates 
that USQ does not generally cluster with the major distance education 

providers (generally the former designated distance education centres (or 
DECs)). 

 
 

Some examples of clusters including USQ as per DETYA (1999)3 
 

1.  Single dimensional clustering: 
 

using Research factors:  
USQ tends to cluster with former DECs – CQU, ECU, CSU, etc.  

- but also some former ITs - VUT, UTS; 
regionals - SCU, Ballarat; 
and urbans – VUT, UWS 

 
using Diversity of offering factors:  

Shows a greater diversity of cluster 
– CQU, ECU; SCU, Ballarat; VUT; 

Macquarie, Murdoch, Flinders, Wollongong ; ANU 
 

Using Overseas orientation factors: 
USQ clusters with Wollongong and UNSW 

 
 
 

                                                 
3 DETYA 1999, Characteristics and Performance of Australian Higher Education Institutions, Higher 
Education Division, DETYA, Canberra. 



 
 

2.  Using multiple dimensions of comparison 
 

a.  all 20 indicators: 
USQ clusters with SCU, CQU, CSU (+ UNE, Deakin) 

 
b.  16 ‘non-size’ indicators 

USQ forms a unique cluster 
 

Which prompted DETYA (1999) to remark: 
 

“USQ has unique features once size is omitted” 
 

“USQ has values of overseas student orientation that suggest it might 
clustered with … [Swinburne, Murdoch, Monash, Wollongong, Curtin and 

RMIT].  Its emphasis on external delivery, and a relatively high student:staff 
ratio, however, sets it apart …” (DETYA 1998)4 

 
 
 
 
 
 

USQ has changed significantly over the past decade, since the time that it 
served as one of eight designated distance education centre (DEC), before 

this concept was abandoned in 1994. 
 

                                                 
4 DETYA 1999, Characteristics and Performance of Australian Higher Education Institutions, Higher 
Education Division, DETYA, Canberra. 



 
USQ as a case study of a 

“Distance Education Institution” 
 

1991: UCSQ – University College of Southern Queensland , recently 
Darling Downs Institute of Advanced Education DDIAE 
 one of 8 nominated DECS 

 mainly 2nd generation DE5, low tech  = Multi-media Model 

 DE essentially provided as a community service 
 relatively non-competitive operating environment 
 

2001: USQ 

 one of 43 Australian universities and n international universities 
competing in flexible learning 

 approaching 5th generation DE2, tech rich 
    = Intelligent Flexible Learning Model 

 flexible learning / online learning as a major 
    commercialisat’n / globalisat’n strategy for USQ 

 globalised marketplace: “USQ is a global  
    competitor in flexible learning and is  
    assessed on international standards” 
 
 
 

With all universities seeking to expand their markets through online 
education, the concept of a ‘distance university’ no longer applies. Hence, 

USQ’s online education needs to be benchmarked against the world’s best. 

                                                 
5 Taylor, J.C. 2001, ‘Fifth generation distance education’, Keynote Address for the 20th ICDE World 

Conference, Düsseldorf, Germany, 1-5 April. 



 
 
 
 
 
Models of Distance Education - A Conceptual Framework 

Characteristics of Delivery Technologies 
Flexibility 

Models of Distance 
Education and 

Associated Delivery 
Technologies 

 
Time 

 
Place 

 
Pace 

 
Highly 
Refined 

Materials 

 
Advanced 
Interactive 
Delivery 

Institutional 
Variable Costs 
Approaching 

Zero 

FIRST GENERATION -  
The Correspondence Model 
• Print 
 

 
 

Yes 
 

 
 

Yes 

 
 

Yes 

 
 

Yes 

 
 

No 

 
 

No 

SECOND GENERATION -  
The Multi-media Model 
• Print 
• Audiotape 
• Videotape 
• Computer-based learning (eg 

CML/CAL/IMM) 
• Interactive video (disk and tape) 
 

 
 

Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
 

Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
 

Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
 

Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
 

No 
No 
No 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
 

No 
No 
No 
No 

 
No 

THIRD GENERATION -  
The Telelearning Model 
• Audioteleconferencing 
• Videoconferencing 
• Audiographic Communication  
• Broadcast TV/Radio and 

Audioteleconferencing 
 

 
 

No 
No 
No 
No 

 
 

No 
No 
No 
No 

 
 

No 
No 
No 
No 

 
 

No 
No 
Yes 
Yes 

 
 

Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 

 

 
 

No 
No 
No 
No 

FOURTH GENERATION -  
The Flexible Learning Model 
• Interactive multimedia (IMM) online  
• Internet-based access to WWW 

resources  
• Computer mediated communication 
 

 
 

Yes 
 

Yes 
Yes 

 
 

Yes 
 

Yes 
Yes 

 
 

Yes 
 

Yes 
Yes 

 
 

Yes 
 

Yes 
Yes 

 
 

Yes 
 

Yes 
Yes 

 
 

Yes 
 

Yes 
No 

FIFTH GENERATION -  
The Intelligent Flexible Learning Model 
• Interactive multimedia (IMM) online  
• Internet-based access to WWW 

resources 
• Computer mediated communication, 

using automated response systems 
• Campus portal access to institutional 

processes and resources 
 

 
 

Yes 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
 

Yes 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
 

Yes 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
 

Yes 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
 

Yes 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
 

Yes 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
From: Taylor, J.C. 2001, ‘Fifth generation distance education’, Keynote Address for the 
20th ICDE World Conference, Düsseldorf, Germany, 1-5 April.   
(See also: Taylor, J.C. 1995,  ‘Distance education technologies: The fourth generation’.  Australian 
Journal of Educational Technology, vol. 11(2), pp. 1-7.) 



 
DETYA’s current online course survey  
has required standardised definitions 

to be developed.  This has created 
certain challenges. 

 
 

The next step, the online student survey, 
will be even more challenging. 

 
 
 
 

Benchmarking of Teaching and Learning in a Distance Education 
Institution: Improving Readiness for the AUQA Audit 

 
Part B: 

 
What’s on the Bench? 

 
Measuring Online Units of Study & Student Enrolments 

 
The focus of this section is the primary level of student engagement and university 
offering - the student enrolment and unit (course) of study. This choice of focus, rather 
than the level of course (program), flows from the evidenced heterogeneity, with 
respect to web characteristics of student enrolments in units (courses) across and 
within courses (programs).  This level of definition therefore is least likely to render 
analysis ignorant of diversity, affected by flexibility and choice with respect to student 
participation, unit design and their interaction.  
 
Attention is given to both DETYA data requirements and possible Benchmarking data 
requirements and explores shared ground and possible divergence. 
 
 

 
 
 
 



Online Course Definitions (DETYA Profile) 
 
 

Mode A - Web Supplemented 
 

participation on-line is optional for the student 
 
 

Mode B - Web Dependent 
 

participation on-line for specified activities is a compulsory requirement of 
participation although some face-to-face component is retained 

 
 

Mode C – Fully On-line 
 

there is no face-to-face component 
 
 

Mode N – Non-Web 
 

 
On the surface this appears to be a reasonable definition for an assumed purpose – to 
estimate a state of readiness and capacity of Australian Online educational providers.    
 
However, given that Online ‘delivery’ of education is likely to persist and grow, is it 
possible that such a definition might be used for other than its initial intended purpose.  
The question is, that should this be the case, would this definition provide sufficient 
differentiation to allow for valid comparison of such measures as say, Progression 
Rates and Grade Point Averages?   
 
Emerging technologies and developing pedagogies promise increasing diversity of 
facilities / functionality in a virtual learning environment.  This diversity is illustrated in 
USQ’s Online Profile 2001 - Figures 1 & 2.  It appears that the nature of delivery would 
be a critical factor in any benchmarking exercise. 
   
I will know outline the processes involved in responding to the DETYA Online Profiles 
request. 
 
