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Abstract: 

Globally, government education policy is demanding that higher education practitioners and 

administrators embrace technology to build new kinds and innovative approaches to higher 

education delivery, providing greater educational opportunities for a broader cross-section of 

the community. 

In this paper we discuss the development of a virtual higher education institution, focused on 

providing highly innovative online programs, to address this emerging focus in government 

policy. 
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1. Introduction 

Growth in online learning and digital technology disruption is transforming how we relate to 

and acquire knowledge through education. Consequently, innovative approaches to learning 

and teaching and new and emerging educational institutions are responding to that disruption. 

As these developments emerge, the Australian Government’s Reform Agenda has recognised 

the need for new kinds of innovative institutions that give graduates a competitive edge and 

deliver productivity gains to employers through new models of delivery (Australian 

Government, 2016 p.7). Furthermore, policy settings must enable institutions to take 

advantage of technological advances to remain at the cutting edge of course design and 

delivery. 

This paper sets out the educational purpose and design of a ‘new kind of innovative 

institution.’ This institution embraces technological innovation to equip its staff and graduates 

with the requisite knowledge and capabilities for effectiveness in higher education learning 

and teaching. Its mission is to ultimately deliver the type of outcomes that the Reform 

Agenda has in mind.  

2. Literature Review 

Around the world a range of tasks are being performed by groups of people who rarely, if 

ever, meet in person (Gratton, 2007; Wong and Berntzen, 2019). The Internet explosion and 

the dramatic growth in technology have enabled the realisation of the virtual organisation 

(Jackson, 1999; Longsworth, 2010; Tohidi & Jabbari, 2012), within the broader concept of 

collaborative networks (Camarinha-Matos, Afsarmanesh & Ollus, 2005) 
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Arising from the movement from elite to mass to universal access to education (Scott, 1995; 

Trow, 2007), higher education is not immune from the need to respond to the socio-

economic demands to embrace virtual learning (Munro-Smith, 2018). Virtual learning is a 

natural medium to meet these demands and may vary in form from courses offered online by 

a conventional institution (typically a university) to courses offered online by completely 

independent and autonomous virtual institutions (typically independent higher education 

providers) (Longsworth, 2010, p.15).  

Norton et al. (2013) posed the question “how should government respond to new online 

technologies and business models?” and in response proposed that “it should do more to 

open the door to new education providers”. They go on to propose that purely online 

institutions should not have to provide student welfare services, but should be allowed to 

accept all students through open access admissions policies” (Norton et al., 2013, p.1). This 

is reflective of a broader dialectic around the ‘standardisation’ of education worldwide. 

Education standards, particularly higher education standards, are founded on laudable 

ambitions: to assure quality and to protect the interests of students. However, standards are 

open to abuse, and not just from disreputable institutions seeking profit at all costs. 

Standards are used by conservative academics, academic executives, policy makers and 

regulators to constrain the adoption and diffusion of innovation in higher education (Ryan & 

Smallman, 2018). This is evidenced in the published reasoning behind regulatory decisions 

worldwide.  

In essence, higher education providers, and particularly universities, have not fundamentally 

changed their approach since ‘modern’ universities were created in the 11 th century. 

Teaching remains firmly embedded in the master-apprentice model. Even where the ‘sage on 

stage’ is now recorded and placed on some Internet video platform, it remains the case that 

many providers remain solidly attached to transmissive delivery models (Svensson, 

Lundqvist & Middleton, 2017) unconsciously grounded in behaviourist or constructivist 

learning and teaching paradigms. 

This is at odds with much of present learning theory, which encourages the development of 

at least transactional and, better still, transformative learning (Svensson et al., 2017). The 

common characteristic of these models is that they rely on the development of scholarly 

communities (even where these are spatially distributed), in which educators curate and 

blend learning content and experiences that align to learners needs. There is still structure in 

the curriculum. There is still assessment. However, the hallmark of this innovation is that 

education becomes highly personalised (Keppell, 2014).  

