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This submission concentrates upon issues that might be conveniently grouped around the general area of library support for programs offered online.

The cost of online education is borne by many

Central to many of the issues raised below is a recognition that it is not just ‘Education’ institutions that contribute to education. In the area of facilitating access to resources to support online education for example, public libraries play a major role – to the extent that the concept of provider and victim libraries is widespread in the literature (Dugan & Hernon, 1997). Two aspects of this warrant particular mention. The first is that public and school / community libraries provide a location for Internet enabled computers. As such they provide a means for students without other access to computers to participate in online education. Educational institutions recognise this to the extent of directing their students to libraries that have public Internet connections. The second is that these libraries provide other information resources both online and physical that might support their formal education. Many universities recognize the contribution of other libraries and attempt to redress any shifting in costs by providing for reciprocal borrowing between user groups of the different libraries and by providing special services such as interlibrary loans without charge.

Owning and tracking the information used in online information

Until recently it has been an assumption that universities through their libraries, acquire and manage most of the information used by their faculty and students. This is changing and university libraries increasingly provide access to information created and owned outside of the university and made available via the Internet. There is also evidence that many faculty and students see the Internet as a whole as variously an alternative to the library, or as the same thing. 

This loss of control over the information available to students, willing or otherwise, raises some interesting pedagogic questions, including the value should be attributed to wider reading at both the course and institutional level. Online information resources such as electronic journals, articles and e-book collections allow institutions to gather quite detailed usage data and this has implications for formulating reading lists, privacy and student assessment. The positive side of this is that designers and deliverers of educational programs will need to consider the case for change in teaching methods once access to individual titles is known, the caution is that academics and librarians will need to consider carefully the validity of requests to check that a student who cited a resource actually ‘used’ that resource. The implications for teachers of recommending resources as ‘essential’ if statistical measures prove them not to be used are far reaching.

As is the case for the population at large, students draw upon a variety of information sources to support their online studies. Surveys of UniSA students resident offshore conducted in 1999 and 2000 reveal that apart from material supplied by the University, the Internet is the major source of information used to support courses. This is the case even though a full range of library services including access to full-text electronic journals, is available. It must be commented however that since these journals are themselves delivered via the Internet there is likely to be some confusion between those information resources offered and recommended by educational institutions and those available to all. What is clear is that educational institutions can no longer maintain the pretence that they control access to the information their students use.

Information literacy

While online delivery of educational content is now widespread across the Australian education sector, use of computer-based instruction as a means to foster the development of information literacy, including skills in information searching and evaluation, is still in its infancy. At a time of constant change in every dimension of society it is essential that formal education is an enabler of critical and creative thinking. This must extend to the discovery, evaluation and use of information in the online environment. Libraries and librarians have a vital role in this but success requires adequate infrastructure be put in place to ensure that the online education environment is better integrated with the rich information currently available only in non-digital formats.

The Library believes that the capacity and desire for lifelong learning is an essential outcome of education. Online cannot be excepted from this just because of differences in delivery and communication methods. We have accepted critical thinking as the key attribute in this and have adopted a definition of critical thinking as, an awareness of personal and professional ethics, information evaluation conceptualising information needs, organising information, interacting with information professionals and making effective use of information in problem solving, decision making and research. (Bruce 1997 p.360)
The higher education sector, with the financial support of the federal government through projects such as the Australian Academic Library and Information Network (AARLIN), is building an extensive information infrastructure for researchers and scholars. Not all of those who will benefit from the increased availability of scholarly information possess an adequate capability to navigate the vast amount of information available effectively. The evidence is that educational institutions and their libraries are duplicating both effort and resources in their attempts to improve the navigation and utilisation of online information resources. It is recommended therefore that the DEST Information Infrastructure Advisory Committee consider funding an information literacy project as a priority. 

At a more immediate and pragmatic level, the response of University of South Australian students to questions on their use of library and information resources show that there is demand for training in general computer applications such as Excel as well as for training in information search skills. The ability of institutions to provide educational programs online should not obscure the need to ensure that those encouraged to study in this way may still require instruction in the basic computer and information literacy skills upon which successful completion of a course might be premised.

As the volume of information available online increases, so too does the need to improve discovery tools

Through their libraries, providers of online education make available a wealth of commercial e-content and local intellectual property that could be better and more widely utilized if a common integrated gateway (portal) was available. 
The DEST funded AARLIN project reflects the need for more universal and seamless access to scholarly resources. The intent of the project is to ensure researchers and students can find all resources on a topic-whether the best information is in a remote commercial database, a print book in the library, or a librarian-qualified website included in the search. Librarians can simplify the search process by grouping journals into tangible categories such as "engineering journals" or "first year nursing resources" so researchers do not have to know the names of resources before searching. This can occur at both the individual institutional and national level.

Continued support of this project should be regarded as a key strategy for increasing the credibility and acceptability of online education.

