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An increasing number of universities offer educational programmes across multiple campuses,
as a way of facilitating access to tertiary education and filling the shortage of health professionals
in rural and regional settings. Offering an equitable learning experience across all sites has been
considered an important aspect in any learning and teaching approach. This qualitative study
analysed data from 10 focus group discussions and 11 unit evaluations, to explore student
perceptions of synchronous dual-campus delivery of a physiotherapy programme in Central
Queensland, Australia. An inductive approach to thematic analysis was used. Three themes
emerged: (a) Student location influences learning; (b) Videoconferencing impacts learning and
teaching; and (c) Dual-campus delivery determines teaching structures and shapes teaching
processes. Difficulties related to cross-campus communication, logistics, and opportunities for
interaction and engagement were seen as detrimental to synchronous dual-campus delivery.
Skill-based demonstrations added another level of complexity. However, students identified a
potential benefit from accessing expertise from both campuses. With careful planning and
consideration of the potential barriers and facilitators, synchronous dual-campus learning
environments can be an effective delivery option for higher education institutions. This study
builds on existing literature and suggests a number of strategies that are specific to this mode of
programme delivery.

Introduction

In 2013, the Australian Government stated that the geographical distribution of the health workforce did not
match the population distribution. The relative number of health professionals was reduced the greater the
distance from major centres, with allied health, dental practitioners and medical specialists being in severe
shortage in outer regional, remote and very remote areas (Australian Government, 2013).

Offering health-related programmes in regional universities has been suggested as a way to encourage more
students from these areas to commence a university education (World Health Organization, 2010). This strategy
might address the shortage in the number of health graduates seeking and finding work in regional and remote
regions. In a critical review, Wilson et al. (2009) explored interventions aimed at reducing the inequitable
distribution of health professionals to rural and remote areas. They reported that geographic origin, especially
having attended a rural primary school, was the single factor most strongly associated with rural practice. The
model of Rural Clinical Schools (RCS) in Australia, which typically includes 1-2 years of elective placements
in rural settings during undergraduate medical studies, has also reported positive outcomes; that is, graduates
with RCS experience were 19 times more likely to work in rural areas and 40% of respondents are still working
in rural settings 9 years after graduation (Eley, Synnott, Baker, & Chater, 2012; Worley et al., 2008). However,
a recent Cochrane review (Grobler, Marais, & Mabunda, 2015) concluded there is a lack of well-designed
studies to guide the implementation of interventions to address the shortage of health professionals in
underserved areas, namely regional, remote and very remote.
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A lack of firm evidence does not necessarily infer a lack of correlation, and this is perhaps linked to the
complexity of undertaking this type of research. Within this uncertain context, an increasing number of
universities around the world have explored where and how to locate healthcare programmes. With appropriate
government support, universities are now offering programmes across multiple campuses, including some in
regional areas (Oz, 2005; Snadden & Bates, 2005; Taylor, Maharaj, Williams, Chetty, & Sheldrake, 2010).
These offerings can potentially challenge the traditional face-to-face on-campus teaching paradigm, as well as
raise issues concerning the quality and equity of the student learning experience. With advances in
videoconferencing technology, improved affordability of equipment and fast Internet speeds, students can
participate in learning without the need for travel. Universities aspire to provide equality for students, so that
studying at a satellite campus is of a comparable standard to that of the main campus (Freeman, 1998; Luck,
2008; Newbury & McKenzie, 2004).

In their review of Australian higher education institutions, Winchester and Sterk (2006) noted that most higher
education institutions offer programmes of study across multiple locations. However, they reported issues
around fragmentation, duplication, inconsistency and inequity across a range of learning and teaching activity.
While there are some aspects that cannot be easily changed in multi-campus delivery of a university programme
(e.g., geographical distance, reliance on technology, location of staff with different expertise and skills on each
campus), there are a number of other factors that, if adjusted, could facilitate the perceived equity of the student
learning experience. For example, Moore’s (1993) theory on transactional distance describes the role of
dialogue, structure and learner autonomy on the perceived transactional distance between the learners and the
educator. In this model, dialogue and structure are reversely related, with more structure leading to less dialogue
and vice versa (Moore, 1993). An effective educational environment has been described as the one that can
maximally overcome transactional distance by providing appropriate degrees of dialogue and structure, as well
as learner autonomy (Chen & Willits, 1998; Moore, 1993).

In keeping with rapidly changing requirements and operating contexts, a delivery approach that many higher
education institutions have adopted is the flipped curriculum also known as flipped classroom (Scott, 2016).
The flipped classroom typically describes a reversal of traditional teaching where students are exposed to
learning material outside of class, for example, a video or reading, and then class time is devoted to problem-
solving. This concept is closely aligned to the work of Biggs on constructive alignment (Biggs, 2014).

