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Abstract 

This article looks at Alice Springs School of the Air (ASSOA), Australia and its use of 

technology and engagement in a distance education setting. From the first in the world to use 

radio ASSOA has pioneered a range of programs and approaches that have had an impact on 

distance education institutions worldwide. The school currently provides education to 

students aged 4 to 15 years of age living in remote and isolated areas of Central Australia. 

The students are scattered across four States and 1.5 million square kilometers.  
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Introduction 
 

You are a 1000Km from home, 500Km from the nearest mobile phone coverage, 300Km 

from the nearest landline and to top it off you are in a dead spot for the satellite phone. You 

are on a dirt road that won’t see another vehicle for the rest of the day, its 6:30am and you 

have just hit a cow head on at 80Km/hr. Not a typical day, hitting a cow, but the rest is just 

par for the course for families and teachers at Alice Springs School of the Air (ASSOA). 

Alice Springs School of the Air is synonymous with isolation adventure and a certain 

romance. It conjures images of the last frontier, the true Aussie Outback. Alice Springs itself 

is located in the heart of Australia, 1200Km from the nearest town of equal size. The 

Government school has around 130 students between the ages of 4 and 15. Geographically 

Australia is a vast country (7,686,850 km2) with a population of only 22 million. Central 

Australia is one of the least densely populated areas of the country as can be seen from the 

table below. 

Country Density 

France 119.64 people/km2 

United States of America 32.19 people/km2 
Australia 2.94 people/km2 

Central Australia 0.04 people/km2 
Table 1: 

Population density per square Kilometre. 
Source: http://www.worldatlas.com/aatlas/populations/ctypopls.htm 

 

The 130 students enrolled at the school live in an area covering approximately 1.5 million 

square kilometers, three times the size of France. Within Australia responsibility for 

education lies with each State and Territory. Each State and Territory has their own distance 

education schools all initially modeled on Alice Springs School of the Air. Due to State 

funding differences and local considerations schools incorporate different technologies and 

ways of operating. At Alice Springs School of the Air students in their primary or elementary 

years of education (up to year 6) are organised in year level classes with each group having 

its own teacher. Middle years students (years 7, 8 and 9) access a range of teachers for their 

learning program and work more independently. Once they reach year 10 students move to 

another Distance Education school that caters for Senior Secondary School students and 

allows them to complete their secondary schooling.  

Despite the huge distances involved every student gets a visit from their teacher every year 

and all travel is done by road. In terms of distance, a teacher may drive 1200 Km to visit a 

student one week, taking no more than 4 days in total, including at least 24 hours on site with 

the family and then the following week go in the opposite direction and drive 500 Km. The 

big difference in the driving to that of Europe or North America is that much of the travel is 

on dirt roads with little access fuel along the way. The following map of Australia shows the 

geographical area that teachers are required to travel. 



 

 

 
Figure 1 

Geographical enrolment for Alice Springs School of the Air 
Alice Springs indicated by pin 

 

Primary classes usually have around 13 students and the travel is completed during terms 2 

and 3 of a 4 term year. Teachers must be well organized as the learning program for their 

class has to continue even while the home visit to one particular student is happening.  

It is vital that teachers have regular contact with their students beyond the one visit a year and 

for that some form of technology has to be used. At Alice Springs School of the Air it is 

important that students and families feel they are part of a school community on a daily basis. 

Creating a sense of community in a distance education context requires extensive use of 

technology and a very different way of thinking. The school itself has a history of innovation 

and excellence born not just from necessity but from a genuine desire to continually improve 

on what and how things are done. In the 1940's Adelaide Miethke, a former educationalist 

herself had a vision of a school for children living in remote Australia. In 1951 that vision 

was realised with the establishment of Alice Springs School of the Air, the first of its kind in 

the world. All teachers are located in the same physical building in Alice Springs and all 

lessons are transmitted from the two studios that are visible to the public. The school has 

been and continues to be at the forefront of implementing, trialling and developing 

technologies and pedagogies that continue to enhance its reputation and see in excess of 

50,000 people a year visit the school to see lessons being conducted and learn more of the 

school’s history and operation. 

A consistent and ever present belief is the importance of student engagement. This belief has 

driven the school to constantly seek out better ways of communicating with families as 

communication is an essential component in gaining engagement. Such a belief has 

historically guided the school and provided the basis for ongoing and sustainable programs. 

Communication between teacher and student is a fundamental part of teaching regardless of 



 

 

the school or the context. Snail mail, telephone, fax and email are all used and have an 

important role to play in the schools communication with families. Apart from being vital to 

the learning process communication is vital in developing the sense of community that is so 

important to the school. The first significant technology that was used in helping achieve 

such a sense of community was the HF Radio.  

If communication is important then interaction is vital. In 1951 lessons were broadcast by 

HF-radio, one-way from the teacher (asynchronous radio) but it wasn't long before the 

students participated in question and answer sessions at the end of each broadcast 

(synchronous radio). Initially there were only a few broadcasts a week. The radio was about 

socialisation and support with the “academic work” being provided in the form of written 

material that was sent via regular mail to students. Material that for some, could take six 

weeks to get to them and another six weeks to return once it had been completed. Hard copy 

material still provides the bulk of the resources in modern distance education but the delivery 

times have radically improved. Most students now receive one mail delivery a week. 

