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Examining equity of learner experiences across delivery modes is a contemporary issue, 
particularly in comparing onshore and offshore or local and distance experiences. This paper 
begins the journey of reviewing equivalence of learning experience for local and distance students 
in a vocational course in a Property Services learning program, just as this case joins a larger 
multiple-case study examining equivalence. It focuses on the potential of a simulation in 
SURYLGLQJ�HTXLYDOHQW�µSUDFWLFDO¶�H[SHULHQFH�RI�FRQGXFWLQJ�a building inspection. A simulation 
designed to help achieve this, the Nicola Building Virtual Tour, was trialed in a small cohort in 
the Property Services program, and a survey harnessing learner opinion of this tool received 
largely positive feedback, but also provide some guidance in how to proceed. 
 

Keywords: Simulation; virtual tour; equivalence; property services; vocational tertiary sector.  
 

Introduction 
 
Equity of learner experience in onshore and offshore delivery modes is an issue of focus in several universities 
in Australia, particularly since the 2007 approval by the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, 
Training and Youth Affairs for a national protocol directly related to this (MCEETYA, Oct 2007: protocol 14, 
p.2, in Palaskas et al 2010). At RMIT University, Melbourne, there has been intensive work on an evolving 
project focusing on equivalence between on and offshore student experiences (i.e.: local students compared to 
students studying from outside Australia) in like learning courses (subjects). This work KDV�UHVXOWHG�LQ�µD�PRGHO�
for achieving equivalence and comparability in higher education courVHV�RIIHUHG�µWUDQVQDWLRQDOO\¶�LQ�WKH�&ROOHJH�
of Business at RMIT (Gopal et al., 2010). The project has since extended in two project directions; the first into 
a university-wide implementation planning phase, and the second, a focus on how educational technologies can 
KHOS�DFKLHYH�HTXLYDOHQFH�DQG�FRPSDUDELOLW\�LQ�OHDUQLQJ�H[SHULHQFHV��7KH�ODWWHU��LQ�GUDIW�DV�µ+DUPRQLVDWLRQ�RI�
RQVKRUH�DQG�RIIVKRUH�WHDFKLQJ�VXSSRUWHG�E\�HQWHUSULVH�HGXFDWLRQDO�WHFKQRORJ\¶��%RWWHULOO���������LV�XQGHU�UHYLHZ�
by learning and teaching staff against the contexts of sample courses in both higher education and vocational 
(TAFE/college) tertiary sectors, using multiple-case study methodology. This concise paper highlights the 
commencement of reviewing one such targeted vocational case for review of equity of experience with 
supporting educational technology, in the Property Services learning program. In particular, it focuses on the use 
of a virtual tour designed to better support off-campus or distance OHDUQLQJ�E\�SURYLGLQJ�µDFFHVV¶�WR a facility to 
enable virtual building inspection practice.  
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The Nicola Building Virtual Tour was integrated into the Property Services program in 2010 and evaluated by 
way of surveying students post integration. Focusing on this tool was in recognition that while content-rich 
learning might readily transfer via enterprise educational technology options (e.g., lectures or tutorials via 
Lectopia or Elluminate; see Botterill, 2011), practical and applied learning experiences require additional 
consideration. Online interactive activities are well established for learners to apply concepts and skills; helping 
to engage, motivate and enable practice to reinforce learning (e.g., JISC, 2004). However, it remains important 
to evaluate the quality of learning offereG�LQ�JURZLQJ�RQOLQH�DQG�JOREDO�HGXFDWLRQ�PDUNHWV�DV�³+LJK�SHUIRUPDQFH�
standards, commitments to practice, and ethical conduct legitimize virtual curricula and the environments in 
ZKLFK�OHDUQLQJ�WDNHV�SODFH´��Carrier, 2010:28). The survey data comprised largely positive responses to the 
virtual tour as an activity and an alternative to physical building inspection. The minority negative responses 
were generally further illustrated by free form, qualitative survey responses, which were useful for tool 
improvement and for consideration of implementation issues across differing delivery modes. 
 