Synchronous multi-campus teaching of a higher education programme offers a number of benefits to educators,
students and local communities (Ebden, 2010). Videoconferencing provides access to learners in remote areas
and exposes students to a form of communication that they will encounter in their professional lives (Cochrane,
1996). Furthermore, it reduces duplication of teaching (Freeman, 1998), provides equal access to experts and
information (Freeman, 1998; Szeto, 2014) and allows more time for educators to conduct research and improve
the quality of their teaching.

The teaching of practical skills in a physiotherapy programme is considerable, and such programmes typically
dedicate significant time and resources to hands-on practical sessions and case-based tutorials, with a small
proportion of contact hours devoted to the more traditional lecture format. In synchronous dual-campus
programmes, the learning environment extends to the remote campus through videoconferencing. This approach
poses different challenges to the provision of learning via videoconferencing to those of programmes with fewer
or no practical curriculum aspects. Although student satisfaction and performance scores can be good indicators
of disparities between campuses, several studies report no significant differences between two or three sites
regarding average marks, percentage of students who failed the course or performance in externally driven
exams (Freeman, 1998; Halabi, 2005; Hortos, Sefcik, Wilson, McDaniel, & Zemper, 2013; Moridani, 2007;
0z, 2005). However, even in the absence of these differences, students may still perceive an inequitable learning
experience.

The current study explored student perceptions of their learning experiences, as well as factors that influence
their sense of equity within the context of a synchronous dual-campus delivery of a physiotherapy programme
in Queensland, Australia. Based on these perceptions, the current study discusses educational implications that
could potentially improve learning and teaching.
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Learning and teaching context

The current study was conducted with a newly established Bachelor of Physiotherapy (BPh) programme at a
regional university in Australia. The 4-year programme is offered on two regional campuses situated 300
kilometres apart. The university has 16 campuses across Australia, mainly in Queensland. Despite the two
campuses included in our study being slightly different in terms of size, we considered them equal in terms that
are relevant to the physiotherapy programme. This contrasts with many other studies where there typically is a
main and a satellite campus. As a natural consequence of this, when we use the terms on campus and remote
campus referring to student quotes, this relates to the student in question and not to the campus location.

A key institutional agenda is strong social inclusion and widening participation, including a range of access
pathways into higher education. Nearly half of the physiotherapy students come from a medium socio-economic
background, around 40% from low socio-economic and fewer than 10% from high socio-economic background.

A consideration within the initial design of the BPh programme was an underpinning educational theory that
would align to the learning and teaching environment being developed. Given its status as a dominant
educational theory for the past two decades, the lecturers were drawn to constructivism (Jonassen, 1991) as an
appropriate pedagogical approach that promotes active student learning. It was important in the design process
to capture learners by creating stimulating environments that enabled them to derive meaning for themselves,
whilst utilising available technologies.

The BPh curriculum was delivered in real time (synchronously) across the two campuses using a blended
approach to teaching, that is, some involving face-to-face and other sessions using videoconferencing. It
combined aspects of contemporary learning and teaching pedagogies, such as the flipped classroom (Scott,
2016). Typically, students had access to online resources and were required to complete some activities prior
to the class, leaving more time for problem-solving activities and practical skill development in class. Lectures
were always delivered synchronously via videoconferencing from one of the two campuses. Tutorial and
practical sessions were facilitated either by an on-campus educator, or by the remote-campus educator through
videoconferencing. The programme was supported by teaching staff located at either of the campuses, both
permanent academics and casual staff, with varying areas of expertise. An educator was always present in each
location.

Another important aspect from the institutional perspective is the provision of an equitable learning experience
across both campuses. The two regional sites have similar physiotherapy laboratories, facilities and equipment
as well as identical high-quality videoconferencing equipment, student microphones, academics and
administration support. Technical support was accessible through a priority support telephone line for both
sites.

Methods

This qualitative study employed a combination of focus group discussions (FGDs) and student evaluations that
were collected during a 2-year period. This section presents details on the participants, procedures and measures
used in the research.

Study participants and data collection

The first two cohorts of students enrolled in the BPh programme were invited to participate in end-of-year
FGDs. Data from these groups were retrieved over a period of 2 years, with students from the first cohort
participating twice in FGDs. Overall, there were 10 FGDs that involved 5 to 10 students each. All FGDs were
conducted in a university teaching room and lasted approximately 60 minutes each. In addition, we considered
qualitative data from 11 student unit evaluations. These are routinely collected for all units via online surveys
at mid-term and end of term, and are available to staff in an anonymised format.
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Each FGD was facilitated by two student representatives who were chosen based on their willingness to
participate and subsequently received training on how to facilitate an FGD. Further, a focus group guide was
developed to assist the students facilitate discussions. The guide listed the areas where we sought student
feedback, a list of prompting questions for the facilitators and an open question allowing the opportunity for
students to provide feedback on areas they thought were not covered by the moderator. No educators or other
university staff were present during the discussions. The student facilitators were asked not to express their
personal opinions during the discussions. Instead, they were invited to provide these anonymously in written
form after the FGDs.

