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The article explores examples from the UK that illustrate how institutions are posi-
tioning themselves in relation to their use of information and communications tech-
nologies (ICT) and their approaches to internationalisation within the context of
“borderless education.” Four scenarios developed by Collis and Gommer are used as
reference points to locate institutional strategies. The article also points to a variety
of national strategies that are being developed to open new markets for higher educa-
tion and create greater flexibility and choice for students, some of which may compete
with strategies developed by individual institutions. The article concludes by high-
lighting the dilemmas facing institutional leaders and managers as they seek to posi-
tion themselves in a changing world.

DRIVERS OF CHANGE IN HIGHER EDUCATION
Over the last decade, in line with the belief that we are living in an era of

rapid and unprecedented change, a variety of “futures’ studies” have been under-
taken by corporations and consultancies. In a recent analysis of a number of
these studies, the author reports a measure of agreement about the nature of the
major forces driving change in countries and organizations (Tate, 2001). He con-
cludes from the analysts’ reports that the major drivers are developments in
information and biotechnologies; global environmental issues; the global econ-
omy; demographics; political developments at regional, national, and suprana-
tional levels; and people’s attitudes and values. Researchers examining changes
in higher education would broadly concur with this list (see, e.g., Committee of
Vice Chancellors and Principals [CVCP], 2000; Cunningham et al., 1998; Van
Damme, 2001) and have drawn attention in their work to the particular ways in
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which the drivers are having an impact on the behaviour of institutions, staff, and
students. The special edition of this journal focuses on two elements of the wider
context of change in higher education—the internationalisation process and
developments in information and communication technologies (ICT)—as well
as the consequences arising from convergence between the two elements.

In the editorial of this article, the editors propose a two-dimensional frame-
work as a means of conceptualising some of the strategic implications for institu-
tions of the interplay between the internationalisation process and the use of
ICT. By combining the two dimensions of “location” and “quality control,” they
have produced four possible institutional profiles that could be used as a basis
for debating and deciding on institutional positioning in relation to internation-
alisation and ICT. This article will both support and challenge the four profiles
based on a continuing analysis of trends and issues in “borderless education.”

The analytical framework and the profiles offered by the editors are helpful as a
heuristic device, and it is certainly possible to find evidence of one or more of the pro-
files (or parts of them) emerging in practice. However, it is also possible to challenge
the profiles on the grounds that they do not capture the full range of developments
and ignore some important dimensions. This is unsurprising. Although it is not
unknown for the clarity of an analytical tool to be let down by the messiness, variety,
and complexity of life on the ground, the lack of symmetry between theory and prac-
tice in the terrain of borderless education makes both analysis and rational planning
very difficult. Phipps, in a newsletter on international education, alluded to this prob-
lem in relation to distance learning, but it applies more widely.

Technology-mediated distance learning comes in a variety of forms and defies the cre-
ation of a clear taxonomy or clear definition of providers. Trying to grasp this remark-
able phenomenon is akin to holding on to quicksilver. Technology is constantly being
upgraded, software is being developed, and alliances are being formed—all at an
astounding rate. The landscape of technology-mediated learning is an ever-changing
mosaic. (Phipps, 1998, p. 1)

This article begins with a brief description of borderless education and the place
of internationalisation and ICT developments in this context. The second part out-
lines initiatives involving UK institutions that resonate wholly or in part with the four
profiles and also highlights areas of lack of symmetry with the profiles. The third part
of the article focuses on the national rather than institutional dimensions of interna-
tionalisation using ICT. The national dimension provides a different and additional
perspective on institutional positioning to those offered through the four profiles.
The final part of the article seeks to draw out some dilemmas and choices for those
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involved in strategic decision making in institutions from the examples and perspec-
tives presented.

BORDERLESS EDUCATION:
A CONTEXT FOR INSTITUTIONS’
INTERNATIONALISATION AND ICT STRATEGIES

An Australian team of researchers coined the term “borderless education” in
their groundbreaking study “New Media and Borderless Education”
(Cunningham et al., 1998), which examined the potential role of global media
businesses in higher education. The term was taken up and expanded by a British
research team in their three-volume report “The Business of Borderless Educa-
tion: UK Perspectives” (CVCP, 2000). The British report mapped borderless
developments in four parts of the world—the UK, continental Europe, the
United States, and the Commonwealth—and assessed their policy implications
for the UK’s higher education sector. A third study by the Australian team,
undertaken in parallel to the British study and with some shared data, focused on
a specific aspect of borderless education, namely the growth of corporate and
virtual universities (Cunningham et al., 2000).

The territory of borderless education, as described by the British researchers,
encompasses educational providers and provision that cut across conventional
boundaries, both geographical and conceptual. The boundaries include

• levels and types of education, such as further and higher education, vocational and aca-
demic education; in some cases, this represents a genuine effort to create seamless life-
long learning opportunities;

• private and public, for-profit and not-for-profit education: combining “public good” and
“private gain” organizational structures and forms of provision;

• state and country boundaries as in the many forms of transnational education;
• sector boundaries, for example, between business and the public sectors and higher edu-

cation, creating new corporate universities as well as joint ventures and strategic alli-
ances; and

• boundaries of time and space in the creation of virtual learning environments, online
learning programmes and e-universities.