 
 



Challenges in delivering the DETYA Online profiles request 2001: 
 

Current 
 
Identifying the web characteristics of every unit of study (what the 
faculty and Distance Education Center (DEC) design into the unit) 
• Based on the unit specification / facilities complement (prescriptive) 
 
USQ’s predominantly centralized distance education framework has made the task of 
responding to the DETYA profiles a fairly straightforward process.  Where an institution 
has a decentralized or dispersed distance education framework I imagine this task 
would be considerably more onerous. 
 
The USQ response is attached in summary in Figure 1. 
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Possible future requirements 
 

Identifying the web characteristics of every student -unit of study -
enrolment (what the student and faculty expect will define the 
student/faculty interface/interaction with the unit of study) 
• Based on the student choice of mode in the unit (prescriptive) 
 

And maybe 
 
Identifying those web facilities of every student -unit of study 
interaction that is actually used by the student (additional to intent) 
• Based on the actual use of the unit by the student (descriptive) 
 
and consequently, 
 
developing criteria for categorising the unit-student interaction based 
on this knowledge. 
 
 



 
USQ’s Experience 

 
Measurement at USQ (1997-2001) 

 
 
Identification of Online units of study 
 
• Indicators in Student Administration Database 
• Reporting from Faculty and DEC 
 
Reporting of unit of study (courses) was a fairly straightforward process at USQ. A 
well-established Quality culture within the Distance Education Center (DEC) facilitated 
this.  Unit Specifications and materials development records enabled a detailed 
inventory to be reported. 
 
 
Identification of Enrolments 
 
• Indicators in Student Administration database (extracted data sets – 

DETYA +) 
• USQConnect  and USQOnline Internet Access Logs 
 
While enrolments were not requested by DETYA, USQ has been reporting web-based 
enrolments since 1997.  The Student Administration database had minimal 
implementation of indicators for distinguishing web-based enrolments. Attendance 
mode (Day / External) was not sufficient to differentiate a type of student participation 
within a complement of course facilities. It was not a simple matter therefore of a 
student enrolment inheriting a unit characteristic. To identify web-based enrolments it 
has been necessary to merge student access log data with load data. This merging 
enabled a descriptive, rather than prescriptive, count of enrolments. The description 
being based on what facilities the student was actually using. USQ’s reporting of web-
based enrolments reflects this level of count. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
USQ Planned Measurement 2002 

 
1. Prescriptive identification 
 
• People Soft intends to recognize a new category of Attendance Mode 

called WEB. 
 
• Prior to 2002 – Attendance mode could be D = Day or X  = External 
 
• An additional instance of this variable in 2002 will be presumably W = 

Web 
 
• Other supplementary indicators may be used to differentiate further to 

Mode. 
 
The question is, will this be sufficient to adequately differentiate the unit-enrolment (i) 
for DETYA purposes (definitions of units with respect to web-based characteristics) 
and (ii) for benchmarking purposes? 
 
 
2. Descriptive Identification 
 
• This approach is based on actual student use of facilities associated with 

units through time. 
 
• This will be derived from a learning management information system 

(currently in development) 
 
 
So, in addition to the prescriptive selection of a particular configuration of a unit of 
study (jointly determined by student and faculty based on a number of entry factors), 
we will be able to measure and indicate actual use.  
 
Should it not be feasibly for the enrolment systems to deliver sufficient differentiation of 
student unit enrolment to meet current mode definition it is expected that a merge with 
this descriptive data will be able to meet the current mode definition (at least). 