Each FGD was recorded, and transcribers were instructed to take a denaturalised approach (Oliver, Serovich,
& Mason, 2005). The focus of the analysis was to understand and interpret the data, therefore allowing the
exploration of student perspectives and experiences. Transcribers also anonymised transcripts by removing
names of students prior to passing the data onto the researchers.

Data analysis

In order to explore student perspectives, an inductive approach and latent thematic analysis was used, as
described by Braun and Clarke (2006). The unit of analysis included the transcriptions of the FGDs, the
comments in the online mid-term surveys (MTS) and the end-of-term surveys (ETS) in their entirety. The unit
of analysis was inserted into the software programme NVivo version 10. Each data source was first read in its
entirety and then analysed by the two principal investigators (AD and KCL) independently. Open coding was
used for line-by-line coding of all units of analysis.

Analyst triangulation was conducted in three ways. First, data were analysed by the two researchers (AD and
KCL) separately, and emerged codes and categories were discussed. Second, a third researcher (MW) looked
at identified codes and categories critically and provided feedback. Third, in order to achieve accuracy, fairness
and validity, we sent the manuscript to a purposive sample of the student cohort and asked them to provide
comments.

Credibility was maintained by selecting appropriate data collection methods. FGDs provide a collegial
environment to express and discuss ideas. Online surveys gave students the opportunity to organise their
thoughts in their own time. Both data collection sources were part of the routine programme evaluation and
quality improvement, which allowed for a longitudinal (two years) observation of student perceptions. Because
of the longitudinal and repetitive nature of data collection, it is very likely that all-important concepts were
expressed at some point.

Dependability was improved by providing the same focus group guide to facilitators and the same online survey
to participants.

Transferability was facilitated by providing a rich description of the study context and findings, supported by
illustrative quotes.

Ethics
Institutional ethics approval was granted by the university’s Human Research Ethics Committee (H15/12-273).

All participants provided written informed consent. They were advised that taking part in the FGDs was entirely
voluntary, and that their participation would have no consequences on their studies or grades.
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Findings

Three themes emerged from the data analysis:

1. Student location influences learning.
2. Videoconferencing impacts learning and teaching.
3. Dual-campus delivery determines teaching structures and shapes teaching processes.

This section presents our key findings, which are supported by illustrative quotes. Each quote is identified by
the type of data source (i.e., FGD, MTS, ETS). The hierarchy of themes and sub-themes is presented in Table
1. Each sub-theme was characterised as a barrier, a facilitator or both, based on its perceived effect on dual-

campus delivery of the curriculum.

Table 1

Hierarchy of themes and sub-themes

Themes

Sub-themes

1. Student location influences
learning

Educator to student ratio (-)

Access and availability to physical resources differs between campuses
)

Better engagement with on-campus than remote campus educators and
students (-)

Student mobility (+)

Residential school location favours one campus (-)

Competitive comparison between campuses (+/-)

Different learning experience impacts on assessment (-)

2. Videoconferencing impacts
learning and teaching

Looking at the screen makes learning and participation difficult (-)
Necessary to have an educator present in all sessions (+/-)

Cannot see demonstrations through the screen (-)
Videoconferencing allows sharing of educator expertise between
campuses (+)

Technical problems during videoconferencing (-)

Having to use the microphone feels awkward, takes more time and
effort (-)

Missing out because of videoconferencing (-)

Recorded lectures can be valuable when complete and appropriately
edited (+)

Balanced use - How much videoconferencing is enough? (+/-)

3. Dual campus delivery
determines teaching structures
and shapes teaching processes

Lack of information sharing standards (-)

Access to information is influenced by the location of unit coordinator
)

Online resources (+)

Expert educator at the remote campus (-)

Different demonstrations from educators (+/-)

Educator mobility (+)

Inconsistent assessment processes (-)

Notes. (-) indicates a barrier; (+) indicates a facilitator; (+/-) indicates an aspect that could be either a

facilitator or a barrier.
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Theme 1 — Student location influences learning

This theme emerged from student sentiments around how they saw the quality of their learning experiences
being influenced by factors related to their actual location, such as access to educators and facilities.
Furthermore, students highlighted that aspects of engagement, with on-site versus remote-campus students and
educators, influenced student satisfaction. A shared geographical presence was seen as a fundamental
determinant of the student experience.