7KH�µ3URSHUW\�6HUYLFHV¶�FDVH�FRQWH[W 
 
The Certificate IV in Property Services is delivered in several program offerings in the vocational sector of 
RMIT, to cater for a range of specific learner cohorts locally and interstate and is currently under analysis for 
offshore/international delivery. Each Property Services offering presents in a different blended learning mode to 
suit the learner cohort, including blends of in-class, workplace and online/distance learning, where in-class can 
be on-campus ORFDOO\�VFKHGXOHG�FODVVHV�RU�LQWHUVWDWH�µIO\-LQ�H[SHUW¶�LQWHQVLYH�ZRUNVKRSV��7KH�EURDG�SURJUDP�
structure is made up of a mix of core plus cohort appropriate Units of Competency (training curricula/modules), 
ZKLFK�DUH�µFKXQNHG¶�WRJHWKHU�LQWR�VHYHUDO�OHDUQLQJ�µWKHPHV¶�IRU�PHDQLQJIXO�GHOLYHU\��6HYHUDO�RI�WKHVH�XQLWV�
require access to physical properties such as residential, commercial or public facilities. For example, the unit 
µ3ODQ�DQG�FRRUGLQDWH�SURSHUW\�DQG�IDFLOLW\�LQVSHFWLRQ¶�IDOOV�XQGHU�WKH�OHDUQLQJ�WKHPH�RI�µ0DLQWHQDQFH�DQG�
6HUYLFH�LQ�WKH�3URSHUW\�,QGXVWU\¶��This theme is currently undergoing learning re-design and development, while 
WKH�µLQVSHFWLRQ¶�XQLW has been selected for review DJDLQVW�SULQFLSOHV�RI�HTXLYDOHQFH�RU�µKDUPRQLVDWLRQ¶�DFURVV�WKH�
various delivery cohorts. 
 
7KH�µ+DUPRQLVDWLRQ¶�RU�HTXLYDOHQFH�SURMHFW� 
 
7KH�µKDUPRQLVDWLRQ¶�SURMHFW��%RWWHULO��������DFNQRZOHGJHV�WKDW�HGXFDWLRQDO�WHFKQRORJLHV�DUH�QRW�XVHG�WR�WKH�
same advantage in offshore RMIT teaching courses compared to onshore. It recommends an increase in 
technology use in the support of elements of equivalence and comparability (Palaskas and Gopal, 2011, in 
Botterill, 2011). The project SURPRWHV�WKH�LQVWLWXWH¶V�FXUUHQW�UDQJH�RI�HGXFDWLRQDO�WHFKQRORJLHV�EXW�DOVR�LQFOXGHV�
the open-HQGHG�WHFKQRORJ\�RI�µH6LPXODWLRQV¶��RU�³YLUWXDO�VLPXODWLRQV�«�>WKDW@�DOORZ�Vtudents to demonstrate 
theory in practice in non-threatening or risk-IUHH�VLWXDWLRQV�ZKLOH�HQVXULQJ�DFWLYH�OHDUQLQJ�H[SHULHQFHV´�
(Botterill, 2011:22), highlighting usefulness in situations of limited access to resources. 
 
Nicola Building Virtual Tour / simulation  
 
Traditionally, building inspections are conducted during scheduled on-campus (local) Property Services classes 
utilising an ageing building, under the supervision of teaching staff with follow-up debrief activities. For the 
Nicola Building tool, D�VLPLODUO\�DJHG�EXLOGLQJ�ZDV�VSHFLDOO\�SKRWRJUDSKHG�IRU�µVWLWFKLQJ¶�WRJHWKHU�LQWR�D�YLUWXDO�
tour for online learning access. Additionally, the images were graphically altered to provide more interest areas 
for inspection (predominantly faults) under the guidance of a subject matter expert. Support resources such as an 
inspection report template and a how-to guide were designed and developed. Learner access to the tool and 
UHVRXUFHV�ZHUH�WKHQ�HQDEOHG�YLD�WKH�LQVWLWXWH¶V�OHDUQLQJ�PDQDJHPHQW�V\VWHP��BlackboardTM).  
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Figure 1: Screen capture of Nicola Building Virtual Tour 
 
