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Introduction and Background 

The University of the South Pacific (USP) was established in 1968 to serve the 
tertiary education needs of a population of some 1.5 million people living in 11 
South Pacific countries (The Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, Niue, 
Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu and Western Samoa) -
countries geographically dispersed over some 28 million square kilometres of 
ocean. From its inception, the University was planned as a regional institution 
with a mission to offer both on-campus and distance education. 

Organisationally, Extension Services - the distance and continuing education 
subunit of USP - was set up with a Headquarters on the main campus in Fiji 
consisting of senior management staff, a course development (instructional 
design) unit, an administrative section (for student registration, finance, etc) and 
despatch services. Additionally, a network of Centres in all but one of the 
University's member countries has now been established - staffed and equipped 
with a range of resources to offer support to the University's initiatives at the 
national level. Typically, Centre resources include tutorial and workshop 
classrooms, a modest library, a small multi-purpose science laboratory in the 
more recently established/renovated centres, limited audio and video play-back 
facilities and a teleconferencing (satellite) room. Centre staff offer counselling 
services to potential students, provide tutorial and/or marking support for 
courses and generally administer the distance education programmes. Extension 
Services employs about 100 academic and administrative/professional staff 
although a number of these are temporary aid funded positions. 

The primary teaching/learning strategy adopted for Extension Studies (distance 
education credit course activities) is the provision of independent study 
materials. And, as packages are generally aimed at all potential students in the 
University's catchment area including those in remote and isolated areas, 
inevitably they are largely print-based with audio only incorporated where 
possible. Exceptionally though, some face-to-face tuition is provided by locally 
appointed tutors, Centre lecturers and Campus lecturers travelling in the region. 
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Further, an extensive voice teleconferencing INTELSAT satellite service, 
linking the main studio in Fiji with the Centres, was established and is being 
enhanced. However, as many students live considerable distances from their 
Centres (in some cases 1,000km.) this has always been perceived as an optional 
learning/teaching element. 

The University has sustained significant growth in all its major activities over 
the last 10 years but distance education has moved at an exponential rate 
especially in the eighties: semester Extension enrolments in 1980 were 1256; in 
1987, 4055; and by 1990, they were 6,500 - reflecting a 50% increase in the 
last 2 years. All this sounds encouraging for regional students, USP and the 
national countries USP serves but unfortunately it has come during a period 
when the University's resources have nowhere matched the increased volume of 
activities. USP has very little for capital expenditure - almost all capital items 
are derived from overseas aid sources. For recurrent expenditure it has to rely 
almost entirely on the financial contributions of its member countries - a total 
figure of just F$15m which has not been increased since 1984. As a 
consequence, resources have diminished in real and relative terms in the last 6 
years, a problem felt even more acutely in Extension Services which has seen 
virtually no increase in its share of the University's budget since 1983. In 
practice then, available staff have been employed "to keep the ship afloat" with 
the result that much needed evaluation and research has not yet taken place. 

An Agenda for Research 

Some useful evaluation work has been done over the years (Roberts 1987, 
1988, Tuimaleali'ifano, 1986) but there are perhaps a number of questions and 
issues which need to be addressed. I found it helpful to use a system paradigm 
as a guiding framework to suggest a new programme of researchable topics. 

Inputs 

Students of course are the primary inputs to any educational system but the 
divergent nature of our student population - in respect of nationality and culture 
- tends to produce heterogeneous educational groupings. Consequently, there is 
an acute need to understand the learner more fully. However, to date very little 
assembled information on a profile of the South Pacific student is available. 
The collection and analysis of such demographic information as age, residency 
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status (eg. urban v rural) and occupation (current and expectations) would 
certainly enable us to plan and design our course materials and delivery systems 
much better. Allied to this we need to consider how such psychological factors 
as motivation, cognitive styles and socio/culture nuances (eg. independence v 
co-operation) enter into and affect learning processes and outcomes. 

As mentioned earlier, the system has grown at a phenomenal rate and yet we 
still have little knowledge of market penetration and saturation by course or 
programme. Impact analyses and surveys to assess what has been acheived, 
identify provision gaps and future programme directions could make for more 
effective academic strategic planning. 