For some providers in this borderless context, the process of internationalisation
has been important in terms of recruiting international students to the home country,
establishing offshore campuses, or seeking to create truly international programmes.
In many cases, ICT has also played a central role. A major finding of the British
report was that the traditional map of education and training is changing as new
forms of collaboration emerge and as convergence occurs between previously dis-
tinct types of provision such as face-to-face and distance education.
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FOUR PROFILES FOR FLEXIBLE LEARNING IN 2005+
The broad territory of borderless education offers a context in which institu-

tional and national strategies can be examined. Within this context, the editors of
this special journal edition offer us a framework of four profiles (or institutional
scenarios) as a means of analysing how institutions might seek to position them-
selves in the borderless territory (Collis & Gommer, 2001). Examples of institu-
tional strategies from the UK involving ICT and internationalisation will now be
examined in relation to these four profiles.

Profile A: Back to Basics
The United Kingdom has the second highest number of international students

of any competitor country, after the United States, and is followed by Australia
and Canada. There were 224,660 undergraduate and postgraduate overseas stu-
dents studying in UK institutions in 1999-2000 (HESA, 1999/2000). As a result,
perhaps, several UK institutions would fit into Profile A in that they seek to
attract significant numbers of international students to their campuses. The Uni-
versity of Surrey in Guildford, for example, aims to draw about a quarter to a
third of its students from overseas (in 1999-2000, 21.6% came from more than
130 different countries). In the same year, at the London School of Economics
(LSE), 62.6% of the student body was international (HESA, 1999/2000). In most
cases, this form of internationalisation has been in place for several years and is
part of a deliberate policy, enshrined in the institution’s vision and mission. The
policy is driven by a number of perceived benefits, including becoming a global
player, a desire to expand research and educational opportunities, and to gain
economic and cultural benefits. In 1999, the drive to attract international stu-
dents to the UK was given a boost by a national initiative launched by the Prime
Minister. The target was to increase the UK’s percentage of international stu-
dents studying in the UK from 17% to 25% of the market shared between the four
main anglophone competitors (UK, Australia, Canada, and the U.S.).

If we take the case of the two institutions mentioned above (University of Surrey
and LSE), the internationalisation policy was initiated independently and in advance
of institutional ICT strategies. However, with the rapid development of new technol-
ogies and the expansion in their use by staff and students, there is obvious benefit in
harnessing ICT to support international strategies. At a basic level, convergence
between ICT and internationalisation strategies has meant making increasing use of
the Internet for internal and external information and communications as well as
for research and educational purposes. LSE, for example, is committed to an ongo-
ing programme of providing services via the World Wide Web in a “business-to-
customer” (B2C) approach (Challis, 2001). Current services include
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• Web kiosks on campus that provide general information for staff and students (timeta-
bles, directories, catering, room-hire, etc.);

• LSEforYou, a service that gives Web-based access at any time from anywhere to per-
sonal data for students, staff, and alumni (fee status, exam results, teaching timetables,
news items);

• provision of documents (school documents and LSE experts with pictures and data about
research and knowledge-based resources);

• Web-based access to selective courses taught at LSE, including access to course content,
discussion groups, and online assessment for LSE students; and

• extensive use of the Web for research purposes and international collaborations.

However, in both the institutions mentioned, convergence of ICT and internationali-
sation has meant going beyond the Back to Basics scenario; that is, beyond providing
a well-planned curriculum and regular face-to-face contacts at the home institution.

At the University of Surrey, the Surrey European Management School,
already a large provider of distance education, is developing a Virtual Business
School (VBS), making use of a virtual learning environment developed with a
number of companies, based on an initial specification from IBM but also draw-
ing on considerable in-house expertise. SEMS has been able to call on central
University support through Surrey’s Centre for Learning Development but, in
addition, SEMS has created an Instructional Design Department to spearhead
new courseware developments. SEMS has also invested in teacher training for its
own staff by employing two teaching and learning coaches to support the aca-
demics. By fall 2000, SEMS was able to supply all of its students with electronic
CourseWare for 32 M-level modules (SEMS, 2001).

Having opened for business in January 2001, the VBS now has 126 students
studying for its MBA, MSc, or Open Access Business and Management program-
mes, a figure above initial estimates. Students are able to apply and register for the
programmes online through the SEMS’ Web site, and when acceptances are con-
firmed, they are transferred to the electronic student record and course management
system. The students do not come to the Guildford campus and there is no face-to-
face component of the programmes; instead, a substantive managed learning envi-
ronment has been created to provide students with opportunities for collaboration
and support. For example, students have access to

• the managed learning domain, where self-paced and collaborative learning can be com-
pleted, assessed, and managed;

• the knowledge repository domain, where learning resources are catalogued and stored;
• the discussion domain, where students can participate in asynchronous discussion either

on a student-student basis or with course tutors and facilitators;
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• the administration and technical domain, where the whole VBS is managed and adminis-
tered in terms of registration, progression, reporting, and managing the learning process;
and

• forums and networking, a domain where students and graduates can participate in live or
off-line formal lectures, conferences, and professional forums.