As teachers, families and the needs of a modern curriculum developed so did the demands on 

engaging students and families. The main reason for the longevity of radio lay in the fact that 

it had the ability to communicate with a large audience in real time. It allowed not only the 

teacher, but students to communicate with each other during a lesson simultaneously. 

Currently students have between 7 and 12 lessons with their teacher per week so even though 

telephone conferencing is available a teleconference for up to 15 people on a regular basis is 

very expensive. This, coupled with the fact that even in 2012 not all families have telephones 

and that the quality of the connection for many is often poor, makes the telephone a less than 

attractive option. Before we look further at the technologies currently used let us pause to 

think about engagement itself. If engagement is so important, and it is, then what is it  and 

how is it achieved in a distance education context? 

The socialist, or one could argue classical view of education, is one of producing a well 

rounded individual capable of meeting the challenges of the day, an approach where 

academic results are important, but not as important as the child. In many western education 

systems such a paradigm is often undermined by an obsession with conformity and testing 

imposed at the political and bureaucratic level. There is a clear view in the mind of Western 

Politicians, and in fact many a lay person, that success at school is all about academic 

success. 

The advantage of this somewhat narrow political view is that you can use data to measure 

this particular definition of engagement. If you believe that better test results are because of 

greater student engagement then better test results provide a metric that in turn gives credit to 

the term engagement, but is it valid? Keeping to such a narrow view of engagement allows 

little more than some loose connection to a metric providing good political sound bites and 

one liners. One of the greatest problems in education is that we measure what is easy to 

measure not what should be measured. It is important therefore not to confine engagement to 

a dictionary definition but to look at what it means from an educationalists point of view. 

Engagement, as a term in education, must include not just the academic engagement we often 

here about but two other forms, physical and emotional. All forms of engagement in a 

distance education environment are no more or less complex than any other but they do 

require a different approach, a different set of tools, and for teachers a different set of skills. 

How do you get physical engagement from a student when they are possibly 1500km from 

the school and 2,500km from their best friend in the same class? How, when being seen on a 



 

 

two dimensional screen does a teacher get emotional engagement? How does a teacher 

maintain student attention? How do you even know they are watching let alone “engaging 

academically”? These are the challenges faced by a teacher working in distance education, 

challenges that technology can help overcome. 

In terms of the HF radio discussed earlier, the school was the first in the World to use such a 

technology and was the last in Australia to decommission it with the last lesson broadcast as 

late as 2005. The reason for the late “switching off” stems from the schools focus on using 

appropriate and effective technology for the situation, the right tool for the right job. It is 

about getting the physical and emotional engagement that is vital in developing a well 

rounded individual. In 2001 the school started to look for alternatives to HF Radio and in 

2003 commenced a trial using satellite technologies. Despite the advent of the trial, radio still 

met a need. It provided a form of interactivity that the satellite system could not. It wasn’t 

until new software was developed that radio ceased. The new software provided a level of 

interaction that was not possible with the first generation of software and gave teachers the 

tools and functionality that made radio redundant. 

The initial trial is well past and the school now has a lesson delivery system second to none. 

The Northern Territory Department of Education has its own satellite ground station and 

rents its own transponder space on a satellite giving it full management and control over a 

satellite network that serves all its distance education students. Many have asked why the 

school does not use existing Internet services and why it has its own satellite system and 

specialised software, the answer lies, in part, in the numbers outlined earlier. Within the 1.5 

million square kilometers covered by the school there are less than 100,000 people living, not 

enough for any business to provide a high speed, high bandwidth service; a commercial 

reality of living in an isolated area. 

The project, subsequent implementation of the technology, development of teaching material, 

strategies and overall pedagogy is referred to simply as IDL (Interactive Distance Learning). 

The basic technical concept of the project was to have a studio transmitting to remote sites 

equipped with a satellite dish, computer and relevant software. It allows the students to see 

and hear their teacher and each other in real time. Any number of students can ‘logon’ to any 

session being transmitted. The physical technology itself is not new, one way video 

conferencing has been in operation in different contexts for over two decades. The challenge 

for the school was not getting the physical technology to work but to make it effective in 

enhancing the learning experience of its students. The answer came in the quality of the 

software and the way that software was used. 

Students receive full screen high quality lip synced video of their teacher during a lesson. 

They see them clearly and not in postage sized screens or even YouTube sized windows. The 

software allows the flexibility for students to be able to re-size the image of the teacher 

allowing them to work simultaneously on their computer, share learning materials between 

teacher and student and student and student. Teachers can see students and students each 

other. It allows the teacher to demonstrate skills or learning processes including but certainly 

not limited to those relating to music, singing, science, physical education, drama, poetry and 

art. The software allows the integration of other audio and video inputs such as DVD’s and 

CD’s and most importantly, all at full screen with lip sync. The software has to not only be 

flexible and powerful it has to be easy to use. The school has 5 year olds who independently 

work the software during their lessons. There has been one, and at this stage continues to be 



 

 

only one software program that meets the schools high demand for ease of use, quality and 

flexibility. 