Varying student-to-educator ratio between campuses created a sense of inequality for the first cohort as one
campus had a higher ratio. However, steps were taken to address this issue with the introduction of additional
staff from the second year of the programme onwards.

Contrasting access to equipment, facilities and student-directed practice space produced a strong sense of
inequity between campuses:

Just not enough facilities for us at the library ... library is way too small for us. Resources are
minimal; you have to order stuff from [remote campus] if you want something specific. ... Why
isn’t it even? If feels like we are a bit left behind. (FGD)

Students felt that they engaged more freely and better with students and educators from the same campus
compared with students and educators based on the remote campus:

I find that it is harder to connect with the educator if they are not in front of me, so when the
lecture is held at the other campus [remote campus] | feel disconnected to the lecture. (MTS)

I think we have gotten worse with talking on the video, like [remote-campus students] have totally
disengaged like no one wants to talk on there, and it makes it a really awkward learning
environment. (FGD)

Student mobility across campuses was seen as a way to improve the disconnect between the students and
educators across campuses:

Having the two groups meet face-to-face would make it easier for them to communicate in the
collaborate sessions rather than being afraid what people are going to think of them. (FGD)

However, when students from one campus were repeatedly required to travel to the other campus, this created
some sense of inequity. For example, one of the courses required all students to attend a residential school on
one campus to access specialist exercise equipment. This was perceived as unfair by remote-campus students
who were required to travel due to the time and cost involved.

Overall, there was a recurring sentiment of competition between the two campuses, where students defined the
quality of their learning based on that of the remote campus. Typically, students expressed preference for their
own campus, but alongside this there were also reflections that students from the remote campus had reached
similar levels of discipline knowledge:

It’s hard to see from the other side but I feel that some of the [remote-campus] students aren’t as
focussed as we are. (FGD)

Students further perceived that cross-campus learning experiences could impact on assessment outcomes. One
student said:

| feel that the two classes had been taught very differently off camera, and being marked by
someone who had different ideas on clinical practice was challenging. A lot of it had to do with
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[on-campus educator] not being pulled into the loop so she couldn’t answer our assessment
guestions anyway. (MTS)

Theme 2 — Videoconferencing impacts learning and teaching

The operational and social aspects of dual-campus delivery were central to the students’ views. The technical,
learning and teaching aspects associated with videoconferencing surfaced as significant issues, especially
regarding impact on levels of student engagement. Several students voiced dislike of the videoconferencing
system, and felt that it slowed down the learning experience and hampered student engagement, particularly
when the educator was based on the remote campus.

Students reported that attending a lecture through a screen had a negative impact on their learning and preferred
lectures given on-campus:

The only thing | am not freely happy with is streaming with [remote campus] as | find | tend to
lose focus on the lecture because | can’t engage as well with the TV as | can with the in-class
lecturer. (MTS)

The remoteness of the educator created another dimension that impacted on student engagement, with students
noting that communication was impeded due to the difficulty of not seeing verbal cues:

And it’s all the non-verbal cues. There’s a lot more information attached to a person in the room
than a picture. You don’t get the same interaction. It makes it harder to concentrate. You really
have to focus on staying out of la-la land. (FGD)

The presence of an educator on-campus at all times, even when the session was primarily facilitated by the
remote-campus educator, was seen as crucial not only in terms of engagement but also in furthering students’
understanding of the material:

Having a lecturer physically present is a requirement if the course is being delivered at the
alternate campus. | feel not having someone on-campus to help with questions is a bad idea
overall. (MTS)

Students also felt that some demonstrations were difficult to see clearly on a screen, and perceived this as
impacting information-sharing between campuses:

Liked the ‘drawings’ done with the iPad. Trying to demonstrate with models across the
[videoconferencing] didn't really seem to work. (MTS)

Despite noting the downsides to videoconferencing, students acknowledged that they benefitted from the
expertise of both on-campus and remote-campus educators:

Sharing of lecture responsibility was also a nice element as it got you to think about the material
from similar yet different perspectives. (MTS)

Students commented that technical problems encroached on teaching time, which impeded their learning.
Technical problems included the time spent to establish a working connection between campuses, along with
microphone and sound problems. These issues were particularly frustrating for students who were at the remote
campus. One student explained:

When connecting to [remote campus] for lectures, we lose a lot of time and hardly ever

completely finish a lecture. [...] If we connected straight away and went straight into the lecture
rather than fussing around with sound technology lectures might run on time. (MTS)
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Another factor that was perceived as detrimental to engagement was the use of microphones. There was one
wireless microphone designated for student use at each campus, which was switched off most of the time to
reduce background noise. Students felt that having to access the microphone was an obstacle to participation
and using it felt awkward. Conversely, when students asked questions or contributed comments without using
microphones, student at the remote end could not hear what was said, and felt that time was wasted when the
educator had to repeat what had been said.

