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Australia’s large distances and widely distributed population has meant that distance education has been an
important part of its history. From the earliest provision of schooling by mail through a series of correspon-
dence schools, both state and federal governments have provided a sound infrastructure to support distance
education. Innovative uses of technologies to provide communication and interaction and ease the isolation of
distance have also been a feature of Australia’s distance education history. The impact of this history is par-
ticularly relevant as the Internet and information and communication technologies are changing this field and

making distance educators of all institutions and sectors.

INTRODUCTION

Australia’s widespread development and use
of distance education has been in the main
caused by its geography and low population.
Though covering an area as great as the United
States of America, Australia’s population has
only just reached 20 million at the beginning of
the twenty-first century, and most people live
on the fertile coastal fringes primarily around
major cities. As much of the inland area of the
country has insufficient water to sustain many
inhabitants, centers of population can be scat-
tered across large distances, particularly in the
outback, the most remote inland areas of Aus-
tralia. With such a distributed population, the
education of school-aged children initially
spurred the growth of distance education and,

COUNTRY PROFILE: Australia

Australia is the sixth largest country on
Earth, but has only 20 million inhabitants. Its
vast outback regions made the government
aware almost a century ago of the need for
distance education and the success of corre-
spondence education in these rural areas has
greatly influenced the development of dis-
tance education already early in the twentieth
century.

Australia is an affluent country with large
dual-mode universities and a high standard of
living. Literacy rates are 100% and the life
expectancy of the Australians is currently 80
years. Many students use acombination of dis-
tance and face-to-face education to make sure
that their needs are adequately served.
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as teachers and other professionals in these
scattered areas needed further education, gov-
ernment education agencies and postsecondary
educational institutions began to provide this
through distance education. Any new technol-
ogy that could ease the isolation of distant stu-
dents has also been put to use and the history of
innovative uses of technology has been inter-
twined through Australia’s history of distance
education, impacting on today’s developments
in education in all educational sectors.

This article will examine the response to
these conditions within an Australian educa-
tional system that has its state governments
providing school and vocational education and
both federal and state governments sharing
governance of the university system. The
impact of government policies as both respon-
sive and directing of distance education in
Australia will be discussed.

BEGINNINGS OF DISTANCE
EDUCATION

After Australia became a federation of hitherto
separate states in 1901, this former British col-
ony with a short history of only 200 years pro-
vided schools in major towns and small bush
schools in more settled rural areas, often with
one teacher teaching all ages. Many of these
teachers were minimally trained and were reli-
ant on correspondence education for further
professional development. Correspondence
education, depending on a reliable postal ser-
vice, was the first form of Australian distance
education, beginning in the state of Victoria at
secondary level in 1909 and at primary level in
1914 and soon followed by the other states.
Reporting on the correspondence education
system that educated 1.5% of all elementary
school aged children in 1931 (5-12 years of
age or in some states until 14 years), Cunning-
ham (1931) wrote that “Australia can claim to
be the first country to have shown in a system-
atic way, and on a large scale, that it is possible
to provide by correspondence a compete ele-
mentary education for children who have

never been to school” (p. 9). Teachers, usually
based in cities, taught invisible classes of chil-
dren who were sent printed lessons and who
sent work back to their teachers for assessment
and feedback. Correspondence classes were
organized like normal schools with some spe-
cialization of function according to the exper-
tise of the teachers.

Correspondence courses for teachers to
complete their qualifications were also possi-
ble within Australia by 1910. The need for
education for teachers indeed drove the estab-
lishment of external studies (as distance educa-
tion was known) in institutions of higher
education. Until 1982, external studies was
provided by different educational authorities
“as a matter of necessity or advantage”
(Johnson, 1996, p. 90). Johnson describes the
establishment of teachers colleges, later
expanded to colleges of advanced education,
(CAES) as state-run institutions established for
political advantage to politicians. Conservative
politicians sponsored establishment of col-
leges in country centers while Labour politi-
cians sponsored establishment of institutions
in cities, the site of their political support. Dur-
ing the 1970s, when an economic downturn
and high unemployment meant fewer students
enrolled in higher education, the country-
based colleges, also answering a need for
teachers in service requiring an additional year
of qualification, expanded their external stud-
ies to answer a need for part-time distance edu-
cation of teachers. This demand was bolstered
when tuition fees for higher education were
abolished by the Federal Labour government
of 1972-1975 and demand for enrollment
grew, particularly in external studies from
women either because of their geographic
location or their family commitments, which
made studying at a distance more feasible.