All of this noted, the collegial and regulatory constraints on institutions looking to fully 

engage in innovation such as this are substantial, given the threat this poses to historically 

embedded convention, and the large-scale requirement for retraining educators that goes 

with it. 

3. Methodology 

For this study a group of higher education experts and practitioners was brought together to 

design a stand-alone virtual institution. The foundational brief of the project was to build an 

institution that would be focused on providing highly innovative online programs to meet the 

professional development needs of individuals working in the higher education sector. 

The virtual institution was designed over a 12-month period incorporating the latest in 

educational technology trends including; a leading-edge Learning Management System 

(LMS); comprehensive Student Management System (SMS) and a wide range of innovative 
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third-party interfaces through Application Programming Interfaces (API’s) resulting in the 

creation of a seamless virtual campus. 

Having completed the design phase, the concept was put to the ultimate test of applying for 

registration as a higher education provider to determine if such a virtual institution could be 

approved within the current higher education regulatory and standards framework 

(Australian Government, 2015). 

4. Results 

The concept of a virtual institution with no bricks and mortar to support its operations was 

originally considered to be outside the bounds of what a higher education institution should 

be. Consequently, resistance was strong, including an apparent premeditated bias by the 

application’s assessors towards an institution lacking a physical presence. 

Despite these challenges the virtual institution was approved as designed. 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

5.1 Discussion 

Online learning is often defined in terms of its differentiation to traditional face-to-face on-

campus models, however this does not really take into account that every student uses online 

technologies as part of their studies. Course administration using online learning management 

systems (LMS) is now commonplace, where students can access course guides, download 

recording of lectures, access supporting learning resources and readings, access an online 

library (normally containing a myriad of additional resources), communicate with their 

educators and other students and submit assessments, all in a customised user-friendly 

centralised online portal. 

Before the technology boom, paper-based distance learning was a popular choice among 

students who in many cases, either through circumstance or by choice, chose to not engage 

with the traditional face-to-face delivery mode predominant throughout the years. 

Advancements in digital and online technologies have provided a more superior delivery and 

support medium to these ‘distance’ students while at the same time enabling universal access 

to education for learners. Ongoing, voluntary, and self-motivated pursuits of knowledge, or 

‘lifelong learning’ lends openly to the concept of universal access education. 

Providing learners access to education that meets or exceeds the existing experiences 

available via the traditional face-to-face mode of delivery is not a new concept. Most 

education systems and cutting-edge institutions are constantly striving to improve and to find 

new and innovative ways of delivering a quality education experience that meets individual, 

industry and government needs. This can be clearly evidenced by the explosion of Massive 

Online Open Courses (MOOCs) and other similar online open access courses, or by the 

adoption of digital learning management systems throughout the higher education industry in 

recent years. 

In many cases the modern learner no longer has the time to personally attend traditional 

learning institutions and are often time-poor. It is for the education industry to adapt to its 

learners’ needs and move away from demanding learners fit into existing institutional 

structures and timetables. Making education available ‘on-call’, available to the learner when 

and where they wish to engage with their education is no longer a foreign concept and is 

already offered by institutions who are early adopters of technology. 

Delivering an educational experience that is customised, blended, personalised and available 
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‘on-call’ can now be enabled through the adoption of advances in learning and teaching 

methodologies and new and emerging technologies. Proving new and innovative experiences 

however not only relies on growing student demand, it also requires governments, regulators 

and educators to embrace the change. 

5.2 Conclusion 

It is proposed that when technological innovation is embraced, innovative higher education 

providers with new models of virtual leadership, team work, and technology supported 

approaches to learning and teaching will emerge.  

If technology is to be truly embraced as part of the further development of the higher 

education sector then virtual institutions, such as the one developed for this study, must 

become more prevalent to meet the emerging needs identified by government and demanded 

by students. 

5.3 Limitations of this study 

This study was based on a government reform agenda that was ultimately not passed into 

legislation by parliament. Consequently, while the government’s policy was explicit there 

was no means to implement it. 

During the study, the regulatory framework for approval of higher education providers 

changed with new standards (Australian Government 2015) coming in to effect from 1 

January 2017 during assessment of the application. 

