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1.1 Introduction

One of the most astonishing aspects of the twentieth century is the overwhelming advancement of information and communication technologies in the world today. This ICT revolution is acknowledged by modern societies as a persistent force that is continually remodelling their life styles. All predictions suggest that this pace of change is not going to slow down, but will expand to include most nations of the world. Education in general, and distance education in particular, has been dramatically affected by this transformation which, at the same time, offers a striking opportunity to expand its geographical reach. 

Utilising ICT, such as the Internet and related technologies, according to French (1) has the potential to affect radical change, not just for the design and delivery of online courses, but also in the way that conventional institutions are structured. Indisputably, the advent of the Internet, and more accurately the WWW, means that higher education is no longer confined to a conventional classroom. Instead, learners who are enthusiastic about proceeding with their education may study for academic degrees while at home or at work, and whether they come from an urban or a rural area. Education via the Internet and its resources has demolished any such constraint of time or location and provides a new means of high quality distance teaching and learning. 

Baker and Gloster noted that (2)

“A paradigm shift is taking place in higher education instruction, from a mode of faculty-student interaction occurring in fixed locations at specific times to one in which students can access the same instructional resources in a variety of forms, regardless of location, at their convenience. This is possible because several technologies have matured, supporting major changes in how instruction can be delivered to students, in their homes, or in their work places”.

The outcome of this paradigm shift as Helmi (3) pointed out will result in a networked society with equal access to knowledge and information; communities and individuals in charge of their learning environment; government, educators, and the private sector working in partnership; and an education and training system delivering the skills and knowledge needed for a free and prosperous society in the 21st century.

Indeed, today Internet-based technology can be seen as a major driving force in a technological sense for this paradigm shift. This presents higher education institutions with one of four options: firstly, life as usual, with no substantial changes to the university in general; secondly, a reengineering of the major processes of the university with the retention of the existing overall design; thirdly, the reinvention of the university organisational model; and fourthly, the elimination of the university due to obsolescence (4). Incontrovertibly, in the information age, higher education systems world wide have been shaped by decreases in traditional funding, greater demand for business faculties, increased competition to attract consumers and the funding they bring with them, and pressure to reduce cost. Demand for advanced education is growing and yet this demand is often unmet, while new ICT media are altering the educational landscape (5). 

In today's mobile society, all higher education providers, whether public or private, in order to survive in a competitive environment, must construct an effective education system. This must have the ability to adjust to rapid social, economic and technological changes, and to improve the opportunities for education access to all citizens of all ages, in a variety of environments. The new developments in information technology present higher education institutions with marvellous opportunities to contain the rapidly increasing cost and expand their geographical reach by flexible means. The Internet, for example, opens a new revolutionary era through sophisticated tools which can be utilized to disseminate global information and allow free access to unlimited resources for mankind's knowledge. All together, this will facilitate the distribution of learning to learners in diverse environments. 

Since the introduction of the Internet into higher education, a remarkable growth has been noticed in the number of institutions which adapt these technologies as a delivery medium to reach an unlimited number of people, wherever they are, who have Internet access. Such institutions have realized the capabilities and potentialities of these new media to connect learners, resources and instructors from different places in a single virtual learning environment. In fact, today, hundreds of universities, colleges, lifelong learning institutes, and a huge number of commercial organizations are turning to online learning via the Internet for very legitimate motives. In order to comprehend the scope of this phenomenon, it is necessary only to visit either the World Lecture Hall at the University of Texas at Austin, (http://www.utexas.edu.html) which offers hundreds of courses from universities all over the world (6). Also, Internet University web page (http://www.internet-university.com/homepage.html) currently lists over 1000 courses of distance education college courses being offered by over 150 individual institutions (7). Additionally, the National Centre for Education Statistics (NCES), as cited by King (8), reported that an estimated 25,730 courses were offered through distance education. Of these courses, 45% were offered by public 4-year colleges and universities, private 4-year institutions offered 16%, and 2-year colleges offered the remaining 39%. These institutions offered approximately 700 degrees and 170 certificates that could be completed via Internet-based technology. 
These above-mentioned statistics are dramatically increasing which seems to suggest that the Internet will play a major role in transforming the delivery of education and be its vehicle for continuing education in the future. This is because the Internet is a universal network that has the capability of delivering educational courses anytime, anywhere. Halliwell (9) justified why higher education institutions should consider integrating the Internet and its associated technologies into their learning processes. 

“Instead of having to be content with the cost and limitations of discrete experimental infrastructure, developers of network learning have been presented with a ready-made means of translating theory very rapidly into practice and of realizing their goal of new, potential global teaching and learning environments based on accessibility, flexibility, empowerment, alternative modes of communication and so on”.

Such aspirations have been realized by numerous traditional institutions, which began to adapt these futuristic technologies in their educational operations both on and off campus. At the same time, other so-called ‘virtual universities’ have been born to initiate a new era of modernistic institutions and to rival the traditional institutions through expanding learning access to every potential learner with Internet connection on the globe. It is not surprising, therefore, that the first and foremost target group of such educational missions are learners who have been deflected from their learning opportunities for reasons such as personal or social circumstances, institutional regulations, work responsibilities, transportation or geographical difficulties, economic and cultural barriers. 

Farrell et al. (10) emphasised that the emergence of the virtual university phenomenon has been forcefully driven by the following factors: 

· The increasing capacity, flexibility, and suitability of information and communication technologies to educational applications, together with a continuing decrease in hardware.

· The enabling capacity of the technologies to “unbundle” functions that have traditionally been provided by one institution. 

· The growth of knowledge, with its attendant consequence of the obsolescence of much of what was previously learned, is placing an ever-increasing pressure on conventional models of education. People are seeking opportunities for lifelong learning, and with diverse personal circumstances, they require flexible access-to –learning opportunities and avenues such as the home, the workplace, the community learning centre, as well as the traditional campus-based education.  

· The realisation that the quality of the learning experience can be enhanced by applying information and communication technologies. In the conventional classroom there has been increasing use of the Internet to access information which enriches the learning experience. Further, in the conventional distance education environment, technologies are being adopted to improve the learning process through interactive and collaborative learning to reduce the learner’s sense of isolation. 

· The increasing demand from isolated learners for more equitable access and services.

· The perception of many institutions, particularly in Europe and North America, that the application of information and communication technologies will enable them to increase their market share in an environment that is increasingly competitive.

· The need to be seen to be “keeping up with the competition.” Administrators worry that student recruitment, donations, and grants may decline if this expectation is not met. 

· The expectation by policy makers and administrators that the development of virtual delivery models will reduce costs, increase productivity, and enable expansion without cost increase.        

Unquestionably, a virtual university will come into existence and this fact has begun to be clear to various nations worldwide regardless of the status of their technological development. It is now necessary to respond effectively to the ever increasing demand from diverse learners for better access to education, cheaper fees and courses, the content of which is directly applicable to their learning interests.   

Aims of the Study: 

· The aims of the study are: 

· To define the concept of virtual university;

· To analyse the literature in relation to virtual university model; and 

· To proposed a virtual university model for higher education in Saudi Arabia.   
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