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Introduction

Orange Agricultural College (OAC) was established in 1973 under the guidance of the New South
Wales Department of Agriculture to offer courses specifically related to farming and the rural industry.
On January 1st, 1994 the College was established as an Academic College of the University of Sydney.

In 1998 approximately 1400 students were enrolled at OAC with 300 studying on campus and the
remainder by distance education.  Early in OAC’s history it was realised that if the College was to
achieve its ambition to provide a centre of excellence in rural business management it must make its
courses available nationally through distance learning.  A specialist Educational Services Unit was
established to provide instructional design, editing, desk-top publishing and student support services.
In 1997 the Educational Services Unit occupied a new, purpose-built site complete with state-of-the-art
‘on demand’ printing and audio-visual facilities.

Although small in relation to most other providers of distance education in Australia, OAC has
developed a reputation for innovativeness and progressive thinking in both teaching and learning.  One
of the initiatives OAC pioneered, as far back as 1984, was the use of its distance education materials
with on-campus classes.  Gradually, since 1984, more staff have adopted this practice and requested
their on-campus students to purchase the appropriate distance education materials for their studies.
Staff have been encouraged to adopt such practices through workshops and seminars.  In 1997/98 26%
of academic staff were using distance education materials/methods with at least one of their on-campus
classes.

Resource Based Learning (RBL)

The practice adopted by OAC of using distance learning materials with on-campus classes is a form of
RBL as defined by Moran (1996):

Resource Based Learning (RBL) is defined as an integrated set of strategies to promote student-
centred learning in a mass education context, through a combination of specially designed
learning resources and interactive media and technologies.

(Moran, L. 1996: 1)

A number of reasons have been posited for the increasing use of RBL in Australian higher education,
Moran (1996: 3) lists six:

• Lifelong learning:  RBL involves learning activities similar to those normally used outside
educational institutions.  Therefore the learning style developed whilst in university can be applied
throughout life and work, increasing the quality of learning for the student over an extended
period.

• Learning styles:  Students learn in different ways.  Therefore variety of provision including RBL
allows students to choose a way of learning most effective for them.

• Choice:  RBL can empower students by giving them a much wider choice of subjects than is the
case when they are restricted to the offerings of a single campus where minimum class sizes are in
operation.  RBL can provide diversity of offerings whilst achieving some economies of scale, if it
is used on and off campus and shared between institutions.

• Economies of scale:  Mass lectures and overcrowded tutorials are not effective learning devices,
yet they continue in an environment where large volumes of distance education materials are
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readily available for on-campus use, and technology is capable of producing effective multimedia
for mass access.

• Multi-site teaching:  The same courses are increasingly being taught at different sites and even
different institutions.  Also, physical limitations of buildings require conventional classes to be
repeated.  RBL, which is less dependent on time and place, can introduce economies and ensure
parity of provision.

• Flexibility:  Due to travel, family and work situations, part time study at regional or local centres
is often inefficient and stressful for the student.  RBL allows a greater degree of self pacing and
requires less travel, resulting in more effective, less stressful study.

The first four of these reasons were relevant to academic staff and students at OAC.

What is the most effective way to use distance learning materials with on-campus students?

Jevons and Northcott (1994 : 143) proposed a typology of ways in which distance education materials
can be used as resources for teaching on-campus.  They reasoned that to evaluate the factors involved
in enhancing learning, researchers needed to be able to differentiate between the various ways and
means lecturers were using RBL.  The Jevons and Northcott typology is reproduced below:

1. Substitution with reduced face-to-face contact.  The print-based distance education materials are
used as a substitute for lectures and their effectiveness is gauged by the reduction in class time that
is made possible by doing so.  When the reduction is taken too far, however, this is regarded as
malpractice.

2. Substitution with different use of face-to-face contact time.  Students are asked to read the distance
education materials in advance of lectures or tutorials, which are then used to treat the subject
matter in a different form, or from a different perspective, or to select aspects for special
consideration.

3. Enhancement.  Lectures are used to introduce the subject matter and the study of the distance
education materials in detail is left for students to undertake.

4. Parallel use.  Students are offered choice:  they can attend lectures, or study the distance education
materials, or do both.  The distance education materials form backup provision.

5. Safety net.  The availability of the distance education materials acts as a safety net, which may be
valuable for students of various kinds.  They include students who miss individual lectures for a
variety of reasons including part-time work; students caught in the ‘note-taking trap’ who
concentrate on getting it down at the expense of comprehension; and other borderline students who
would otherwise fall by the wayside.  Some student counsellors are convinced that the attrition rate
is reduced by the safety net.