Process 

Proper understanding of the learning milieu is another area where much more 
evaluation and research is called for. For example, recent research on 
instructional design suggests the importance of understanding the learner's 
background, intellectual capability, attitudes, etc. in order that the most 
meaningful and pedagogically sound learning experiences are presented. We 
have begun some work in this area with an empirical androgogical enquiry 
tapping the perceptions of academic staff and students. This research endeavour 
aims to test (through questionnaires) a priori items representing potential 
characteristics of the distant adult learner in the South Pacific using factor 
analytic and discriminant analysis techniques. It is hoped that the results will 
produce a set of dimensions or factors representing the primary characteristics of 
the adult learner studying at a distance at USP and in so doing provide useful 
new evidence to help in the design of better learning materials. Staff 
perceptions have now been solicited and the research team is busy developing 
the full student survey questionnaire. 

Allied to this, the level of numeracy and literacy skills required to undertake 
Extension courses must be closely matched to the antecedent skills of students. 
English (spoken and more especially written) is the second language (and in 
some cases the third) for a high proportion of the student population, thus 
readability research on students and course materials could yield interesting and 
informative instructional implications. Measures of numeracy, too, need to be 
established and brought into the design aspects of materials. 

Teaching/learning strategics promoting independence is a notion branded about 
in distance education circles. Unfortunately, it is taken for granted at USP that 
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the distance student is an independent learner. But as several writers have 
remarked, there is an attendant danger of creating independent packages simply 
because of circumstances. By all accounts, most USP regional students have to 
be independent learners because they are isolated. Greater attention in 
instructional design then needs to be given to offer students choices about 
content, teaching strategies and learning resources. In other words, thoughts 
must be directed at minimising independent learning that merely compensates 
for lack of proper student/staff institutional support. Put simply, we need to 
develop strategies that foster achievement through independence. 

Closely related to this is the question of the level of tutor/student interaction. 
As noted earlier, most materials are print based but we need to start projects 
aimed at assessing the potential for enhanced use of audio and possibly even 
video based learning. Tutor/student interaction likewise is an area where 
research could yield fruitful results. Williams and Gillard's (1986) study of 
satellite tutorial interaction at USP provided excellent insights into the system's 
strengths and weaknesses. In particular, they found that while tutors did make 
extensive use of the system the level of interaction was less than desirable. 
New facts about its effectiveness could now be obtained with replication of and 
extensions to this project. For example, it might be interesting to provide 
comparative assessments of the level and quality of satellite tutorials at USP 
with similar systems elsewhere and with typical on-campus tutorials. These 
analyses, say over two time periods, could also introduce a longitudinal 
perspective not considered previously. 

We need, also, to seek staff views on their attitudes and disposition to 
teleconferencing tutorials. Matching these with student perceptions might 
reveal fresh insights. Further, the level of interaction may in part be a function 
of cultural bias and this ought to be explored in the contextual situation of the 
South Pacific. Finally, since the system in place is half duplex (i.e. it permits 
transmission from either end but not simultaneously), we need to discover 
whether this prohibits a high level of tutor/student interaction. Work on this 
whole theme could lay the basis for more effective tutorial planning and 
delivery, and the development of techniques to facilitate and enhance interaction. 

As noted above, some face-to-face tutorial support is offered to students at the 
Centre level supplemented occasionally by a one-semester Centre visit by on-
campus lecturers.. One initiative here is an Extension Services research project 
funded by the University to examine the potential of 'peer group' tutorials and in 
this regard the 'alternative tutorial' project described by Rubin (1989) at 
Athabasca could provide a useful framework for this type of analysis. More 
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generally though, we need to undertake a series of studies aimed at evaluating 
the local tutorial system. This might include, inter alia, tutor expectations 
about roles and course materials (given their independent orientation). 

In an effort to accommodate better the needs of some students, we have begun to 
present courses in a new mode called Summer Schools. Essentially, full 
semester courses are offered on an intensive face-to-face basis over a period of 
about 5 weeks in the Centres. In most cases, they represent the normal on-
campus tuition condensed into a short period but in some, a combination of 
face-to-face tuition with the use of distance education materials is used. By all 
accounts these Summer Schools have become very popular (both with staff and 
students). However, their effectiveness now needs to be more formally 
evaluated. 