In addition, for those students who do want face-to-face support, SEMS is devel-
oping a series of “value-added partnerships” for the VBS, initially with local centres
in Beijing, to provide students with locally offered tuition. The quality control and
assurance arrangements for the programmes mirror those of SEMS’s other
programmes. In terms of the four institutional profiles, this part of the University of
Surrey appears to be operating more in the mode of Profile B, The Global Campus.

At LSE, the interaction between internationalisation and ICT has evolved in a
different direction. The college’s commercial arm, Enterprise LSE, has estab-
lished one partnership with universities in the United States (in conjunction with
a commercial company, UNext) to create and deliver programmes leading to
degrees offered through Cardean University (accredited by the Illinois State
Board in the U.S.). Another partnership has been established with museums and
libraries in the U.S. and UK to provide access to educational resources through
Fathom.com, a for-profit venture initiated by Columbia University. Partners
include the American Film Institute, the British Library, Cambridge University
Press, Columbia and Chicago universities, London’s science and natural history
museums, and the New York Public Library, among others. Arguably, these
modes of operation bring a part of LSE closer to Profile C, Stretching the Mold,
or to Profile D, The New Economy. An important point about LSE’s collabora-
tion with UNext is that the experts at LSE create course content that is then fash-
ioned into programmes for clients by UNext. The well-planned curriculum
described in the Back to Basics scenario exists but it is not created by LSE alone,
and both the content and form of programmes will have been negotiated with
(commercial) clients acting on behalf of their employees (the students).

In the Surrey and LSE examples, it is clear that institutions are not necessarily
following a single trajectory in relation to ICT and internationalisation. They are
both seeking to enhance provision and services locally as well as exploit the pos-
sibilities of ICT to extend or enhance their international strategies. Also, there
are some subtle differences between the two cases that are important in terms of
strategic planning. In the LSE case, initiatives have been taken at institutional
level, driven in part by the for-profit arm of the institution, Enterprise LSE. In the
case of Surrey, the initiative has been taken and largely financed at school level
but with strong institutional support. The institution has seen the VBS as a useful
pilot study from which other schools and disciplines might learn. If successful,
the model might be scaled up to institutional level.
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Profile B: The Global Campus
The elements of Profile B focus on students choosing to study a well-planned

programme from a foreign institution, using technology both for access to sup-
port services and to course materials. One clear example of Profile B has been
described above. Other examples can be found in the UK in a variety of different
forms.

First, a small number of UK institutions have opened campuses overseas. De
Montfort University in Leicester, for example, has business schools in South
Africa and India, and the University of Nottingham has opened its fourth campus
in Malaysia, the University of Nottingham in Malaysia (UniM).

Second, UK universities have created partnerships with colleges overseas
through franchising, validation, and articulation arrangements and through
locally supported distance learning. Around 70 institutions offer offshore
courses in at least 30 countries (Adam, 2001; Healy, 2000). UK institutions are
also creating partnerships with companies; for example, Henley Management
College joined with Ernst and Young to create a Virtual Business School, and
Middlesex University linked with Coca Cola to create a postgraduate diploma in
business and management to be delivered to managers in Central and Eastern
Europe. ICT may be used in all the ways described in Profile B: for information
about programmes, for registration, and, increasingly, for access to course mate-
rials, assignments, and learning support and for interactions between staff and
students. However, progress in the full use of ICT will vary between institutions,
depending on the level of investment and stage of development of their ICT
infrastructure.

A third strategy is for institutions to create new online courses by themselves,
bringing together the internationalisation process with ICT developments. Such
programmes can recruit students from any location. Examples now exist in sev-
eral UK institutions and further developments, both individual and collabora-
tive, are in train.

The UK’s Open University (OUUK), already a distance education institution,
has adopted a variety of strategies in relation to ICT and internationalisation.
The institution has traditionally provided well-planned programmes to thou-
sands of students in locations around the world. The university had 153,280
undergraduate and postgraduate students in 1999-2000 (HESA, 1999/2000). In
recent years, the institution has invested heavily in online services that are
becoming ever more widely used by students. For example, the university’s
“Learner’s Guide” to courses receives about 70,000 hits a week, and in 2000,
approximately 75,000 course registrations were made online (Daniel, 2001). An
increasing number of courses have an online component—and some are taught
entirely online with access to learning resources assisted by the creation of the
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“Open Libr@ry.” More than 60,000 students have joined the university’s virtual
campus as members of virtual study groups and common rooms (Needham,
2001). However, at present, most students still appear to prefer to use new tech-
nologies for specific services—making administrative transactions, obtaining
documents and information, and communicating with peers and staff—rather
than to study course material. One of the most popular services is computer
conferencing. Sir John Daniel, former vice chancellor of OUUK, reports that as
many as 110,000 students now communicate regularly through some 16,000
conferences, 2,000 of which the students moderate under the aegis of the student
association (Daniel, 2001).