The Nicola Building simulation is a web-based Virtual tour not unlike what property services personnel 
employed within the real estate industry are familiar with, with exceptions mainly related to purpose. An 
example of divergence is that most property tours aim to highlight advantages while a building inspection for 
learner critique needs a more realistic view; they need access to both faults and advantages to enable a realistic 
facility report to be produced. The Nicola Building comprises two floors, and allows the learner to navigate their 
own way through the building moving from area to area as they choose. Depending on the intended learning 
outcomes for each relevant course activity, the teacher sets instructions utilising the tour, predominantly for 
what type of inspection report is required but also for other learning purposes such as safety and risk analysis. 
The learning goal in the trial was to produce an inspection report detailing the current condition of a facility, 
emulating the standard required in the industry. 
 
The Nicola Building Virtual Tour was trialed by the traineeship cohort of Property Services (Operations) 
students. The traineeship students attended weekly classes on-campus and benefitted from concurrent training in 
their various property services work environments. The students were mature-aged and had a range of 
workplace roles and industry experiences. Fifteen students out of a class of 24 completed a paper-based survey 
after using the virtual tour in their classroom activities. The survey comprised both quantitative and qualitative 
questions, including 11 five-SRLQW�/LNHUW�VFDOH�TXHVWLRQV�VHHNLQJ�UHVSRQVHV�RI�µ6WURQJO\�DJUHH¶�WKURXJK�WR�
µ6WURQJO\�GLVDJUHH¶��IROORZHG by six open-ended questions. The first open question asked for detail related to the 
responses given to the previous quantitative responses, and others sought to draw out both negative and positive 
aspects of learning with the simulation. 
 
Findings 
 
Generally, the students in the trial positively received the Nicola Building Virtual Tour, as reflected in Figure 2. 
$Q�DGGLWLRQDO�TXHVWLRQ�SRVHG�LQ�WKH�QHJDWLYH��µ,�ZDV�YHU\�XQVDWLVILHG�XVLQJ�9LUWXDO�7RXU¶��UHFHLYHG�RQO\�WZR�
responses out of 15 that indicated they were unsatisfied with the tool. Another question set, asking for opinions 
of the tool as a regular part of the course for future students, received predominantly positive responses. 
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Figure 2: Learner perceptions of general learning value of the Virtual tour 
 
However, the results were more mixed in key questions seeking to determine if the tour was a good replacement 
for a physical/actual building tour. Responses (see Figure 3) raised the question of why were up to 2 in 5 
students either neutral or negative in that the tool was excellent for inspecting a facility? Some explanation of 
this was found in the qualitative responses discussed below. 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Learner perceptions of the Virtual tour for building inspection 
 
The qualitative open-ended responses were themed into five main issues: technical problems, learning and 
teaching, and instructions/support materials, with all remaining in either positive or negative issues (not already 
coded into other themes). A number of issues raised were simply dealt with by tool and/or accompanying 
resource improvement, while others were illustrative for the focus of this paper. 
  
3RVLWLYH�RYHUDOO�YLHZV�ZHUH�WKH�PRVW�FRPPRQ�IHHGEDFN�LWHPV��DQG�LQFOXGHG�UHVSRQVHV�VXFK�DV��³,�WKRXJKW�Lt was 
H[FHOOHQW���$�JUHDW�OHDUQLQJ�WRRO�	�H[SHULHQFH´��³(DV\�WR�XVH´��³(DV\�DQG�TXLFN�DFFHVV�WR�IDFLOLW\�LQVSHFWLRQ´��
³)OH[LEOH�	�)UHHGRP�± QRW�UHVWULFWHG�WR�DFFHVV´��³$OWHUQDWH�PHWKRG�IRU�D�EXLOGLQJ�LQVSHFWLRQ�UHPRWHO\´��³(DVH�
and the fact that it was quiFNHU�WR�KDYH�D�ORRN�DQG�WDNH�QRWHV�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�WKH�QRUPDO�UXQQLQJ�DURXQG´��³5HIHU�
EDFN�WR�LW�LI�VRPHWKLQJ�LV�PLVVHG´��³7KH�YLVXDO�DLGH�LQVWHDG�RI�UHIHUULQJ�WR�SRZHUSRLQWV�RU�GRFXPHQWV�RQO\´� 
 