Added to this was the aspect of sound quality, and students found it at times difficult to understand what was
being said from the remote end:

[Videoconferenced] lectures are hard to understand sometimes. If they speak too quickly it
becomes really muffled. (MTS)

Further to these views, students suggested that careful consideration is given to planning which sessions are
videoconferenced and which are delivered off-camera. One student said:

Lectures, sure, that’s when we ask questions, even make them longer so we can ask those
questions. But at the end of the day, a tutorial, lab class should be that and just prac. You can’t
see what they are trying to demonstrate on the screen. | may as well just go home and watch
YouTube than come here. It needs to get rid of the linking up and just stick to hands on. (FGD)

A positive aspect of videoconferencing between campuses was the availability of recorded lectures. Students
suggested that these recordings were a useful learning resource, particularly if they were edited and included
the complete lecture.

Theme 3 — Dual-campus delivery determines teaching structures and shapes teaching
processes

Students indicated that the sharing of and access to information relating to teaching content and logistics across
the campuses was inconsistent and lacked standardisation. Students perceived this as unfair. They also felt that
physical demonstrations during teaching sessions were inconsistent and were impacted by technology. While
this variation was regarded by some students to negatively impact their learning experience, others recognised
that it had potentially positive impacts through offering a wider perspective.

The standards for sharing information were seen as lacking. This was mainly in the area of educator-to-student
information, but also between educator-and-educator. One student commented:

There needs to be clearer communication between [the two campuses], and the information given
to both classes at the same time so everyone receives the same information. (ETS)

The location of the students in relation to the unit coordinator seemed to play an important role as students at
the remote campus felt that they were missing out, especially in relation to key information relevant to
assessment. Timely access to information relevant to each week was seen as important for equity between
students from the different campuses. This included both the formal course materials and more ad-hoc
information (e.g., clarifications of assessment format). One student said:

Sometimes | feel like this second semester physio course they’re [students from remote campus]
getting information that we aren’t. We didn’t seem to know as much as they knew and | don’t
know why, we were getting a lot of 2nd hand information. A lot of it had to do with [educator
on-campus] not being pulled into the loop so she couldn’t answer our assessment questions
anyway. (FGD)
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Students appreciated the variety of online resources available through the virtual learning environment Moodle:

A lot of the resources were great, textbooks good, Clinics in Motion good. [...] Clinics in Motion
is fabulous, it is really helpful, even if it is just a tip for every week. (FGD)

Moodle was seen as a useful tool to share information in a transparent way between campuses, as long as
information was timely, did not change constantly and changes were clearly marked:

One of the best aspects [of the Moodle sites] was the inclusion of current/recent announcements
on the front page. (FGD)

Students expressed disappointment when they perceived that the remote campus had a more specialist educator:

[The educator had] no real experience in that sort of area. | know that [remote-campus] students
were taught by a hydrotherapy instructor. It’s not fair for half of the cohort to be instructed from
someone who has experience and the others to be going through general things. | felt like it was
a complete waste of time. I didn’t feel that I took away anything from that lesson. (FGD)

Alongside the concern that the perceived specialist was at the remote campus, it was also recognised that this
was an opportunity to develop critical thinking:

[The educator at remote campus] will be showing completely different things to what [the
educator on-campus] will be showing us. In a way that’s good though because it’s teaching us
new things and makes you think about it a bit more though. It does have positive and negatives.
(FGD)

At the same time, when educators provided demonstrations to on-campus students only, students felt that there
may be discrepancies in what they were shown. Educator mobility to allow face-to-face teaching at both
campuses was seen as a potentially beneficial aspect of a dual-campus programme. One student suggested that
having two educators swap campuses for a couple of weeks would ‘provide students with greater opportunity
to experience the different skills backgrounds of the lecturers’ (FGD).