The OUUK has developed two further strategies that are relevant to interna-
tionalisation and the use of ICT. The first was the creation in 1992 of the Open
University Validation Service. Through a rigorous scrutiny process, this valida-
tion service enables a variety of education models (face-to-face, distance, and
online) and different providers (companies, public bodies, and professional
associations as well as institutions) to offer validated programmes leading to
OUUK degrees. The second strategy is more recent (1999) and has involved the
creation of a sister arm in the U.S., the United States Open University (USOU), a
not-for-profit institution accredited by the Distance Education Teaching Coun-
cil to grant degrees. The first students were admitted in 2000. The USOU has
forged links with both Florida State and California universities and with some
2-year colleges to offer associate degree holders the opportunity to gain a bache-
lor’s award. Each course has a Web site, and all students must have access to the
Internet as well as to a camcorder and audiocassette player. As a new institution,
the USOU can integrate technologies like conferencing and the Web into its edu-
cational approach in innovative ways.

If we combine all these examples, it is clear that once again, institutions are not
usually adopting a single focus or a single strategy in relation to internationalisa-
tion, developments in ICT, or the two in combination. They are diversifying for a
variety of reasons: educational, financial, market-related, and mission-related.

Profile C: Stretching the Mold
It is difficult to find institutional examples that directly fit Profile C, although

there are variations on the central theme. The profile highlights the requirements
of an individual student for flexibility and choice through being able to substi-
tute some courses from the home institution with courses from a foreign institu-
tion. The editors suggest that a providing institution might cooperate with for-
eign partner institutions to give access to international online course options,
assuming a common course management and credit transfer and recognition sys-

Middlehurst / Complexity and Choice 141



tem. It is these latter requirements for common systems where the difficulties in
achieving full flexibility and choice actually lie.

In the UK, there are a number of ways in which institutions are seeking to give
their students greater flexibility and choice in course offerings and study modes.
However, not all approaches include an international dimension nor do they nec-
essarily include online possibilities. On the other hand, when institutions have
gained the experience of providing flexible options locally, they may seek to
transfer this experience to the international domain. Some examples highlight
elements of Profile C.

Individual institutions offering flexible delivery in a variety of locations locally,
using ICT. The University of Derby in the UK is noted for the innovative ways that it
is trying to increase access and participation for learners in its locality. This is being
done by opening learning centres in convenient locations (i.e., pubs or shopping cen-
tres) and by creating a network of further education colleges linked to the university.
Derby is also using its local experience to develop new international opportunities
through joining the Global University Alliance (GUA). The alliance includes two
UK universities (Derby and Glamorgan), two Australian universities (Royal Mel-
bourne Institute of Technology and University of South Australia), Athabasca Uni-
versity in Canada, three U.S. universities (George Washington, University of Wis-
consin, Milwaukee, and the Rochester University of Technology), Auckland
University of Technology in New Zealand, and the International Business School in
the Netherlands. The alliance has chosen NextEd, a Hong Kong–based company, to
manage the project operationally. The aim is to offer graduate and professional
online courses in Asia (University of Derby, 2000). Campus Review recently
reported that the GUA now offers 56 off-the-shelf courses in 261 subjects (“GUA
offers first course,” 2001). The GUA is also entering into agreements with associate
institutions in the Asia region to offer local learning support for students as part of
“the clicks and mortar” concept.

Individual institutions offering courses through a broker organisation established
to create greater flexibility for learners. An example of a nationwide broker organi-
sation is Learndirect, an e-learning broker with centres operating across the UK. Ori-
ginally called the University for Industry (Ufi), its aims are to increase participation
and access to education in general and to meet the skills needs of business and indus-
try. A selected group of five universities, including the University of Derby, will pilot
an electronic learning environment for the Ufi’s “Learning Through Work” scheme.
There has been discussion of an international strategy for Learndirect, but the main
thrust at present is to develop the UK-based operation. However, the UK’s proposed
e-university, a not dissimilar broker organisation, plans to target international mar-
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kets and to make extensive (but not exclusive) use of ICT. Some UK institutions have
offered courses or programmes to be marketed through the e-university, whereas oth-
ers have expressed interest in being involved in such developments, drawn by the
possibility of funding to support online course development and marketing.

International collaborations to create greater choice and flexibility. Collabora-
tions between universities on an international basis already exist, leading either to
joint degrees or to a single degree that incorporates credits gained from studying
courses in one or more (European) countries. The European Credit Transfer System
(ECTS) was set up to facilitate such mobility and expansion of learning opportuni-
ties. These kinds of collaborations have the potential to build online learning into
their existing degree patterns. More extensive global alliances involving UK institu-
tions in international collaborations using ICT are now being developed, in addition
to the GUA described above. They include Universitas21 Global, involving 16 uni-
versities on four continents, and the World Universities Network, with 5 UK and 5
U.S. institutions. A more ambitious example of collaboration in Europe is Europace
2000, in which 45 European universities are involved in a network that also includes
companies (i.e., Alcatel, Philips, and IBM), research institutes, and regional,
national, and international agencies. The facilitation and delivery of lifelong learning
through a virtual campus and a distance education network to support “learning on
demand” is the main driver behind this initiative, but it is still at an early stage of
development. Two UK universities are involved at present: Sheffield Hallam and
Sunderland (CVCP, 2000, Vol. 2, p. 50).