The negative issues related primarily (and importantly to this paper) to a virtual tour not being as effective as a 
UHDO�WRXU��IRU�H[DPSOH��³1RW�DEOH�WR�ORRN�LQ�HYHU\�QRRN�	�FUDQQLH�>sic�@��GHWDLO�´��³,�WKLQN�\RX�SLFN�XS�PRUH�LQ�
WKH�DFWXDO�WRXU´��³(DVLHU�WR�GHWHFW�IDXOWV�ZKHQ�ORRNLQJ�LQ�UHDO�OLIH´��7KLV�VHHPV�WR�LQGLcate that while the virtual 
inspection is useful in learning, it is likely to continue to be appropriate in combination with real-life/physical 
building inspections, regardless of the delivery cohort (on/offshore, etc.).  That is, at an appropriate point in the 
course, a real inspection could be available via teacher-industry cooperation to allow the full benefit of the 
simulation to be realised.  The tour could therefore provide preparation and/or repeated practice. 
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General learning and teaching issues were highlighted. Three students noted the need for some content direction 
EHIRUH�WKH�WRXU��SDUWLFXODUO\�LI�WKH\�KDGQ¶W�EHHQ�H[SRVHG�WR�LQVSHFWLRQ�WRXUV�EHIRUH�DQG�QHHGHG�RULHQWDWLRQ��)RU�
H[DPSOH��³IRU�SHRSOH�ZKR�KDYH�QRW�FRPSOHWHG�LQVSHFWLRQV�EHIRUH�LW�LV�GLIILFXOW�WR�NQRZ�ZKDW�WR�FRPPHQW�RQ´��³,�
think there would be greater value in talking about different types of inspections. Eg. OHS. Property condition ± 
OLIH�F\FOHV�	�PDLQWHQDQFH´��³(QDEOH�IHHGEDFN�RQ�DUHD¶V�WR�LQVSHFW�LI�QRW�XVH>G@�WR�WKLV�LQ�UROH´� 

Discussion 

Issues of equivalence and comparability of simulated practical learning versus alternate methods of learning are 
offered in the literature. For example, in a study involving learning electrical wiring by computer simulation 
(Liu and Su, 2011), it was found that students who used the simulations performed better than those accessing 
only lectures and demonstrations, and, compared to laboratories, simulations allow more time on task compared 
to set-up for actual experiments. The study also provided warnings, including that simulations may not provide 
the same level of irregularities as found in real-life scenarios, and that hints and supports should be available 
virtually instead of waiting for teacher feedback. This would apply to the Nicola Building Virtual Tour, in that 
the students who were perturbed by not having access to the same level of detail as an actual tour could be better 
supported by management of expectations of what can be achieved and offered feedback by direct teacher 
responses and/or access to a worked example to compare with own work (e.g., sample inspection report).  

The learning and teaching issue of prior knowledge raised in the findings remains an important one for future 
issues of on and offshore or local and distance equivalence. Simply assuming adequate prior knowledge for such 
simulations is no substitute for basic learner needs analyses. In noting problems in learning from early 
computer-based simulations, Stead (1990) cited work by cognitive psychologist Ausubel (1978) to acknowledge 
VLPXODWLRQV�ZHUH�RI�QR�YDOXH�³WR�WKRVH�ZLWK�QR�SULRU�NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKH�WRSLF�«�>DV�WKH\@�ZRXOG�EH�XQDEOH�WR�
interpret information from the simulation [as@�PHDQLQJIXO´��S�������)LQGLQJV�IURP�WKH�1LFROD�%XLOGLQJ�WULDO�
would indicate this is still the case. Other caution is IRXQG�LQ�6WHDG¶V�ZRUN�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�HTXLYDOHQFH�LQ�OHDUQLQJ�
experience, highlighting the need to embed the simulation in a complete learning activity, including the need for 
³WLPH�«�WR�SHUPLW�UHIOHFWLRQ�DQG�GLVFXVVLRQ´��S�������7KXV�SURYLGLQJ�D�UHPLQGHU�WKDW�VLPXODWLRQV�VKRXOGQ¶W�EH�
simply given to offshore/distance cohorts without adequate learning and teaching support structures in place. 

