9. The competitive vulnerability of distance teaching universities: a reply

This article was published in 1994 in Open Learning, Vol. 9, No. 3, pp. 47-9, as a response to the debate engendered by my article, ‘The Competitive Vulnerability of Distance teaching Universities’, Open Learning, 7 (2), 31-49. The original article appears in Chapter 5. Further contributions to this debate appear in chapters 6, 7, 8 and 10. 
In my article (Rumble, 1992) I sought to draw attention to the vulnerability of distance teaching universities (DTUs) to competition from campus-based universities (CBUs) which were beginning to use distance teaching methods. Here I respond to those who have commented on it (Keegan, 1994; Mugridge, 1992; White, 1992), identifyi9ng both common ground and continued disagreement.

First, one imperative for change is the search for improved productivity, consequent upon the adoption of revised working methods and technologies. Hamilton (1989: 98-109) and Sewart (1992: 230-4) have pointed to the improved productivity in 19th century schools and 20th century universities arising from the change from individualised instruction to batch (i.e. class) teaching. There is a limit to the productivity gains that can be achieved by increasing class size, but the adoption of resource-based and open learning methods by schools and universities has enabled further productivity gains. DTUs, by showing what can be achieved by independent learners, have been a major catalyst for these developments. Their methods are being adopted( and adapted) by campus-based universities in response to the imperative to achieve greater efficiency, as the recent report of the Committee of Scottish University Principals (1993) makes clear. This is eroding the differences between distance and traditional institutions (White, p. 59; Mugridge, p. 61). Once an institition has developed learning materials to support its on-campus teaching, it makes sense to use them to teach off-campus students. Many institutions are now doing this. Because they are developing the materials anyway, to lower their on-campus costs, the marginal additional costs of adding on a few distance education students is not so great, and can be covered by increased income. In the process, of course, these institutions become dual-mode institutions and direct competitors to DTUs.

Second, although DTUs start from a strong position (White, pp. 59-60), their position can quickly be eroded. It is true that they have an expertise which CBUs seeking to enter the field find it hard to match, but there are signs that this lead is being eroded. The University of Sunderland has recently advertised for a Learning Development Services Manager who will inspire academic staff to use resource-based learning to support autonomous learners. Professor Jack Stockman (Stockman, 1993) at California State University talks of emerging teams of academics at universities who are able to exploit the new media effectively. Although CBUs often find it difficult to finance the development of distance teaching and open learning materials, many institutions entering this field manage to produce open learning materials at a fraction of the cost of DTUs. 

Third, while the quantity of what CBUs are doing may not match that of the best DTUs, many would-be students choose courses on the basis of price and the credentialing power of an institution’s name, rather than on the quality of their materials. Funding agencies may also look at the unit cost rather than the quality of programmes, so I disagree with White (p. 60) that all the DTUs have to fear is their inability to maintain a superior quality.

These developments have opened up the possibility of competition. I accept Mugridge’s contention (p. 61) that my article was informed by the position the UK Open University finds itself in, but it is surely foolhardy to suggest that just because some institutions (Keegan refers to the German and Spanish DTUs) currently do not face competition, they will not be vulnerable to competition should it arise. Ten years ago nobody in the UK Open University thought that there was a serious threat to its hegemony. Now we know better. Equally, while DTUs operating in societies where demand exceeds the number of places at traditional universities (Keegan mentions the Thai DTU) are in a strong position at present, their markets could be eroded if traditional universities begin to offer distance programmes.

In Australia, of course, the government stepped in to curb competition. Keegan (p. 37) argues that this was because the proliferation of small distance teaching programmes did not make economic sense – but from whose point of view? The individual institutions found that they could develop off-campus programmes relatively cheaply. They were competitors to the larger off-campus programmes and, by attracting students away from those programmes, effectively weakened them too. From the viewpoint of a central planning authority, this was clearly undesirable – hence the attempts to regulate competition. But from the point of view of the individual institutions developing these programmes, curbing their right to enter the distance education market prevents them from making the best use of learning resources which they need to develop in any case in order to improve the productivity of their on-campus businesses – a point also recognised by Campion and Guiton (1991: 19). From such a point of view, the Australian policy is extremely short sighted. It is not even necessarily the most cost-efficient policy, as I pointed out (Rumble, 1992: 38-40).