The examples given here go part way toward the form of Profile C and indeed
Profile D, but they are not completely in line with the spirit of these scenarios.
There are several reasons for this. First, the scenarios imply a level of individual
customisation to a student’s requirements that is at present beyond many institu-
tions’ resources, although efforts are being made to create such customisation
through broker organisations like Learndirect. Flexibility in the choice of
courses is already possible within institutions through modular schemes, but it is
more difficult across institutions and countries, except where specific consortia
have been developed for this purpose. Second, the scenario rests on the need to
develop shared systems for course management, credit recognition and transfer,
and, perhaps most importantly, for quality assurance. Where does authority lie
for assuring the coherence of a programme of study (if it leads to a degree)? Who
will take ultimate responsibility for the level and value of the students’ learning,
if the student is seeking an award that is recognised both by institutions and by
external agents such as employers? The development of internationally recog-
nised systems of quality assurance, accreditation, and recognition of degrees is
currently an issue taxing both institutions and agencies (Van Damme, 2001).
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Profile D: The New Economy
There are many similarities between Profile C and Profile D. In the former

case, the student is seeking flexibility in terms of study location and choice of
courses so that a mix of local and international courses might be combined
toward a degree or diploma. In the latter case, the student has specific profes-
sional or work-related requirements and may seek advice from a learning guide
(or browse the Web) to pick courses from a variety of local or international loca-
tions. The courses may not in themselves form a degree, but certification may be
sought for the competencies acquired or credit sought for the learning achieved.

As described under Profile A, the London School of Economics is involved in
a consortium with U.S. universities and a company, UNext.com, to create learn-
ing opportunities that would fit many of the elements of Profile D. The target
market is working professionals, and courses are offered in both large and small
chunks. As with many other commercial operations, the strategy is to seek cor-
porate clients (and thus large groups of students) rather than to focus on individ-
uals. For example, UNext has recently negotiated a deal with General Motors to
provide an e-MBA and management development courses through its Cardean
University to General Motors’ 88,000 executive employees working in more
than 200 countries in the world (UNext.com, 2001). Alongside the longer
programmes, Cardean University offers Quantum courses lasting 2 hours and
Mastery courses lasting 25 to 30 hours, thus meeting the need for “just-in-time”
learning. The university will also tailor existing courses to the needs of the com-
pany or develop customised courses. According to the president of General
Motors University, the company chose Cardean for its quality, flexibility,
learner-centred approach, and global reach (Meister, 2001).

Individual institutions in the UK already offer work-based learning opportu-
nities leading to degrees or university credits, either to individuals or to organi-
sations on behalf of their employees. Middlesex University was a pioneer in this
field and now has work-based learning programmes extending to the doctoral
level. Many of these initiatives use ICT for access to learning resources and for
peer and staff-student interactions. Institutions also offer customised training
and education to companies, either by themselves or in national (and interna-
tional) consortia. And one of the services offered by Learndirect is impartial
guidance to learners so that they can access courses and programmes to suit their
needs.

One, perhaps unique, international collaboration between institutions and
companies that is targeted at the working professional is the Community of
European Management Schools (CEMS) master’s degree. Sixteen university-
level institutions across Europe (including LSE in the UK), in partnership with
more than 50 corporations, have created a common international degree. Stu-
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dents follow a home degree and then a CEMS master’s degree for a total period of
4 or 5 years of study that encompasses a common body of knowledge, advanced
courses, a semester abroad, skills seminars, a business project, internship
abroad, and fluency in at least three languages. In the business project, the stu-
dents work in transnational teams. Professors and senior managers work side by
side on the executive board of CEMS to determine strategy, allocate funds, and
assess new members. CEMS encourages teaching staff from all the faculties at
member universities to pool their resources and research to design new courses
and teaching tools. A recent initiative involves cross-faculty work on ICT to
develop the CEMS Virtual University (CEMS, 2000).

Some of the issues raised by Profile C are also relevant for Profile D. To create
maximum flexibility and choice for students, international credit transfer mech-
anisms and quality assurance agreements must be present. Although many agen-
cies are working toward these ends, the international architecture necessary to
deal with the full extent of internationalisation and ICT—in a borderless world—
is not yet fully in place.

NATIONAL E-UNIVERSITY INITIATIVES
In this third section, the focus moves from institutional positioning to national

positioning. Recognising the need to enhance and extend learning opportunities
for existing students and alumni and for new students and clients in all parts of
the world, many countries are developing national initiatives built on develop-
ments in ICT. Such national-level strategies are designed to complement (and
occasionally replace) institutions’ own developments. In situations in which
national-level strategies complement and support institutions’ own strategies,
they may fit neatly with one or more of the four profiles discussed above.
However, national strategies may also seek to provide an alternative route to
students—in the form of a new institution—thus creating competition for exist-
ing institutions.