REACT (Remote Education and Conferencing Tool) was developed by MS Consulting based 

in Darwin, Northern Territory, Australia specifically for Distance Education and transmission 

across satellite. It has grown into a product used throughout the Northern Territory 

Government on terrestrial links as well as satellite and is now being used by the University of 

the South Pacific, the Fiji Ministry of Education and soon by the New South Wales 

Education Department in Australia. One significant feature of the REACT software is that it 

allows teachers to develop relationships between students and families as well as being able 

to develop student to student relationships.  

The one thing above all else I have learnt in 30 years of teaching from Primary to Tertiary 

aged students is to never under estimate the significance of the teacher-student relationship. If 

the student doesn’t like you then in most cases the student will not perform to their potential. 

As a student gets older their need for liking morphs into things such as respect, perception of 

approachability and fairness. Any educationalist who believes their role is purely to impart 

knowledge with no need to connect to students is indeed from a bye gone era. Emotional 

engagement regardless of the age of the student is crucial. The REACT software provides a 

tool for such emotional engagement at a level not possible with other programs and indeed 

the old HF radio.  

Students and teachers seeing full screen high quality video with full lip sync is a hallmark of 

the REACT software and indeed delivery from Alice Springs School of the Air. The benefits 

of full screen video and lip sync are not to be understated. People respond to each other’s 

body language and in particular to each other’s facial expressions. How often have you 

laughed when others laugh not because something is funny but simply because they are 

laughing? We sense a person’s mood from their eyes and read peoples intentions in their 

facial expressions. Being able to see another person’s face is vital in building a connection 

with that person. Such connections are fundamental to the learning process and in a distance 

education environment it requires high quality video with great lip sync and that is what the 

REACT software provides. 

REACT does far more than assist with emotional engagement; it provides a platform for 

physical and academic engagement. Physical engagement involves the student and family 

interacting with the school and the broader school community in a positive sustainable 

manner. It manifests itself in students feeling pride in their school, defending it and 

participating in what it has to offer. Academically REACT allows the school to provide 

explicit interactive teaching through not just the quality of the video and lip sync but the vast 

array of features built into the software. With the schools experience getting academic, 

emotional and physical engagement is relatively easy, getting the balance is the key. 

Interaction is a key ingredient to gaining all forms of engagement in the distance education 

context. During a lesson simple things such as eye contact are vitally important as is having 

something for every student to do and of course keeping their interest in the 2D screen is of 

fundamental importance. Teachers participate in ongoing professional development to aid in 

their understanding of not only the software but the techniques in delivering via such 

technology. Teachers at Alice Springs School of the Air not only strive for engagement from 

and with students and families they actively seek it out on a daily basis with each other. 



 

 

Students send in work via mail, email and larger multimedia files are sent via FTP. Teachers 

provide hard copies of their programs as well as making them available via their 

individualised class web sites. When it comes to IDL lessons Teachers look at those parts of 

the curriculum that are difficult to teach via traditional correspondence and other 

technologies and look at how IDL can provide a solution. This requires looking at the 

concept, knowing what the technology can deliver, knowing the students, understanding what 

works and what doesn’t in this medium, the features available in the software and then 

marrying all that together with the teachers own personal style. In addition, the teacher is 

making sure there is a sense of community and high quality communication happening 

between themselves, students and parents. Integrating socialisation and interaction are 

important considerations for every lesson. Teachers are continually honing their skills and 

developing new ones to work in such a challenging but rewarding environment. 

As a Government school teachers are recruited in the same manner as any other school in the 

Northern Territory and work full time. Specialist training, in terms of technology and 

pedagogy is provided in-house by the school and teachers are bound by the Northern 

Territory Curriculum to teach certain content, skills and processes. Beyond this and just as 

importantly the school is about developing a love of learning and IDL is but one link in the 

chain in achieving this. Considerable research has emerged around the use of elearning in the 

Tertiary sector but the schools target market and context is very different. This is not 

elearning, this is education by distance. The school uses a number of technologies to teach 

but there is little research, no blueprint for this type of delivery with compulsory age children. 

The school has had to chart its own path in developing effective pedagogy, a path that 

provides a framework for other schools and indeed systems to follow, the school is both 

captain and navigator on this journey of discovery. 

Alice Springs School of the Air is about engagement, about melding technology and practice; 

it is about providing a high quality learning environment. The school is continually 

improving and developing pedagogy and the tools that are used. It is more than the sum of its 

parts, it is more than physical, emotional or academic engagement, it is about people. In 

relation to distance education one thing is true, technology alone cannot ensure an engaged 

student but equally without technology a teacher cannot ensure engagement. What is needed 

is the combination of highly skilled teachers, appropriate technology, strong leadership and a 

willingness to think outside the box, all the things that set Alice Springs School of the Air at 

the forefront of Distance Education. 