The changeability of government policy and regulation tests the outcomes of the study as 

they may not hold true in future policy/regulatory frameworks. 

This study was based on one ‘test’ institution in one regulatory framework. Future research 

could encompass similar studies to gain approval for virtual higher education institutions in 

other regulatory frameworks. 

 

References 

Australian Government (2016). Driving Innovation, Fairness and Excellence in Australian 

Higher Education, Department of Education and Training, Canberra, May. 

Australian Government (2015). Higher Education Standards Framework (Threshold 

Standards) 2015, Department of Education and Training, Canberra, October. Retrieved 

from https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2015L01639  [23 January 2019] 

Camarinha-Matos, L.M., Afsarmanesh, H. & Ollus, M. (Eds.) (2005). Virtual organisations: 

systems and practices. New York: Springer. 

Gratton, L. (2007). Working together…When apart. The Wall Street Journal Online, 

Retrieved from 

https://www.immagic.com/eLibrary/ARCHIVES/GENERAL/GENPRESS/W070616G.pdf  

[22 January 2019] 

Jackson, P. (ed.) (1999). Virtual working: social and organisational dynamics. London: 

Routledge. 

Keppell, M. (2014). Personalised learning strategies for higher education, in K. Preiser (Ed.), 

The future of learning and teaching in next generation learning spaces, pp. 3-21. Bingley: 

Emerald 

https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2015L01639
https://www.immagic.com/eLibrary/ARCHIVES/GENERAL/GENPRESS/W070616G.pdf


2019 APacCHRIE & EuroCHRIE Joint Conference (22-25 May, 2019) 

5 

Longsworth, L. M. (2010). Leadership in the Virtual HE Environment: Towards an 

appropriate model and framework. Retrieved from 

https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/publications/leadership-in-the-virtual-higher-education-

environment-towards-an  [22 January 2019] 

Munro-Smith, H. (2018). IBISWorld Industry Report X0008 Online Education in Australia. 

Norton, A., Sonnemann, J., & McGannon, C. (2013). The online evolution: when technology 

meets tradition in higher education, Grattan Institute. Retrieved from 

http://grattan.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/186_online_higher_education.pdf  [23 

January 2019] 

Ryan, P. & Smallman, C. (2018). Innovation vs. Risk – getting the balance right in higher 

education. Paper presented at the 16th APacCHRIE Conference, 31 May-2 June, 

Guangzhou, China. Retrieved from https://heli.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Ryan-

Smallman-Innovation-vs-Risk.pdf  [25 January 2019] 

Scott, P. (1995). The meaning of mass higher education. SRHE/Open University Press, 

Buckingham. 

Svensson, O. H., Lundqvist, M., & Middleton, K. W. (2017). Transformative, transactional 

and transmissive modes of teaching in action-based entrepreneurial education. Retrieved 

from Gothenburg, Sweden: 

http://publications.lib.chalmers.se/records/fulltext/248686/local_248686.pdf 

Tohidi, H. & Jabbari, M.M. (2012). The process of virtual organisation formation. Procedia 

Technologica, 1: 539-543. 

Trow M. (2007) Reflections on the Transition from Elite to Mass to Universal Access: Forms 

and Phases of Higher Education in Modern Societies since WWII. In: Forest J.J.F., Altbach 

P.G. (eds) International Handbook of Higher Education. Springer International Handbooks 

of Education, vol 18. Springer, Dordrecht 

Wong, S.I. & Berntzen, M.N. (2019). Transformational leadership and leader–member 

exchange in distributed teams: The roles of electronic dependence and team task 

interdependence. Computers in Human Behaviour, 92: 381-392. 

https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/publications/leadership-in-the-virtual-higher-education-environment-towards-an
https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/publications/leadership-in-the-virtual-higher-education-environment-towards-an
http://grattan.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/186_online_higher_education.pdf
https://heli.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Ryan-Smallman-Innovation-vs-Risk.pdf
https://heli.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Ryan-Smallman-Innovation-vs-Risk.pdf
http://publications.lib.chalmers.se/records/fulltext/248686/local_248686.pdf