Varying type, quality and quantity of demonstrations were seen as major factors leading to inequity in practical
assessments marks. It was felt that for assessment tasks there were inconsistent expectations and marking
standards between examiners across the campuses:

I found there was a double standard between educators [from different campuses] assessing.
(MTS)

Students suggested that inconsistencies in teaching and assessment processes between campuses could be
avoided through standardisation. They identified the creation of clearer marking standards and expectations,
and better-prepared session plans as ways of improving the perceptions of equity of learning, teaching and
assessment:

It definitely needs to be standardised, and then the problem also comes up, that we’re doing things
one way and say [the other educator] is marking it. Is he marking on the way we’re taught and

presenting, or on the way he’s teaching his students? And the same the other way. So | definitely
think there needs to be some sort of standard. (FGD)

Discussion

The findings of this study suggest that most of the challenges in synchronous dual-campus teaching are similar
to single campus teaching (Palmgren, Lindquist, Sundberg, Nilsson, & Laksov, 2014), with the difference that
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they are magnified more so in synchronous dual-campus teaching due to geographical distance. Based on our
findings and evidence from the literature, we suggest a number of strategies that could potentially improve the
learning experience in synchronous learning and teaching environments, specific to practical skill based
programmes such as physiotherapy.

A challenging learning environment

Students in the current study perceived videoconferencing as a challenging learning environment. Even in the
absence of significant differences in examination performance and student satisfaction rates, this study found
that there were perceived inequities in learning experiences between campuses. One aspect of this may be
related to the difference in transactional distance between the on-campus and remote campus students, and the
educator leading the session. Pertinently, this perceived difference in levels of dialogue and structure has been
reported to have an impact on student engagement and other aspects of learning and teaching (Chen & Willits,
1998; Moore, 1993).

A number of factors were seen as contributing to a variability in learning experience, including the student-
educator ratio, quality and quantity of educator demonstrations, inadequate communication between educators,
sessions without clear pre-planned outlines, differing level of access to equipment and facilities, and
inconsistent expectations and marking from examiners. In addition, there were other factors directly related to
videoconferencing, such as reluctance to use the microphone, difficulties seeing demonstrations and a sense of
passivity when looking at the screen.

Similar to other forms of synchronous blended education (Park & Bonk, 2007; Rogers, Graham, Rasmussen,
Campbell, & Ure, 2003; Szeto, 2014), the educator’s attention and effort are divided between presenting content
in a pedagogically sound manner, engaging with remote-campus students and encouraging cross-campus
student interaction. This is a challenging learning environment, and it was perceived as such by students at both
campuses. This may slow down the pace of teaching and it may also have implications on interactions between
the educator and the students.

In addition to technology preparation, such a complex learning environment necessitates a detailed preparation
at an individual (educator) and institution level. These findings add to previous studies (Bower, Dalgarno,
Kennedy, Lee, & Kenney, 2015; Ebden, 2010; Gill, Parker, & Richardson, 2005; Tennant, 1999) in highlighting
that training and professional development for staff inexperienced in the use of videoconferencing technology
is crucial to delivering a positive student learning experience.

Practical skill demonstrations

Several studies have explored videoconferencing of lectures (Freeman, 1998; Steedman, Smith, Martin, &
Keleher, 2006), but only a few with a specific focus on videoconferencing tutorial and practical sessions
(Robertson & Shrewsbury, 2011). Demonstrations of practical skills are key in physiotherapy education.
Findings from the current study indicate that when demonstrations were provided through videoconferencing,
students from the remote campus had difficulties appreciating all relevant aspects. When demonstrations were
not shown through videoconferencing, students from the remote campus felt that they may have missed out on
something important which may have an impact on their assessment.

Making sure that there is a good set-up for demonstrations and determining what aspects need to be
demonstrated through videoconferencing from each campus are key issues to decreasing perceived inequity
between campuses. Furthermore, availability of online resources such as video resources presenting the
demonstrated techniques could be used as a point of reference for the students. Additionally, educators could
encourage the notion of clinical practice variability as a positive real-life issue.
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Benefiting from available expertise in both campuses

Students acknowledged that educators in each campus had different expertise, which was seen both as an
opportunity and as a challenge. The expertise of the educator at the remote campus, potentially added value and
enriched their learning experience. However, videoconferencing alone was considered as an insufficient
substitute for lack of expertise on-campus.

The different expertise on each campus created some perceived disparities in teaching and assessment
standards. Strategic use of videoconferencing and academics travelling between campuses could be ways to
minimise such challenges. Assigning presentations and demonstrations to the most competent educators can
potentially improve the perceived benefit of videoconferencing. At the same time, it should be clearly explained
to students that there is no evidence suggesting that there are discrepancies in marks and pass rates between
campuses in synchronous dual-campus teaching.

Engagement and collaboration

As suggested by Bower et al. (2015), engagement and collaboration is easier within campus compared to
between campuses. The authors found that the sense of community among same campus students and educators
was reported to be much stronger compared with across campuses. This also aligns with Moore’s (1993)
transactional distance theory, where, as the transactional distance decreases, the students feel more connected
to the experience, and therefore the learning. In our study, students from the two campuses did not feel as one
cohort, but rather as two separate cohorts. In the current study, disengagement of students from the remote
campus had an impact on level of engagement of same-campus students. Furthermore, the remote campus was
seen as a measuring stick for their own learning experience, which often created a sense of competition.