Each of the examples below, drawn from around the world, is rather different
in form and structure, reflecting different national needs, motivations, and
approaches. Countries are developing both private and public, for-profit and
not-for-profit models. Whenever possible, the information is drawn from a vari-
ety of sources, but because many of the developments are new, I have had to
depend in part on newspaper reports and press releases.

China
The Chinese government wants to increase (and almost double) the present

participation rate of 18- to 21-year-olds in higher education to 15% by 2005. The
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Ministry of Education recently announced plans to have 5 million students
studying in 50 to 100 online colleges by 2005 (Walfish, 2001).

At present, the main providers of distance education in the public sector are
the 44 government-supported Provincial Radio and TV Universities (PRTVUs),
with 841 branch “schools” at city or prefecture level and almost 1,800 study cen-
tres. It is estimated that the PRTVUs have around 1.5 million students enrolled in
higher education programmes mainly at the undergraduate level, representing
about 25% of all students in higher education (British Council, 2001). Govern-
ment plans, articulated in its Modern Distance Education Programme and rati-
fied in early 1999, include a 10-year plan for expansion, modernisation, and
infrastructure investment to facilitate interactive instruction nationwide. Part of
the national programme in its initial stages has involved selecting some of
China’s highest-ranking “conventional” universities to develop high-quality,
Internet-based distance learning programmes. By 2001, 45 of these universities
were involved in the provision of distance learning (British Council, 2001). For-
eign providers also offer distance and in-country programmes in China, operat-
ing within a legal framework that allows for joint programmes. Foreign provid-
ers must be accredited in their own country, and courses must be offered in
collaboration with an approved local partner.

The Chinese example demonstrates that, in some countries, institutional
strategies will be directed by national pressures and initiatives, particularly
where state control of education has traditionally been strong. The case also
illustrates the importance of UK universities, in the development of their strate-
gies for internationalisation using ICT, understanding the legal framework gov-
erning “foreign providers” and “distance education.”

France
In France, the government is sponsoring six “digital campuses” to open in

October 2001 in an attempt to boost the provision of online courses (Marshall,
2001). Each consortium is discipline-based (specialising in law, business, or
engineering), some include foreign partners, and all are linked to the National
Distance Learning Centre (CNED). Students will enroll with the universities and
pay fees as usual. They will have some face-to-face contact (for tutoring and
exams) but otherwise their studies will take place via the Internet. The Ministry
of Education is hoping to attract both traditional students as well as employees
taking diplomas to upgrade their professional training and teachers updating
their knowledge and skills.

The CNED is already the largest distance education provider in France and in
the francophone world, with more than 400,000 students (of which 30,000 are
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based in the 50 mainly French-speaking countries around the world)
(Henderikx, Hoff, & Hardy, 2000). The CNED delivers education at all levels,
with higher education forming one part of its operation, organised in coopera-
tion with 82 French higher education institutions. From the headquarters in
Poitiers, nine “competence poles” across the country produce learning materials
and guide the students. The CNED has been moving, like other distance educa-
tors, from a traditional reliance on print, radio, and TV to course design and
delivery using electronic media (CD-ROM and the Internet) through a new Cam-
pus Electronique. According to Henderikx and his colleagues, the challenge for
the CNED is to create courses with differentiated content to meet the needs of a
variety of student markets in just the way that is envisaged by the Ministry of
Education for the new digital campuses.

The French example once again highlights the role played by government in
directing institutional strategies and in providing funding support for ICT devel-
opments. The political drive for professional updating and skills upgrading is
also evident as part of a wider European agenda to promote lifelong learning.

Malaysia
In 1999, the Malaysian Education Ministry gave official support and approval

for the creation of a new private university, the Open University of Malaysia,
Universiti Terbuka Malaysia (Unitem). Established as a private company,
Unitem is a consortium created by the country’s 11 public universities. All the
vice chancellors and rectors from the public universities sit on the board of the
consortium and the former vice chancellor of the University of Malaya has
become Unitem’s first president, working with a chief executive officer.

In its initial stages, Unitem provided distance learning courses offered by
Universiti Malaya and Universiti Teknologi Malaysia, but the plan is for Unitem
itself to take over the distance learning programmes of the public universities
within the next 2 to 3 years. According to a reported interview with the Educa-
tion Minister, the purposes of setting up Unitem were several-fold (Singh,
1999). The government’s aim was to streamline the management of distance
learning programmes and to facilitate the sharing of resources across universi-
ties, to produce more skilled workers with a science and technology background,
to offer cheaper quality courses, to increase the democratisation of education,
and to make Malaysia both a regional education hub and a country able to market
its distance learning programmes worldwide.

Unitem has sought partnerships to pursue its mission and objectives. The
UK’s Open University has agreed to collaborate, and more recently, Unitem
announced an e-learning deal with Heriot-Watt University in Scotland. This
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arrangement will give Malaysian students access to Heriot-Watt’s Scholar
Programme, an e-learning programme designed to support students studying at
the entry level for higher and further education (Wotjas, 2001). From arrange-
ments such as these, it is clear that Malaysia is seeking to enhance access to edu-
cation through the creation of international links, facilitated by the use of ICT,
rather than to use state resources to send students to study abroad.