References 

Botterill, M. (2011). Harmonisation of onshore and offshore teaching supported by enterprise educational 
technologies. (Draft Report) EduTAG, RMIT University.  

Gopal, S., Palaskas, T., Richardson, J., & Smith, R. (2010). A model for achieving equivalence and 
FRPSDUDELOLW\�LQ�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ�FRXUVHV�RIIHUHG�WUDQVQDWLRQDOO\�E\�50,7¶V�&ROOHJH�RI�%XVLQHVV��,Q�&��+��
Steel, M.J. Keppell, P. Gerbic & S. Housego (Eds.), Curriculum, technology & transformation for an 
unknown future. Proceedings ascilite Sydney 2010 (pp.395-398). 
http://ascilite.org.au/conferences/sydney10/procs/Gopal-poster.pdf  

JISC (2004). Effective practice with e-learning. Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), from 
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/publications/effectivepracticeelearning.pdf 

Carrier, K. (2010). Perspectives on the Realities of Virtual Learning: Examining Practice, Commitment, and 
Conduct. In T. Kidd, T. & J. Keengwe (Eds.), Adult learning in the Digital age: Perspectives on online 
technologies and outcomes (pp. 23-31). Hershey, PA: Information Science Reference 

Liu, H-C. & Su, I-H. (2011). Learning residential wiring through computer simulation: The impact of computer-
based learning environments on student achievement and cognitive load. British Journal of Educational 
Technology, 42(4), 598-607. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8535.2009.01047.x

Palaskas, T., Gopal, S., Richardson, J., and Smith, R. (2010). Attaining sustainable assessment practice in 
Transnational Education by achieving equivalence and comparability. Paper presented at the ATN 
Assessment conference 2010, Sydney, from http://www.iml.uts.edu.au/pdfs/PALASKAS.pdf  

Stead, R. (1990). Problems with learning from computer-based simulations: a case study in economics. British 
Journal of Educational Technology, 21(2), 106-117. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8535.1990.tb00282.x 

Acknowledgements  
For their skilled work in designing and developing the Nicola Building Virtual Tour with the author, 
appreciation goes to Geoff Marchiori, Margund Sallowsky and Anna Galluzzo, RMIT University, Melbourne. 

http://ascilite.org.au/conferences/sydney10/procs/Gopal-poster.pdf
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/publications/effectivepracticeelearning.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8535.2009.01047.x
http://www.iml.uts.edu.au/pdfs/PALASKAS.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8535.1990.tb00282.x


Proceedings ascilite 2011 Hobart: Concise Paper 268 

Author contact details: 
Meg Colasante   meg.colasante@rmit.edu.au 

Please cite as: Colasante, M. (2011). Nicola Building Virtual Tour; Considering simulation in the equity of 
experience concept. In G.Williams, P. Statham, N. Brown, B. Cleland (Eds.), Changing Demands, Changing 
Directions. Proceedings ascilite Hobart 2011. (pp.263-268).  https://doi.org/10.14742/apubs.2011.1848

Copyright © 2011 Meg Colasante. 

The author(s) assign to ascilite and educational non-profit institutions, a non-exclusive licence to use this 
document for personal use and in courses of instruction, provided that the article is used in full and this 
copyright statement is reproduced. The author(s) also grant a non-exclusive licence to ascilite to publish this 
document on the ascilite web site and in other formats for the Proceedings ascilite Hobart 2011. Any other use 
is prohibited without the express permission of the author(s). 

mailto:meg.colasante@rmit.edu.au
https://doi.org/%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%94%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%93%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%91%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%94%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%97%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%9A%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%97%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%95%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%92%ED%AF%80%ED%B1%84%ED%AF%80%ED%B1%93%ED%AF%80%ED%B1%98%ED%AF%80%ED%B1%85%ED%AF%80%ED%B1%96%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%91%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%95%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%93%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%94%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%94%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%91%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%94%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%9B%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%97%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%9B