6. Combination.  Over a semester the lecturer may choose a combination of methods.  The
availability of the distance education materials makes this flexibility possible.  It is important, of
course, for the lecturer to plan well in advance how the materials are to be used so that students
can be made clearly aware of what is expected of them.

(Jevons and Northcott, 1994 : 143)

During 1997/1998 a research project was carried out at Orange Agricultural College, the University of
Sydney, to study how effectively the lecturers there were using distance learning materials to assist
their on-campus teaching (Roberts, D., 1998).  The Jevons/Northcott typology (above) was used as a
framework.

Methodology

The study investigated the use of RBL in all the on-campus classes known to be using such an
approach during the Spring Semester 1997 and the Autumn Semester 1998.  If the lecturer instructed
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the students to purchase the appropriate distance education materials at the commencement of the
semester the class was deemed to be using an RBL approach.  There were five such classes in the
Spring 1997 Semester and another three in Autumn 1998, giving a total of eight on-campus classes.

Four methods were used to collect essentially qualitative data; class observations, lecturer interviews,
student diaries and a student questionnaire.  It was considered necessary to employ all four methods of
investigation in order to arrive at a reliable description of the classroom events and the learning that
ensued.

The lecturers involved were approached prior to the start of semester to request their cooperation.
They were informed (deliberately vaguely) that the research was investigating student learning and the
approaches that students took to successfully complete their units (subjects).  No mention was made of
the focus of the research (using distance education materials as a form of RBL) for fear of changing the
behaviour of the lecturers.

The first observation occurred during the first week of semester when each lecturer met their new class
for the first time.  Particular attention was paid to the advice given by the lecturer regarding how to
study the unit, the teaching methods that would be used, forms of assessment and how the distance
education materials would be integrated into the learning process.  Following this initial observation
phase, it was possible, on the basis of what had transpired, to tentatively place each class into one of
Jevons and Northcott’s typologies.

Observation two took place during week four.  The purpose of this visit was to observe what form of
RBL (if any) was in place.  This provided an opportunity to check whether the typologies tentatively
identified during the initial visit were still held to be correct.  Observation two also provided the
researcher with the opportunity to distribute and talk about the student diaries.  Students were asked to
record, in their diaries on a daily basis, the kinds of learning activities they engaged in over a three
week period.  Keeping diaries is foreign to many students so an incentive scheme was explained
whereby those students that returned their completed diaries at the end of three weeks were entered into
a raffle.  A$300 worth of prizes could be won in the form of book tokens to be used at the University
Bookshop.

A third and final observation of classroom activity took place during week seven when the diaries were
due to be returned.  This observation provided another opportunity to confirm the RBL typology in use.

During the last teaching week of the semester student questionnaires were distributed and collected
during class time.  The questionnaires were designed to focus specifically on how the students had used
the distance education materials made available to them and to ascertain the extent to which they
considered their learning had been enhanced by their use.

The final process was an in-depth discussion with the lecturers concerned when the data from the
student questionnaires, diaries and observation sessions had been collated.  In essence, this interview
was intended to confirm or even to elaborate, on the findings of the other three instruments.  It was an
opportunity to further contextualise the approach taken by each lecturer and to reflect with the lecturer
on the effectiveness of the RBL methods they had used.  An agreed position was sought such that the
researcher and lecturer were comfortable with the overall findings and recommendations.

Results

The use of RBL in three of the eight classes achieved high praise from students.  Observation of these
classes and interviews with the lecturers concerned identified the procedures that led to this success.
There appear to be four interconnected factors at play:

• Placement of RBL at the core of the learning experience
• The lecturer’s willingness to change their teaching methodology
• The provision of well structured learning experiences
• Greater engagement of the students in their own learning
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These four factors form a cluster of teaching attributes closely intertwined and connected.  Together
they constitute a powerful learning methodology.  Should one of the four elements be absent however,
RBL is unlikely to be successful.

In the three classes deemed successful the RBL resources served as the core content, the engine room
for activities, the focus of attention for the students and as a consequence stimulated thinking and
eventual learning.  For effective learning to occur however, the RBL materials needed to be well
structured so that the students could engage in a series of sequential and development activities
carefully designed to progress the acquisition of knowledge and skills in a logical order.  The fact that
the RBL materials had been originally developed with the help of instructional designers for distance
education students studying independently meant that well structured, activity-based and goal oriented
materials were available.