The Malaysian example has some similarities with a recent initiative in Can-
ada in which seven Canadian universities agreed to create a virtual university. In
this case, however, the students would be registered at one university but able to
transfer credits between the seven universities. The Malaysian example is char-
acterised by greater state involvement than the Canadian collaboration and
reflects Malaysia’s national political and economic goals as well as institutional
objectives. The strategy adopted by the public universities is interesting. They
have sought to pool resources to create a better product (and a more efficiently
managed process) and have chosen to outsource their distance learning to a pri-
vate provider acting on their behalf but still under their direction through the
mechanism of the board. This example illustrates some of the complexities
involved in borderless education, particularly in the creation of partnerships,
joint ventures, and alliances that cut across traditional boundaries.

Finland
Finland’s plans to develop a National Virtual University (and National Virtual

Polytechnic) are prompted by the country’s swift advance as an “Information
Society”—hence the need for investment in ICT training at all levels—and by
the country’s geography (with a widely dispersed population). Other aims
include enhancing collaborative teaching between universities and joint
research with industry, the protection of the Finnish university system from out-
side competitors, and the preservation of the national language and culture
(Karran & Pohjonen, 2001). At the outset, research was conducted into two vir-
tual university ventures in the U.S., neither of which has been very successful
(California Virtual University and Western Governors University). As a conse-
quence, a rather different collaborative model was suggested, built around
regional learning communities involving higher education providers, local and
regional government agencies, and business communities. The Finnish Commit-
tee of University Rectors was a driving force behind the research and the idea of a
virtual university, and the Ministry of Education has taken the agenda forward.
The ministry has set some ambitious targets, including placing certain require-
ments on universities. The targets include each university having an ICT strategy
by 2002, all staff being trained in ICT delivery (of courses and services) to at
least one of three defined levels by 2004, creation of a fully functioning portal
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for the Virtual University by 2004, and an integral user-interface by 2003
(Huovinen, 2000).

The existing distance education institutions in Finland are participating in the
Virtual University. The Ministry of Education is working directly with faculties
and coordinators in the universities and with the university rectorates to take the
initiative forward. Through a national development unit, development teams in
institutions and a variety of projects funded for 3 years, the technological, peda-
gogical, subject-base, and legal infrastructure for the Virtual University is being
developed.

The Finnish national strategy illustrates a genuine partnership between dif-
ferent stakeholders and university leaders who have made an important contribu-
tion to the development of the vision and direction of the national initiative. The
agenda is wide-ranging, incorporating developments at every level, from techni-
cal to human capacity building. It is also far-reaching in its vision of enabling
every citizen to participate in the Information Society.

United Kingdom
The Department for Education and Employment in London announced plans

to develop a national e-university in 2000. The outline structure of this new
organisation has now been defined, a variety of research projects have been com-
missioned and completed (into markets, competitors, and potential collabora-
tors), and both institutional and private sector contributions to products, ser-
vices, and infrastructure have been sought. The Higher Education Funding
Council (HEFCE) for England, a buffer body between the government and the
universities, is sponsoring the initiative (HEFCE, 2000a).

The rationale behind the UK venture combines a mix of economic and social
motives. By providing an e-learning platform and funding for content develop-
ment, the e-university aims to assist existing universities to reach new markets
and to develop innovative approaches to learning and teaching. Benefits are also
anticipated for the private sector partners through gains in learning and skills for
their employees, through showcasing their company’s expertise as participants
in the joint venture, and by gaining revenue from their investment. For the gov-
ernment, the e-university represents a shop window for UK higher education and
a means of maintaining the UK’s reputation as a supplier of quality education.
The e-university is also seen as a vehicle for reaching previously disadvantaged
or disabled groups of students.

The e-university is being set up in two parts that bear some resemblance to the
Malaysian structure. It is intended to be a partnership between the higher educa-
tion sector (the vehicle being a holding company, Holdco, with all universities as
members) and a group of private sector partners (the vehicle being an operating
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company, Opco, which will undertake all the activities of the e-university). The
board of Holdco will consist of senior academics. The main activities proposed
for the e-university include a delivery platform for e-learning, a marketing func-
tion to identify customers and commission learning programmes to meet market
requirements, and a coordination function to locate local partners overseas to
provide tutorial support and examination facilities.

Perhaps the most striking feature of the UK’s proposed e-university is its
commercial stance. The e-university will focus on corporate clients as purchas-
ers of academic content, programmes, and e-learning media and overseas gov-
ernments as wholesale purchasers of accredited and nonaccredited courses that
can complement existing on-campus, face-to-face teaching. In addition, the
e-university envisages a retail market for its programmes mainly in developed
countries where there is demand and the ability to pay for programmes and a sec-
ondary market among universities, organisations, or countries that wish to buy
e-learning services for their own use. Learndirect, one of the UK’s e-learning
broker organisations, might use the international reach of the e-university to
offer its own products overseas. A variety of e-commerce activities are also under
discussion as a means of adding incremental revenue to the business (HEFCE,
2000b).

