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Ian Mugridge worked at the Open Learning Agency, Vancouver, Canada. This article was published in 1992 in Open Learning, Vol. 7, No. 3, pp. 61-2, as a response to Greville Rumble’s article, ‘The Competitive Vulnerability of Distance teaching Universities’, Open Learning, 7 (2), 31-49. Further contributions to this debate appear in chapters 6, 8, 9 and 10. 
Three years ago in this journal, Greville Rumble discussed the question of the relationship between open and distance learning and argued that ‘educational and training systems all fall somewhere on a continuum that ranges from the purely contiguous to the purely distant’; that ‘many of the approaches used by distance education ... can be used to support classroom teaching’; and that ‘as a result the divide between contiguous and distance education has become less obvious’ (Rumble, 1989). In a response to this piece, I noted that such comments were unarguable (Mugridge, 1989) and the developments that have occurred since have only confirmed this view.

The implication of these comments is that institutions that carry out contiguous education (in Rumble’s terminology, campus-based universities or CBUs) and those that undertake distance education (in his term, distance teaching universities or DTUs) will also be subjected to this blurring of the boundaries between what have hitherto been regarded as separate, even competitive forms of education. Certainly, this trend away from a higher education scene
 in which two opposing or at least sharply different systems of education occupy different parts of the field is one which was clear in 1989 and has only become clearer and more marked since. It is partly this phenomenon which produces the vulnerability of DTUs which Rumble discusses. In this situation, he claims, ‘DTUs will need to seek means of protecting their positions and satisfying their users’ needs which are realistic within the resources available, imaginative and synergistic’ (p. 43).

Rumble also discusses several options for newly vulnerable DTUs in meeting the threat to their existence or at least to their place in the educational market (pp. 41-42). These range from doing nothing, the only option rejected out of hand, through concentrating ‘on doing better what is already being done well’ to internationalising, setting up campus-based operations (becoming dual mode institutions, DMUs) or collaboration with CBUs. All of these are – with the exception of the option which he rightly rejects – reasonable choices, courses of action which are being pursued by DTUs around the world. In other words, the final four choices of Rumble’s five offer ways in which DTUs may continue to provide a useful and effective service and to preserve or even enhance the place which, over the last 20 years or so, they have won on the post-secondary educational scene.

It is perhaps on the first of Rumble’s feasible options that one should concentrate. This is the course of working to do better what is already done well. In pursuing this course, some of the major competitive advantages of the DTUs will be brought into play. As Rumble argues, DTUs ‘need to maintain and improve the quality of their materials in terms of their pedagogy, attractiveness and packaging’ and to compete locally where institutions like the UKOU ‘already have a local support network which is acknowledged to be better than that which can be provided by providers of small degree programmes’ (p. 41). These comments are, of course, correct for they do summarise some of the advantages DTUs have in meeting the challenges of the future,

One might, however, question the emphasis being put on the use of such advantages for, in arguing that these advantages can be used in continuing the growing competition with CBUS, Rumble could be influenced too much by the situation of his own institution which is now faced with the entry of increasing numbers of players into a game which it has until recently regarded as its own and thus sees the problem as one of competition rather than collaboration. He could equally well contend, of course, that the argument I am about to make is influenced too much by the situation of my own institution which has never seen the problem in that light.

I would argue that the vulnerability which Rumble rightly sees many DTUs as exhibiting and for which – though he does not argue this they may be partly, even largely to blame should best be answered by abandoning the narrow definition of distance education and concentrating on the wider concept of open learning.  In not doing this, it almost seems that Rumble has forgotten the argument he made in the article cited earlier about the position of distance education in the spectrum of approaches to education in general and reverted to the idea that DTUs should follow a narrow and rather exclusive definition of their task. This leads him perhaps to miss part of the point of the situation in which DTUs increasingly find themselves and to draw therefore rather mistaken lessons from it.

The point is that the boundaries between what CBUs and DTUs do really are becoming blurred, that the means available to both types of institution to serve different and expanded markets are changing and increasing, that this is happening at a time when demand is expanding and resources are shrinking. This may not be the case in every jurisdiction but it certainly is in every one that I am aware of. In such a situation, the answer for DTUs is to take advantage of the strengths that they have to answer the needs not merely of students and potential students but also of other institutions with whom they should be collaborating rather than competing. The emphasis which most DTUs have placed on quality – in terms of pedagogy and of support for students – and on flexibility – in terms of responding to changing needs and demands – gives them a decided advantage over most CBUs which have, on the whole, been notably unable to break out of the rigidity of the traditional system. In my own jurisdiction, both types of institution increasingly recognise the need for and, what is more important, the possibility of mutual support in meeting the needs of a growing market. This experience may be unusual but it is certainly not unique. The whole point of the exercise becomes collaboration not competition.

The result of such collaboration, proceeding, as it does, from a recognition of the varying strengths of both types of institution, will be a more integrated and effective university system. It may also lead to the increasing abandonment of distinctions between CBUs and DTUs because most institutions will be enabled to ‘concentrate on doing better what one is already doing well’ though now with the support of others. This is presumably what those who expound the concept of open learning have been trying to achieve.
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�  In note 1 [to his paper, as published in this volume] Rumble notes that he has throughout used the term university but that college or polytechnic could have been used equally well. My comments are also based on this assumption. 
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