Online resources can reduce access to information and shift costs

While the number of books and journals available to support online education is increasing, for some resources and users the level of access to information previously available has actually decreased. Whereas it was previously possible for readers with access to libraries located in close proximity to one another to visit each one to consult books and journals held in print, the licenses under which the electronic copies of the same items are made available often restrict use to staff and students currently enrolled or employed by a particular institution. The ability of academic staff, students and researchers to move from university or campus to another to read the latest journals is thus circumscribed. Having immediate access to the electronic journal from one's desktop has advantages, but there are offsetting disadvantages.
There is also a related issue of the move to online learning transferring costs. A student needs access to the internet to access journals, and so increasingly will need to own a computer, and then print his own copy of articles. Rumble (1997 p117) identifies the risk that online education can transfer costs to the student and speculates that they may also change the nature of the cost borne by students from time to money or vice versa. There are two dimensions to the largely over looked issue of the cost in time to students that needs to be devoted to information finding activities. These are, time that could have been better spent evaluating, analysing and synthesising information, whether provided to them or self discovered, and time that could have been devoted to some other activity entirely. The issue however is not clear-cut, with many educators arguing that the ability to identify and locate relevant information is itself part of the learning process. While libraries extol the virtues of the e-library as an alternative to visiting library buildings, some students accustomed to use of libraries in person already regard lack of browsing and personal assistance from library staff as a barrier to finding information in the online environment. Conversely, some students find that transference of the cost from one of time to direct financial expenditure imposes an unacceptable financial burden.
Libraries and the information they contain are generally regarded as key underpinnings to both education and social well-being yet access to Australia’s national union catalogue of resources (Kinetica) is not freely available. This is a national asset contributed to by the nation's libraries and funded by the Federal Government. It is not clear why enquiry access should not be available to the general public. Under current arrangements, to make provision available to staff and students individual educational institutions need to manage not only the cost of access but provide staff or training to make such access possible. This is not the case for other developed nations where it is possible for anyone to search their national catalogue through a publicly available web interface.

Electronic reserves and copyright

Separate collections of printed books, journals and photocopied extracts from these to support individual academic courses are a well-established feature of most universities. As the number of courses available online has grown, so to has the demand to make available digital copies of the same material range of resources that have been a mainstay of oncampus undergraduate teaching programs.

As is the case at other universities, the University of South Australia has established an administrative unit to manage the digitisation of material in support of its online teaching. This unit provides electronic copies of excerpts from books, journals and other print publications and provides the central record management service necessary to comply with copyright law and the license agreement between the Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee and the Copyright Agency Limited (CAL). While this is a sensible way to avoid unnecessary duplication of effort, it is also a response to restrictions within the Copyright Act and Part VB of the statutory license on what may be made available in digital format for educational purposes. The effect of this legislation is to limit the amount of an individual book that can be made available online to a single chapter or ten percent across the entire university. This is more restrictive than in the print environment and a serious impediment to supporting multiple courses that draw upon different chapters of the same book.

Providing access to third party intellectual property

Much of the content to be delivered online including that made available through third parties such as publishers has restrictions on use. The most apparent of these restrictions are designed to protect intellectual property and profit. For education providers this requires use of secure authentication systems to ensure that only staff and students of a particular institution are able to access material that is protected by licence or other agreement. Given the diversity of origin of material delivered as part of education programs and the lack of uniformity between third party content providers this is a significant issue at both the institutional level and for individual students. A need to remember multiple passwords or delays in connecting to third party repositories mitigates seamless access to the information available. Without such seamless access there will be little incentive to move beyond the material most easily available to that most appropriate for desired outcomes. The common experience within libraries in the existing environment is that a poor educational resource available now is more attractive to users than good resources that can be supplied later or available only through additional effort on the part of the user.

Bandwidth remains a significant issue for providing information online. Much of the reputable information available through educational institutions and the commercial services they use is made available in portable document format (pdf files). Files that correspond to journal articles and extracts from books can be can be quite large and the time taken to download these significant if fibre optic or microwave connections are unavailable. For home delivery via standard telephone networks loading time can be so long as to discourage students undertaking the activity. At best this is frustrating and a disincentive to view all recommended resources, at worst poor line conditions can lead to breaks in transmission.

A final caution

Despite the increasing range and volume of information available to support online courses, there is still significant reliance upon printed books and other physical resources. At the University of South Australia, the number of requests for material only available in print is still comparable to the number of requests received for material available in electronic format. This is also the British experience and it is a particular issue for those undertaking higher degrees and research (Vassie and Woodhead).

As education increasingly moves online it is important to ensure that the infrastructure necessary to support this is avaialble. While there has been significant growth in the availability of key information resources online, including through national and sectoral licensing agreements amongst the Australian universities, important resources remain inaccessible outside of individual buildings or universities. The cost of providing networked access is the major limiting factor although publisher concerns over security and authentication factors contribute. Education outside the university sector is less well served.
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