By 1975, there were over 17,000 external
students in higher education, 6% of total
national enrollment, and by 1982 the distance
education sector was the fastest growing sector
in higher education, with total enrollment of
334,000. Forty-three higher education institu-
tions offered external studies, mostly in
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teacher education and business studies
(Johnson, 1996). At university level, each state
had ensured that a university in its establish-
ment took responsibility for provision of dis-
tance education, including Deakin University
in Victoria, the University of Queensland in
that state, the University of New England and
Macquarie University in New South Wales,
and Murdoch University in Western Australia
(Holmes, 1977). In the Technical and Further
Education (TAFE) sector, each state offered
colleges of external studies, though in Victoria
a TAFE off-campus coordinating authority
produced materials, but the tutorial process
took place through its colleges. In 1976, there
was a total enrolment of nearly 60,000 in these
TAFE organizations (Holmes, 1977).

GOVERNMENT POLICY AND
HIGHER EDUCATION AT A
DISTANCE

The needs-based growth of the distance educa-
tion sector in Australia resulted in a range of
duplication of courses and resources, and from
1973 the Australian Commonwealth govern-
ment expressed interest in nationally coordi-
nating distance education in higher education.
A committee was appointed to advise the Uni-
versities Commission on open education at
university level, later extending to include
advanced education, and in its 1974 report it
drew attention to the need for lifelong learning
in the workforce and to the need for equity of
access to higher education. There was a rejec-
tion of the establishment of a single-mode dis-
tance university such as the Open University in
the United Kingdom, and dual mode institu-
tions, teaching both on- and off-campus stu-
dents, became the norm in Australia. A
national coordination body for organizing and
advising distant education offerings in Austra-
lia was also recommended (Deakin University,
1988). This recommended body was not estab-
lished at this time, and after further duplication
and fragmentation in external offerings, this
was again investigated in 1982 (Johnson,

255

1983), with a similar recommendation for a
national overview of policy on distance educa-
tion to oversee credit transfers, library access,
sharing of courses, study centers, and advice
on external studies.

A federal election in 1987 brought a new
national education minister, John Dawkins,
who proposed a number of reforms in higher
education and responded to the 1986 Hudson
report that recommended a way of rationaliz-
ing course duplication in distance education
through establishing a limited number of dis-
tance education providers to six (later
expanded to eight) Distance Education Centres
(DECs). Inglis (1999) writes of a period of
“winners and losers” in distance education (p.
21) when non-DEC providers had to justify
their involvement in the field. The DECs were,
however, funded to collaborate as specialists
with all non-DEC providers of distance educa-
tion, and this helped to raise the quality of dis-
tance education materials and the provision of
electronic technologies to students (Johnson,
1996, p. 99). However, after 4 years when
DECs collaborated with non-DECs to ensure
an ongoing distribution of funded distance
education was available to all institutions,
another review and a new education minister
resulted in the disbanding of the DEC system
in 1993, and all institutions were free to offer
courses in whatever mode they chose.

This period of federal government investi-
gation of the potential of distance education
and of government proposals for national coor-
dination of distance education provision had a
long-term impact on distance education in
Australia. Some institutions abandoned provi-
sion of distance education but, in the main, the
widespread collaboration between institutions
acted to reduce the replication of courses that
had been occurring, and began to raise the
quality of distance education provision. The
federal government has not again attempted to
limit institutions providing distance education
and, with the advent of the Internet and online
education, has instead funded innovative
projects to develop effective technological
support for distance education with the
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premise that innovations be shared collabora-
tively among universities. Major reports on the
effectiveness of technologies have been com-
missioned (National Board of Employment,
Education and Training, 1992, 1994; Taylor,
Lopez, & Quadrelli, 1996; Yetton, 1997), and
these have influenced universities as they
review the potential of multimedia, electronic
learning, and the Internet in both on-campus
and off-campus provision. As well, systems of
quality audits of universities have been insti-
tuted at the federal level and these also act as
an audit on the quality of distance education,
particularly online offerings (Inglis, 2005;
Oliver, 2003).