Another area worth examining is Centre support facilities. There is no 
consensus at USP on whether we ought to spend more or less on providing 
such facilities as libraries, science laboratories, and for counselling, satellite 
tutorials, face-to-face tuition, etc. A University funded research project is now 
under way aimed at assessing the extent to which student performance is affected 
by the use of Centre facilities. A detailed log of acutal student use of facilities 
across a number of courses in two Centres has now been compiled. Data here 
will then be matched to continuous assessment and examination results and 
analysis of variance procedures used to assess what support facilities (if any) 
account for differences in performance variables. 

To supplement the current voice teleconferencing network, we have just 
implemented an electronic mail message system over the same medium. 
(Wallace and Maitava, 1990). Setting up such a data communication system 
was no mean achievement given the system constraints (half duplex only with 
some Centres reached by HF radio). Associated with this successful 
implementation we are now considering the use of the system for administrative 
computer conferencing and teaching but more evalution and research is called for 
before we go down this path in a serious way. Even more promising is the 
notion that the voice grade circuit could be used to transmit data signals over the 
half duplex network to control the operational functions of Centre video decks 
from the Fiji campus. In this way, tutors in the main teleconferencing studio 
in Fiji would be able to use pre-recorded videos with students across all the 
Centres as an integral part of a tutorial session. Hardly a comprehensive 
interactive video learning process but if it works, it will, for the first time at 
USP, afford an inexpensive opportunity for the use of video as an integral part 
of the distance education teaching packages. 
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Still with process considerations, questions and hypotheses about the 
administrative and managerial infrastructure of Extension Services could be 
empirically addressed. 

Much more emphasis needs to be placed on management planning and control. 
To this end, possible use of critical path analysis as a planning and scheduling 
tool for course development delivery and processes, and analyses of costing data 
to assess the cost effectiveness of courses and programmes should be considered. 
We need to instigate a number of financial management research projects. Little 
has been done in this area despite our extensive portfolio of courses and high 
registration level. 

More generally, at the end of 1988 I proposed to the Vice-Chancellor a major 
independent review of distance education at the University. It is pleasing to 
note that this is now being conducted by an international team of consultants 
(funded by the Commonwealth of Learning in Vancouver) whose brief it is to 
examine the teaching, cost effectiveness and the scale and organisation of 
distance education at USP. Interestingly, the process could be used to develop a 
review methodology that might form a consultancy framework for similar 
reviews in other Commonwealth tertiary institutions. 

Outputs 

Focusing on the product end of the system suggests a number of other potential 
hypotheses to guide even more research. We need to develop yardsticks to 
assess the quality of courses and programmes as perceived by our students, staff 
and external constituencies. This issue could be tackled from a number of 
angles. For example, initial on-going work on producing descriptive 
course/programme assessment summary statistics should help to generate 
hypotheses for further research work. Rubin (1989) in Athabasca reported on 
the use of discriminant functional analysis to assess what predisposing 
characteristics of the distance education student are more powerful in predicting 
course success, failure or withdrawal. A similar multivariate analysis on data 
here might be an appropriate exploratory study of the issue. Further still, 
variables connected with student characteristics and those relating to the learning 
milieu (Centre facilities, face-to-face tuition, organisation of teaching, 
assignment turnaround and quality of feedback) could be committed to 
hierarchical or step-wise regression to determine those contiguous variables 
most important in determining success rates. Exploring these relationships in 
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depth could suggest appropriate remedial actions needed to improve the 
effectiveness of courses and programmes. 

Another area worth examining is the on-going relationship between Extension 
Courses and those Continuing Education courses which are (or could be) offered 
in the distance mode. To date, these two areas have largely grown separately 
but exciting possibilities of combining the two in some initiatives lie on the 
horizon, eg., the adaptation of certain Extension Studies (credit courses) as 
Continuing Education (bridging courses). The current - and more importantly -
nexus between Extension Studies and Continuing Education at USP requires on-
going examination. 

Finally, we need to do much more on assessing students' views of the products. 
To this end, student perceptions of course content, design and delivery (some of 
which has been collected) could be gathered to assess the perceived usefulness of 
courses and the system as a whole. 

Summary 

A solid programme of evaluation and research activities focusing on the student, 
on the courses and the administrative subsystems of Extension Services could 
provide richer and needed findings to facilitate better planning, directing and 
control of distance education work at USP. 
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