 
Possible Indicator requirements to respond to current definitions of 
web characteristics (DETYA) 
 
Current Load File  
 
313  Student identification code  
307  Course code 
333  Academic organisational unit code 
337  Work experience in industry indicator 
339  Equivalent full-time student unit value 
353  Semester in which the load occurs code 
354  Unit of study code 
355  Unit of study completion status 
393  Course of study code 
464  Discipline group code 
 
Minimal addition requirement for identification of Online 
 
NNN     Students Mode of Study for Unit 
 
Possible Coding Frame 
 
W > 
 
A =  Web Supplemented 
B =   Web Dependant 
C =  Fully Online 
 
D =  Day Mode No (Online Component) * 
E =  Traditional Distance (External) Mode 
 
 
 
 



 
ISSUES / QUESTIONS 

 
With respect to benchmarking; 
 
 
• What level of refinement will be needed to effectively differentiate and 

therefore support useful and meaningful comparison of student 
engagement characteristics and performance outcomes for online 
delivery? 

 
• What are the factors likely to impact on this choice?  
 
• Given even the current diversity of unit web facility compliments, is it 

adequate to simply identify all as WEB or even as A B C or N (no Online 
components) for purpose of benchmarking? 

 
• Will a prescriptive, point in time identification of enrolment type (WEB) be 

sufficient to comply with DETYA requirements and/or provide for useful 
meaningful benchmarking? 

 
 
• What other challenges are evident  (or may arise) in moving to an online 

student data collection? 
 
 
It would seem that courses (units) aren’t courses (units). We are positioned at the 
edge of significant change in delivery of / participation in tertiary education. Traditional 
face-to-face delivery (lectures/tutorials/assignments/exams) is being extended on by 
contemporary Online delivery. It seems to me that it would be of considerable value to 
know what benefits (if any) might be accruing from such extensions. To know this we 
need to know what it is that is on the bench.



 
Figure 1 
 

USQ ONLINE COURSES PROFILE 2001       
        

  Field of Education Level   Mode A Mode B Mode C Total 
1 Natural & Physical 

Sciences 
PG   6     6 

   UG   83 4 3 90 
2 Information Technology PG   7   14 21 
   UG   42   12 54 
3 Engineering & Related 

Technologies 
PG   11   1 12 

   UG   101 7 12 120 
4 Architecture & Building PG        
   UG   2     2 
5 Agriculture, Environmental 

& Related Studies 
PG      4 4 

   UG   5     5 
6 Health PG   34   4 38 
   UG   17 1 10 28 
7 Education PG   65   16 81 
   UG   143   2 145 
8 Management & Commerce PG   35   32 67 
   UG   48 1 24 73 
9 Society & Culture PG   37 1 6 44 
   UG   108 4 9 121 

10 Creative Arts PG   20   11 31 
   UG   130 3 2 135 

        
     894 21 162 1077 
        
     894 21 162 1077 
    83% 2% 15% 100% 
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Figure 2 
 
USQ ONLINE COURSES PROFILE 2001              
              
              
              
              
     Mode A Mode B Mode C    

  Field of Education Level Total   A1 A2 A3 A4 B1 C    
01 Natural & Physical Sciences PG 6         6        

    UG 90     22 1 60 4 3  Mode A   
02 Information Technology PG 21     1   6   14  A1 Computer Managed Assessment - Formative 

    UG 54   1 17 1 23   12  A2 Discussion Groups 
03 Engineering & Related Technologies PG 12     2   9   1  A3 Ancilliary Materials 

    UG 120   6 48 8 39 7 12  A4 Unit Specification 
04 Architecture & Building PG              

    UG 2     2          Mode B   

05 
Agriculture, Environmental & Related 
Studies PG 4             4  B1 Computer Managed Assessment - Summative 

    UG 5     3   2        
06 Health PG 38     24 1 9   4  Mode C   

    UG 28     2   15 1 10  C Fully On-line 
07 Education PG 81   1 33 3 28   16    

    UG 145   1 26 22 94   2    
08 Management & Commerce PG 67     14   21   32    

    UG 73   4 31 1 12 1 24    
09 Society & Culture PG 44     12   25 1 6    

    UG 121   1 50 1 56 4 9    
10 Creative Arts PG 31     7   13   11    

    UG 135   2 26   102 3 2    
              
   1077   16 320 38 520 21 162    
              
   1077   894       21 162    
   100%  83%    2% 15%    

 