National collaboration between distance
education providers has also been encouraged
through the establishment of national associa-
tions of universities involved with distance
education since 1993. As all universities
embrace online education and cope with the
issues of open and distance education, their
interest in related policy and practice is shared.
The eight government distance education cen-
tres formed into the Australian National Coun-
cil of Open and Distance Education, and when
they offered fee-paying membership to all
Australian universities, 31 of the 38 accepted
(Le Grew & Calvert, 1998). The National
Council on Open and Distance Education later
developed into NCODE: Flexible Learning
Australasia in 2000 and, in 2002, into the Aus-
tralasian Council on Open, Distance and E-
Learning (ACODE), which supports the flexi-
ble, open, distance, and e-learning activities of
most Australian and New Zealand universities.
ACODE oversees policy and practice in flexi-
ble, open, and distance education and supports
the ongoing collaboration of institutions in the
field, especially through sharing of outcomes
of government-funded projects to develop
courseware and communications systems for
distance education. Government policy direc-
tion and the future of distance education in
higher education is not the domain of this arti-
cle, but Nunan (2005) predicts that market
conditions will provide a strategic benefit to
current major providers of distance education

if they maintain their skilled staff and infra-
structure.

GOVERNMENT POLICY AND THE
VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND
TRAINING SECTOR

As previously described, the vocational educa-
tion and training sector (VET) was mainly
served through Technical and Further Educa-
tion (TAFE) colleges administered by state
governments with distance education provided
through colleges of external studies. This
changed radically at the end of the 1980s,
when the federal government, in response to an
urgent need for a more skilled workforce,
introduced changes to vocational education to
improve the relevance of the TAFE curriculum
to the needs of industry and to challenge the
TAFE monopoly of training for VET. Compe-
tency-based training was introduced, with a
range of competencies endorsed by industry
that expressed training outcomes in required
competencies and meant that, if learners could
demonstrate competencies, they could receive
recognition for prior learning and could reduce
their training. More training could be delivered
in the context of the workplace and distance
education methods gained importance in this
new form of flexible delivery. Registered
training organizations were able to compete
with the TAFE Colleges to provide flexibly-
delivered training. The federal, state, and terri-
tory governments agreed to invest in new tech-
nologies to support flexible delivery, and a
number of national governing bodies have
been set up to administer and support voca-
tional training in Australia (Robinson, Calvert,
& Peoples, 1997).

INNOVATIVE TECHNOLOGY USE

The impact of technology on distance educa-
tion in Australia was first seen in the corre-
spondence school network. An innovative use
of an available technology, in this case the use
of two-way radio, was put to use to provide
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distance students with a means of interaction
with their teachers and other students, and
opened up the distance for many children in
the outback. Two-way wireless radio equip-
ment had been introduced to isolated rural
homesteads to provide medical help through
the Royal Flying Doctor Service, a medical
service that saved many lives throughout
remote areas by providing immediate help
over the radio while medical personnel were
flown in or ill patients were picked up and
flown out to larger centers for aid. Adelaide
Miethke, an Inspector of Schools in South
Australia, convinced authorities to make the
two-way wireless equipment the basis for a
School of the Air (Ashton, 1971) and from
1951 teachers regularly conducted classes with
children in rural Australia, supplementing their
print materials with interactive sessions.

