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INTRODUCTION

It has been argued by many distance education (DE) professionals that distance 

teaching universities (DTU) will succumb to the rise of dual-mode universities (DMU).  

Greville Rumble (2004) conducted a thorough observation on the vulnerability of DTUs 

in 1992.  His findings indicated that at the peak of DTUs, that there was no apparent

competitor that measured up to its cost-efficiency factor.  Since traditional universities 

lacked interest with part-time students, they began to research the successes of the DTU 

that achieved successful economies of scale with these part-time students.  In effect, the 

campus-based universities (CBU) also began to offer off-campus courses to match the 

economic advantage of the DTU.  This paper will take a look at some of Rumble’s 

arguments on the vulnerability of DTUs and seek to identify if the increased availability 

of ICT (Instructional Communication Technology) strengthens or renders his debate 

obsolete.   First, I will provide basic information on both DTUs and DMUs and determine 

if DTUs have in fact become vulnerable.  I will finish by describing the impact of 

Information and Communication Technologies on DE and higher education, followed by 

the new developments that may re-enforce Rumble’s vulnerability debate or render it 

irrelevant.

DISTANCE TEACHING UNIVERSITIES

“Institutional reorganization due to technology change applies as much to distance 

teaching organizations as to conventional institutions” (Bates, 2005, p.17). With Dr. Tony 

Bate’s statement in mind, publicly funded DTUs came into existence during the 1970s 

due to an influence of two new forms of electronic communicable media technologies –

television and radio.  But since the 1970s, DTUs have foregone many facelifts due to the 

abundance of emerging technologies.  Factors that encouraged the launch and growth of 
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DTUs range from the acceptance of rejected part-time students of traditional CBUs to the 

capability of DTUs to accept a mass number of rejected CBU students without a 

significant rise in student and development costs.  

DUAL-MODE UNIVERSITIES

With the technical developments inspired by the computer, Internet, and the cost-

efficiency of DTUs, CBUs began to take notice.  CBUs recognized the significance of 

DTU students studying from well-prepared course materials.  An advantage that would 

arise from this substantial DTU element is that it would also allow an incorporation of 

CBU students to study at a distance.  And in retrospect, Rumble (2004) points out that 

on-campus students would study using the same prepared materials for off-campus 

students (referencing a DMU), thus making itself more cost-efficient than that of the 

DTU (p. 68).  With these advantages and other effects that will be later discussed in this 

paper, the CBU would transform itself into a DMU offering both on and off-campus 

study.

ARGUMENTS OF VULNERABILITY DEBATE

Below, I will report on Rumble’s main arguments exchanged in the debate which 

include strengths of DTUs, the scale and scope of DTUs, and credentials of DTUs.

STRENGTHS OF DTUS

Rumble (2004) provides four arguments in favor of DTUs based on their 

strengths:

1. CBU administrative structure is not suitable for development and 
management of DE.

2. Student needs should be ultimately supported only by an institution 
of the same type. I.e. DE students would receive better support 
from a DE institution rather than a traditional institution.
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3. Post-establishment, DTUs generate important strengths in 
development and delivery of support services, technology, and 
course materials.

4. DTUs achieve higher economies of scale than CBUs. (p. 70 – 71)

In light of Rumble’s strengths of DTUs, it is apparent that if a CBU were 

to begin offering off-campus learning that a separate entity of the university 

would need to be established to fully support the DE program, since CBU and 

DTU organizational structure is quite different.  Another important fact is that 

continual research would need to be performed prior to and during the 

establishment of the off-campus program to achieve cost-efficiency status.

SCALE AND SCOPE

DTUs operate in a more cost-efficient manner than that of CBUs because 

DTUs spread their fixed costs over the total number of students.  In effect, the

higher the number of students will result in a lower average cost per student.  This 

is seen as strength of the DTU.  But one warning that must be adhered is that the 

abundance of courses should be capped based on the number of students.  More 

courses and fewer students would result in higher average development and fixed 

costs per student.  This cost advantage factor of DTUs reigned supreme over the 

CBUs until DMUs came into existence.  The DMU is able to exercise its options 

by determining where to allocate costs among both on and off-campus programs.  