Both Mugridge (p. 62) and Keegan (p. 38) make a plea for collaboration rather than competition. Intuitively collaboration is intensely attractive, and there are aspects of collaboration – for example, mutual recognition of credit, that are highly desirable from the students’ point of view. The really interesting question is whether campus-based institutions should not buy-in courses from DTUs, rather than develop their own materials. Robertshaw (1993: 11) reports that the overall costs of imported courses at the Hong Kong Open learning Institute is no more expensive than the cost of developing courses in-house – but it is not cheaper either. Curran (1994: 3) has reported that at the National Distance education Centre in Ireland, it is more cost-effective to develop a course in-house that to buy it in if more than 123 students (a relatively low number) are likely to take it. Buying in materials under a license which prevents the importing institution from using the materials to develop an off-campus programme in direct competition to the providing institution prevents any benefit from diversifying into new markets. In addition, institutions which do buy-in courses often find that the courses are not always tailored to their needs.

We also know that it can cost very little to develop an open or distance-based version of a traditional campus-based course, as the experience of the National technological University in the USA shows (Fwu et al, 1992). Sharratt (1993: 119) also reports that the cost of developing open learning courses is less for mixed-mode than for wholly distance teaching institutions.

Given these factors, collaboration may not be seen to be desirable. The advantages may well lie with competition. Experience in the UK suggests that this is the case. The number of distance education programmes is proliferating, and with it the competitive threat to the Open University.

Indeed, we can stand Keegan’s statement (p. 38) that it makes sense to develop a DTU where there are more than from 9,000 to 22,000 students on its head. It seems reasonable to say that it makes no sense at all to develop a DTU where the total market is very small
 – but it does not follow that the reverse is true. If most CBUs have developed open learning and resource based learning to teach on-campus students, then it may make no sense at all to develop a DTU. This does not mean that there are no circumstances where DTUs are worth developing. However, DTUs that find CBUs beginning to compete will find themselves in a vulnerable position, and their best defence is, in my view, to convert themselves into mixed-mode institutions which use open and resource-based learning methods to teach students on- and off-campus.

References

Campion, M. & Guiton, P. (1991). Economic instrumentalism and integration in Australian External Studies. Open Learning, 6 (2), pp. 12-20.

Committee of Scottish University Principals (1992). Teaching and learning in an expanding higher education system. Edinburgh: CSUP.

Curran, C. (1993). Scale, cost and quality in small distance teaching universities. In Siggard Jensen, H. & Siggard Jensen, S. (eds.) Organization, technology and economics of education. Proceedings of the COSTEL Workshop, Copenhagen, 11-12 January 1993. Copenhagen: n.p..

Fwu, B.-j., Jamison, D., Livingston, R., Oliveira, J., Skewes-Cox, T., & VanderKelen, B. (1992). The National Technological University. In Rumble, G. and Oliveira, J. (eds.), Vocational education at a distance: International perspectives. London: Kogan Page.

Hamilton, D. (1989). Towards a theory of schooling. London: The Falmer Press.

Keegan, D. (1994). The competitive advantages of distance teaching universities. Open Learning, 9 (2), pp. 36-9.

Mugridge, I. (1992). Response to Greville Rumble’s article ‘The competitive vulnerability of distance teaching universities’. Open Learning, 7 (3), pp. 61-2.

Robertshaw, M. (1993). The importation and adaptation of distance education courses: is it an expensive option? In Asian Association of Open Universities, Economics of distance education. AAOU VIIth Annual Conference 1993. Hong Kong: Open Learning Institute of Hong Kong.

Rumble, G. (1992). The competitive vulnerability of distance teaching universities. Open Learning, 7 (2), pp. 31-49.

Sewart, D. (1992). Mass higher education. Where are we going? In G. E. Ortner, Graff, K. &  Wilmersdoerfer, H. (eds.). Distance education as two-way communication. Frankfurt-am-Main: Peter Lang.

Sharratt, R. (1993). Costing of open and distance learning (ODL) – is it worth it? In Asian Association of Open Universities, Economics of distance education. AAOU VIIth Annual Conference 1993. Hong Kong: Open Learning Institute.

Stockman, J. (1993). Cited in MacLeod, D. (1993). Meet my professor, the movie star. The Independent, 28 January 1993, p. 16.

White, V. J. (1992). Response to Greville Rumble’s article ‘The competitive vulnerability of distance teaching universities’. Open Learning, 7 (3), pp. 59-60.
�  Though of course it might be sensible to develop a single programme aimed at a niche market – and it is the proliferation of such programmes aimed at profitable niche markets that undermines the viability of DTUs in the long term, by eroding the efficiency of their money-making subjects and hence making it increasingly difficult for them to cross-subsidise less popular subjects. [GR 2003]