The school system of distance education,
emulating classroom education, has continued
to be an early user of technologies, from use of
audio and later video tape recorders, to estab-
lishment between schools of audiographic net-
works that combined loudspeaker telephones
for an audio link and computers linked by
modems using software that enabled a shared
screen (called telematics in Australia) (Stacey,
1998). The telematic network enabled a col-
laborative sharing of a teacher by students in
schools spread out over several country areas
and provided specialist teaching in subjects—
such as languages or physics—otherwise
unavailable to students, whatever need had
arisen. This provision and collaboration
between schools has continued through other
technologies including the use of desktop vid-
eoconferencing via the Internet and interactive
television via satellite (Stacey, Evans, & Tre-
genza, 1999) which was planned and provided
from a centralized group of teachers based in
city centers. More recently, schools of distance
education throughout the states are teaching
online, sending assignments and corrected
work to students and often requiring them to
use their own laptop computers. An example
of this is Queensland’s Virtual Schooling Ser-
vice which, since 2000, has provided distance

257

education via a range of learning technologies,
including i-school, which uses both audio-
graphic conferencing and an Internet-based
learning management system for access to cur-
riculum materials and an online environment
(Batt, 2003). As with higher education, tradi-
tional schools are also taking up this mode of
online teaching and learning, and such infor-
mation and communication technologies are
being integrated into all school education pro-
vision.

Other educational sectors followed the lead
of the schools in using technologies as they
became available and were piloted to prove
their effectiveness in enabling a better quality
of distance education provision (Carmichael,
1995; Tennant, 1999). Both vocational educa-
tion and higher education institutions estab-
lished rural outposts to link teachers and
students (Northcott, 1986; Macpherson &
Dekkers, 1997) and, with the Internet, the pos-
sibility of linking individual students using
computers in their homes has changed this pro-
vision. Australia established an early academic
network via the Internet, AARNET, and insti-
tutions acted as internet service providers to
students who used modems and often poor
rural telephone lines to link to their online
classes (Castro, 1990; Stacey, 1994).

The response of institutions and sectors
experimenting with new technologies and
sharing knowledge of their possibilities is
reflected in the distance education literature.
Peter Smith (2004) analyzing the themes of
articles in the Australian journal Distance Edu-
cation, the first academic journal established
to publish research in this field, found that:

The feeling that the sheer number of papers
focussing on computer-based instructional
design & delivery may have backgrounded
other research publications in Distance
Education is borne out strongly since 2000.
From 2000 to 2003 there were 62 refereed
papers published in Distance Education,
and 42 (67%) of these were computer-
based Instructional Design & Delivery. Of
the  remainder,  non-computer-based
Instructional Design & Delivery papers
contributed 8 papers (12.8%); Theoretical

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowpublishers.conm qrde/article-pdf/6/3/253/ 10967681/ qr de- 09- 2005- 0011en. pdf by guest on 02 July 2026



258 The Quarterly Review of Distance Education Vol. 6, No. 3, 2005

papers (non-computer-based) managed 4
papers (6.4%); and Management & Policy
(computer-based) managed 3 papers (5%).
All other classifications achieved only one
paper or none at all. Prior to 2000, others of
my classifications were still attracting
healthy enough numbers such that there
was no strong evidence that these other
research areas were being pushed out. It is
noteworthy, though, that papers focussing
on access & equity have been scant right
through my analysis.

CONCLUSION

In the twenty-first century, the federal govern-
ment’s role has become one of ensuring provi-
sion of the infrastructure to support new
technologies as all sectors and institutions
become distance providers. Again, the geogra-
phy of Australia is a challenge in this provi-
sion, but technology developments such as
high-speed Internet connection through two-
way satellite connections (O’Neill, 2005) are
bringing interactive distance education to all
areas. Australia is expanding its international
provision of education as more stable technol-
ogies make interactive teaching at a distance
possible and acceptable to students in other
countries, particularly with our closest neigh-
bors in Asia.

Australia’s history of distance education
has provided lessons in successful organiza-
tion and administration as well as establish-
ment of student support that has ensured a
level of quality and commitment to quality in
distance provision. As with all countries, this
basis of knowledge and skill is not always con-
sidered, as the Internet has made distance pro-
viders of all sectors and institutions; but with a
small population, the ongoing success of this
provision remains with those who learn from
this history.

As influential scholars of and commenta-
tors on this period of distance education his-
tory, Terry Evans and Daryl Nation (2003)
have written:

Distance education has a rich history of
theory and practice. It is important that this

history is built-upon to formulate a new
phase of distance education in a way which
incorporates the appropriate strengths and
values of the past into a new form of
“multi-media” education at a distance.
(p. 778)
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