Students suggested that an educator needed to be present at each campus during videoconferencing. This was
previously suggested for lectures (Chakraborty & Victor, 2004; Hortos et al., 2013; Szeto, 2015) and appeared
even more important for tutorial and practical sessions. Chen and Willits (1998) reported that the absence of an
on-site educator in a synchronous videoconferencing environment resulted in higher levels of transactional
distance. Gill et al. (2005) suggested designating site facilitators for each campus encourages student
engagement in the session. While this could be seen as a way to increase structure, as shown previously it works
as a means to facilitate dialogue within and between campuses (Chen & Willits, 1998). Gillies (2008) pointed
out that without an educator present at the remote site, the sense of interactivity, the level of motivation and
attentiveness may be reduced. This supports our notion that a competent educator should be present in class at
all times, even when the session is primarily facilitated by an educator located at the remote campus. In short,
it could be suggested therefore, that the level of student engagement in a teaching session is incumbent on the
presence of an educator in the room. Last, as suggested by Tennant (1999, p. 89), ‘the remote-campus tutor

could encourage student engagement and increase interactivity rather than have a “baby sitting role™’.

Bower et al. (2015) suggested that physical meetings and block residential activities can improve cross-campus
interaction and engagement. Although this sentiment is supported in our study, it seemed to depend on the
timing of such meetings. Furthermore, running individual on-campus sessions with the camera on and the
microphone muted could potentially improve the sense of co-presence between the two campuses. Findings
from our study also suggested that educators and course coordinators travelling to the remote campus is
desirable and improves perceived equity of learning experience. This highlights the need for alternative ways
for communication between the course coordinator and remote-campus students, outside the scheduled class
time.

Videoconferencing planning
Taylor et al. (2010) suggested that videoconferencing one component of a study unit (e.g., Jones, Dean, & Hui-
Chan, 2010; Robertson & Shrewsbury, 2011), or even a whole study unit (e.g., Freeman, 1998) is completely

different to using videoconferencing throughout an on-campus programme. Videoconferencing one study unit
may be seen as an interesting innovation of an experimental nature and is often correlated with high levels of
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student satisfaction (Bower et al., 2015). Because the latter involves the whole programme, the perceived value
may be lower as potentially it could have irreversible negative implications to student learning and engagement.
Overall, our study found that students were concerned about specific aspects of synchronous dual-campus
delivery, but not to a degree that would negatively influence their studies as a whole.

Another aspect that may influence student satisfaction is related to student expectations of the unit at the time
of their enrolment. Such an explanation may help develop greater acceptance of videoconferencing and
therefore meet the expectations of students on how to engage via this medium. It has been suggested that, when
videoconferencing is used as a means of synchronous delivery instead of asynchronous delivery, then the former
could be perceived as the students’ preferred choice (Cunningham, 2014; Smyth, 2005). When it is provided as
an alternative to on-campus face-to-face session, it may contribute to a degree of dissatisfaction (Taylor et al.,
2010).

Our findings suggest that an eclectic approach to what is delivered through videoconferencing could reduce the
negative aspects and improve student satisfaction. Further, if the primary objective of using videoconferencing
is to share specialized content across campuses (Gill et al., 2005), then later year units of study may benefit
more from videoconferencing as compared to foundational units. Educators would need to determine which
sessions or parts of sessions will be videoconferenced, what parts will run completely independently off camera
and what parts will run independently with camera on and microphones muted. As Gill et al. (2005, p. 573)
suggested, ‘when chosen appropriately and delivered effectively, videoconferenced teaching sessions can be
stimulating and enjoyable’.

Preparations

Similar to other findings (Chakraborty & Victor, 2004; Freeman, 1998; Tennant, 1999), students felt that
valuable teaching time was lost because of videoconferencing. As in Freeman’s study, neither students nor
academics in this study had prior experience of how to best conduct a session under videoconferencing
conditions. Videoconferencing is about managing the technology as well as understanding the processes that
take place during the connection. As Gill et al. (2005) suggested, staff need training on how to use the
technology. Further, they also need more pedagogical help with lecturing skills, and in particular, how to keep
students on the remote sites engaged with both peers and educators across both campuses.

Given the current state of technology, some of the challenges related to videoconferencing are noted as inherent
to this mode of delivery. Readily accessible microphones are key for student engagement. It is very common
that students, especially at the remote campus, are more reluctant to use the microphone and contribute to
discussion (Tennant, 1999). Talking fast through the microphone also negatively impacts sound quality.
Furthermore, non-verbal communication cues are not visually apparent by remote-campus students. Even the
more light-hearted attempts of humour, which are used to encourage student engagement, are not always
conveyed in the intended sentiment.