Other National Initiatives
These five examples of national virtual university initiatives are not exhaus-

tive. Further initiatives, some regional and some national, exist in many parts of
the world and others are planned. At a regional level, the Open University of the
Netherlands cooperates fully with the Flemish universities in Belgium (and the
Netherlands is also developing a new digital university); the Virtual University
of the Arctic is a collaboration between members in Russia, Scandinavia, Fin-
land, and North America; and the African Virtual University involves a partner-
ship with higher education institutions in sub-Saharan Africa. At the national
level, virtual university initiatives have been announced in countries as different
as Greece, Pakistan, and Sweden. As is evident from the examples above, the
motives and objectives for the initiatives differ, although there are common fea-
tures, including the need to increase access to education in general and to profes-
sional knowledge and IT skills in particular.

COMPLEXITY AND CHOICE:
DILEMMAS FOR INSTITUTIONAL POSITIONING

This final section of the article focuses on the choices and dilemmas facing
institutions as they seek to position themselves in a changing world. Through the
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projects, initiatives, and developments described above, the complexity of the
borderless education domain is obvious. The cases highlight a variety of dilem-
mas that face institutions when deciding how to position themselves and how to
combine an internationalisation process with the use of ICT. Some of the key
dilemmas are set out in Table 1.

Although in Table 1 the choices facing institutions are placed in opposition to
one another, in reality the strategies adopted are often “both/and” rather than
“either/or.” This may be a sensible way of balancing risk, but it may not be the
best way of achieving focus and of concentrating scarce resources. In other
cases, the “both/and” approach can be advantageous as a staged development.
For example, an institution may choose to invest first in enhancing electronic
services for students before investing in the development of online programmes.
The “both/and” approach can also be seen in value-added terms, as in the case of
the Surrey European Management School, where involvement in the national
e-university might add value to existing investments (in terms of marketing
potential or access to further development funding).

The strategies adopted by institutions will inevitably be coloured by the envi-
ronmental conditions in which they operate. The impact of the political and eco-
nomic context can clearly be seen in the national initiatives described above, par-
ticularly in the sometimes sharply contrasting approaches adopted by different
national systems. In the UK, where institutions are both autonomous and pressed
by government to reduce their dependence on public funds, internationalisation
processes and ICT developments are often seen in terms of commercial opportu-
nities and competitive advantage. This contrasts strongly with Finland, for
example, where enhancing the IT skills of university teachers and the skills of
the general population is a declared aim of the Virtual University and Virtual
Polytechnic initiatives. A shortage of IT skills is also a driving force behind
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Table 1 Dilemmas for Institutional Positioning: Strategy A or B?

Strategy A Strategy B

Individual venture v. Collaborative venture
Programme focus v. Service focus
Not-for-profit venture v. For-profit venture
Institution-wide initiative v. Faculty-based initiative
Direct services v. Brokered services
Providing qualifications v. Providing learning opportunities
Focus on existing students v. Focus on new markets
University-based initiative v. Government/private-sector initiative
Using existing brand v. Creating a new brand



Pakistan’s Virtual University, but this time the focus will be exclusively on the
needs of professionals in the IT sector. The Virtual University will only offer IT
education.

Beyond the high-level decisions that institutions are making about how to
position themselves in the world of borderless education, there are a host of other
strategic issues with which they must contend. These include issues of funding,
structure and governance, staffing, ownership and copyright of materials, qual-
ity assurance, and pedagogical approaches. Some of the choices and dilemmas
under these headings are highlighted in Table 2.

In this short article, it is not possible to explore all the complexities and
choices that institutions face when seeking to position themselves in the world of
borderless education. Although many institutions will strive to make such
choices in systematic and rational ways, they will also often seize on ad hoc
opportunities that could emerge at any level of the institution or be stimulated
externally at national or international levels. Perhaps the most important mes-
sages for institutional planners include remaining alert to opportunities, being
aware of the scale and scope of developments, taking steps to understand and
deal with the complexities through careful analysis and scenario-building, and
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Table 2 Choices and Dilemmas in Strategic Decision Making

Strategies Choices and Dilemmas

Funding Use of own capital; acquire venture capital funds; collaborative
investment with other institutions; joint venture with private
sector; seek external development funding.

Structure Faculty-owned structure; separate company; institution-wide ini-
tiative; two-level structure (holding and operating company).

Staffing Train existing staff; employ separate cadre of staff; create new
cross-functional teams; create new contracts for existing staff;
outsource staffing.

Intellectual property Individual ownership of materials; institutional ownership; shared
ownership; commercial contracts govern ownership.

Quality assurance Internal QA system; external agency review (national or interna-
tional);external kite marking of separate educational functions;
peer review process within a consortium; joint public/private
sector QA system with different standards and outcomes;vali-
dation of programme framework and outcomes rather than
validation of programme inputs and content.

Pedagogical approaches Student- or client-led curriculum design rather than faculty-led
curriculum design; supported distance-learning or wholly “vir-
tual” approaches; varied approaches to suit different students
and markets (making choices according to the four profiles).



avoiding the common trap of overestimating the impact of change in the short
term and underestimating its effects in the long term.
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