The use of appropriately structured learning resources as the central part of the teaching-learning
process can only be successful if the lecturer is prepared to adapt their teaching methods.  In the
traditional classroom the teacher dominates and tries to retain the full attention of the students.  The
teacher controls the learning process and the students are obliged to be the passive recipients.  In
classrooms where RBL is effectively used, the lecturer relinquishes much direct control and places the
onus on the student to interact meaningfully with the learning materials supplied.  The lecturer’s role
changes from being didactic to that of a facilitator and the student’s role changes from being a passive
listener to an engaged learner.

These four factors were clearly in evidence in the three classes in which students responded  positively
to RBL and are essential for the successful integration of distance education materials into on-campus
learning.

Recommendations

As a result of the research conducted at OAC it is possible to make the following recommendations.

In situations where on-campus students are required to purchase distance education materials lecturers
should ensure:

• the materials become the focus for learning

• formal lecturing is reduced and/or replaced by students actively engaging with their materials

• that the learners take greater responsibility for their own learning

• that lecturers change their teaching from being didactic to facilitative

In situations where students are not required to purchase distance education materials but the materials
are to be used as a resource to enhance learning:

• that conventional lecturing/tutorials continue but frequent helpful references are made to the
distance education materials

• that multiple copies are deposited in the library as reference material

• that sets of the distance education materials are available for purchase should a student wish to do
so.

RBL, cost-effectiveness and possible uses in the Commonwealth

Assuming that lecturers can be convinced en masse of the value of using distance learning materials
on-campus (and can be persuaded how this can best be done effectively) it will be possible to make
substantial cost savings while improving the quality of the education provided.

As the role of the lecturer switches from a didactic teacher to that of  a facilitator a number of strategies
will change.  Lecturers will have significantly less time in lecturing mode (lectures will be reduced
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substantially) and these same lecturers will then devote more time to research, consultation and other
academic pursuits.  Junior staff will, of course, still be required to organise tutorials but these too many
be less frequent and students will choose whether or not to attend.  An advantage of a methodology that
further empowers students to take responsibility for their own learning is that staff-student ratios can be
increased and costs therefore substantially reduced.

There are other benefits as well.  Classrooms and large lecture theatres will be required less often since
formal face-to-face sessions will not be so common.  Capital expenditure can be lessened as a result.
Economies of scale will be achieved too.  It is well known that there are high up-front costs in the
development of distance learning materials. It is, therefore, more cost-effective if these costs are shared
across, say 10,000 student enrolments in a subject rather than 100 enrolments.  Finally, if the distance
learning materials are well structured, activity-based, readable and user-friendly there is no reason why
such materials should not be shared across several universities.  This will of course require cooperation
and cost-sharing contracts between the universities involved; the Commonwealth of Learning is
uniquely placed to encourage such agreements.  No sophisticated technology is necessary, the sharing
of essentially print-based distance learning materials will be quite appropriate.

For the above to occur staff development is crucial.  Lecturers will have to be convinced of the need to
adopt a pedagogy that is student-based; distance education departments and their staff will need to be
upgraded in order to guarantee the quality of their products and regional negotiators appointed to
ensure cooperation and cost sharing between universities becomes a reality (a role for COL?).  National
boundaries, wherever possible, should be ignored as the cooperative model develops and is nurtured by
the ‘negotiator’.  Staff development is costly, nevertheless it is vital and a role that the Commonwealth
of Learning must continue to support.

Such changes will take time but substantial cost savings can be achieved if the Commonwealth of
Learning makes RBL a major priority for the next ten years.

Conclusions

Throughout the Commonwealth, University education will be under increasing pressure to maintain
standards in the 21st Century.  Particularly in developing nations, new strategies will have to be found
to provide greater access to higher education but with diminishing resources.  One form of flexible
learning, ‘Resource Based Learning’, has already been shown to be a potential teaching strategy to help
overcome the difficulties that lie ahead.

Hundreds of the Commonwealth’s universities have extensive distance education programs with well
developed packages for many of the subjects they teach.  These packages can be used effectively with
on-campus classes as a form of Resource-Based Learning. To optimise their use, however, lecturers
must be prepared to empower their students more so that students take greater responsibility for their
own learning.  With careful planning and skilful application, the lecturers can be released from much of
their lecturing hours, thereby reducing staff numbers and salary expenses.

The potential for RBL is truly exciting.  Let us hope that the Commonwealth of Learning recognises
the potential and is able to champion its use as we enter the 21st Century.
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