Other suggestions included making resources available to students well in advance, as well as allowing more
time when explaining concepts, as a quick pace may disadvantage the remote-campus students (Chakraborty &
Victor, 2004). Offering an integrated flipped classroom model in dual campus delivery was previously reported
to enhance the quality of remote-campus students’ experiences by facilitating enriched dialogue and learner
autonomy (McLaughlin et al., 2013). There is no doubt that videoconferencing can make a complex learning
environment. To assist, a well-developed teaching plan that is provided to all educators and staff in advance of
each teaching session would be beneficial. Such a teaching plan would also need to accommodate an appropriate
degree of dialogue, structure and learner autonomy.

Information sharing

Information sharing was reported as being an important issue. Students reported that when the unit coordinator
was located at the other campus, information was not communicated equally. It was felt that students located at
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the same campus as the unit coordinator received more timely and complete information. As noted by Luck
(2003, p. 93), the proximity of the educator increases opportunity for students to seek informal feedback.

Students suggested that important information, for example, about exams, should only be communicated
through videoconferencing and/or through the online platform. Moodle was seen as an effective way to share
information and to ensure standardisation of provided information. Furthermore, as suggested previously (Luck,
2003), educators will need to explore informal avenues of communication with their students across the two
campuses.

Communication between educators

Students perceived that there was insufficient communication between educators, so that some educators at the
remote campus, to that of the unit coordinator, did not know what information and clarifications to provide to
students. At times, the on-campus educator refrained from providing clarifications and explanations because
they were not sure what specific information they were expected or permitted to disclose. On other occasions,
students felt that planning for the session and communication between educators took place during
videoconferencing, instead of prior to that. Students felt that valuable teaching time was lost on something that
could have been planned prior to the session.

Being clear with what information should be shared through videoconferencing and where to locate
information, and having clear teaching plans that are communicated to all educators involved and to students
prior to the session are also actions that could contribute to educator—educator and educator—student information
sharing. Finally, regular coordination meetings between the educators could improve planning and information
sharing, and potentially time management, leading to better student satisfaction.

Study limitations

All data were routinely retrieved to inform curriculum development, quality assurance and other university
processes. The research might have obtained more in-depth data if the purpose of the focus group discussions
was entirely devoted to the topic of the current study. However, with routinely collected data, we were able to
gather student perceptions over time, at different occasions, and from varying sources. Furthermore, using a
variety of information sources allowed triangulation of findings to facilitate identification of key important
aspects.

Using external FGD facilitators might have yielded more relevant data. However, using student representatives
to facilitate FGDs is likely to have helped participants feel more comfortable and therefore express their
opinions more openly. Last, individual follow-up interviews with targeted students may have provided a deeper
insight into specific aspects of perceived challenges and suggested strategies.

Research implications

Future research in this field could consider whether improvements to videoconferencing technology, broadband
speed, web-based instructional resources and use of apps such as Doceri and Zoom that promote interaction
could contribute towards a more equitable student learning experience. Universities —those already running
dual-campus programmes, as well as those planning to do so — could investigate aspects around staff training
and how to best facilitate the development of skills required for this form of curriculum delivery, including
specific technological competencies but also extension of more traditional learning and teaching methods.
Furthermore, future studies could explore different physiotherapy programme types and modes, at pre- and
post-registration levels, where students typically have experience from previous tertiary studies including
scientific enquiry, and pedagogical methods may be more advanced.
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Conclusion

To our knowledge, this is the first study exploring student perceptions of synchronous dual-campus delivery of
a physiotherapy programme. This mode of learning and teaching brings many and varied challenges, especially
because the programme requires the teaching of practical skills. Our data suggest that student location has an
impact on learning, as students expressed perceptions of inequity relating to physical resources, and of
difficulties developing effective rapport with staff and students from the remote campus. It is also apparent that
the use of videoconferencing technology impacts learning and teaching and that the nature of dual-campus
delivery can cause communication and logistical difficulties.

However, with careful planning synchronous dual-campus learning environments can be an effective and
attractive delivery option in tertiary education institutions. We have made a number of recommendations that
are specific to this mode of programme delivery, such as the importance of continuous communication between
educators from the two campuses, availability of online resources that demonstrate practical techniques that
could be used as a point of reference for both students and educators, the notion of clinical practice variability
as a positive real-life issue and strategic use of videoconferencing and academics travelling between campuses.
The findings of this study might be relevant to other health programmes with large practical skill components,
such as occupational therapy and podiatry.
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