The DMU also thrives off of its mass number of students.  More students will 

attend a DMU rather than a DTU simply because of its abundance of courses.  

“The number of course options available at universities teaching campus-based 

students is almost invariably greater than the number of courses which DTUs can 

afford to develop” (Rumble, 2004, p.72-73).
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CREDENTIALISM

I mentioned above that a main reason for student choosing to attend a 

DMU over a DTU is because of the vast arrangement of courses that are available 

to the student.  In this section, I will discuss additional factors that encourage 

student selection of a DMU over a DTU such as the CBU’s name and size.  First, 

I would like to address size.  Addressing the economic vulnerability of DTUs in 

the face of DMU costs, Rumble (2004) states that there is a distinct preference for 

larger institutions (p. 73).   Does the size of the institution really matter?  In my 

opinion, I would rather attend a DMU that has control over classroom size so that 

I can receive the instructional/administrative support in a quick fashion as needed.  

On the contrary, it would also seem reasonable to consider attending a large DMU

since it would be assumed that the average cost per student would be more 

reasonable.  Prestige comes at a pretty price.  Not only would students pay for 

simple reasons of the size of the institution, but also for the name of the 

institution.  DTUs do not carry the names of traditional prestigious institutions 

like DMUs, but it would seem as if cost would be the first choice for typical 

middle-income families. 
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IMPACT OF INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION 
TECHNOLOGIES ON DISTANCE EDUCATION AND HIGHER 
EDUCATION

As I have previously stated, DTUs have foregone many facelifts due to emerging 

technologies.  These new technologies have brought about change in how students 

receive and transmit information and communication, which can now be seen as a 

thriving property of the DTU, but wholly DE.  The new capabilities allow post-secondary 

students to communicate openly and at will, giving more thought to responses, ultimately 

contributing to an asynchronous learning community.  These capabilities gave light to the 

part-time student and full-time worker’s will and ability to learn.  DE students were now 

given more interaction, autonomy, and more-so of the best quality of materials as 

developed by a team of individuals with significant specialties.  But what are the 

disadvantages of the emergence of the ICT?  Along with the ICT comes the burden of 

support and staff input.  This was not much of a problem back during the emergence of 

DTUs in the 1970’s where one-way mass communications allowed instructors to disburse 

part of their duties to lost cost supplemental staff.  In essence, the surviving DTUs of 

today would properly need to address this issue in order to stay alive.  

NEW DEVELOPMENTS
In this section I will address the technical development of asynchronous 

computer-mediated communication (CMC) and how it has affected the operability of 

DTUs, followed by a summary that addresses the current status in the vulnerability 

debate.  As already stated in the previous section, the new capabilities allow more 

thought for responses in an asynchronous environment, more so in a collaborative

environment.  The new and emerging technologies of DE encourage a collaborative 

environment, but the immediate argument that appears is that the CBU already has what 
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Rumble (2004) calls a ready-made collaborative framework (p. 80).  In my personal 

opinion, this adaptation signifies a method adopted by that of a DMU/CBU, which was a 

prime suggestion by Rumble in his debate.  The only difference between the DTU and 

CBU environment is that the DTU’s collaborative environment actually saves a record of 

items discussed and promotes group and individual correspondence, and hyperlinks to 

external information.

I am forced to believe that Rumble makes valid arguments, but provides no 

concrete evidence on DTUs that have fallen due to these arguments.  DMUs have 

changed how they operate based on technical and pedagogical changes, but I don’t 

believe that they have made these changes simply on competition; though competition is 

typically a factor that is taken into account when planning organizational, administrative, 

and technological changes.  The slightest indications in support of the vulnerability 

debate are that the DTU has changed the role of the instructor to act as a guide and 

moderator in the collaborative environment, and the installation of the collaborative 

environment itself, which resembles the CBU traditional environment.  
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