
 

 

 

Case Study:  

The University of Western Sydney trials ubiquitous internet access for 

students with Acer technology 

The University of Western Sydney is one of Australia's largest tertiary education institutions with six 

campuses across the Greater Western Sydney region.  The campuses, located in Bankstown, 

Blacktown, Campbelltown, Hawkesbury, Parramatta and Penrith offer a variety of courses ranging 

from undergraduate level through to doctorate in a wide range of disciplines including Law, 

Medicine, Mathematics and Engineering, Science, Business, Psychology and Teaching and Education. 

As the pedagogical aspects of technology use have become more complex over the years, the 

University has faced unique IT challenges when providing their students with the necessary 

infrastructure and skills to prepare them for the workforce.  From a desire to better incorporate the 

benefits of technology in their teaching methods and better prepare beginning teachers for a 

contemporary ICT enabled school learning environments, the University, through the School of 

Education, approached Acer Australia to assist in their Next Practice strategy and in particular the  

“Next Practice: Ubiquitous Access Pilot” program. 

Creating new learning experiences 

The overall planning, pedagogical 

approaches and the research aspects of the 

pilot were developed by a steering 

committee including the Dean, the PVC 

Teaching and Learning, academics from each 

of the three major pre-service teacher 

educations courses (Early Childhood, 

Primary and Secondary) and supported by 

Professional staff including the School 

Manager, the School’s Technical and 

Facilities Manager and staff from the UWS Information and Technologies Services Team including 

the Associate Director, Information Technology Services. 

Shane Wharton, School Manager, School of Education for the University of Western Sydney, was a 

project lead endorsing the requirements to allow the School and the University to pilot ubiquitous 

online access and associated collaborative technologies, infrastructure, software and practice and to 

build the capabilities of both teaching staff and students in the classroom management and 



pedagogical practices in a technology rich teaching environment. The pilot program was designed to 

give students access to the Internet anywhere and at any time and would provide an opportunity to 

research the pedagogical aspects of using the technology within the School and its impact on 

beginning teachers. 

It was anticipated that as a result of this pilot UWS students would have a superior experience with 

contemporary technology and practice in school education. This would reflect such practices 

associated with the Digital Education Revolution (DER) where all Y9 to Y12 students have been 

provided with personal mobile computers. With ubiquitous access at a University level, the benefits 

of the DER would continue into tertiary education with a forward momentum gearing students for 

better success when they enter the workforce.  

The pilot provided the University with the opportunity to assess their own practices and reflect on 

how constant access to technology could be used to improve the way their units were conducted 

and taught. It would also enable a close investigation of the challenges of meeting the technological 

needs of their students with a real world road test. Using this data, the University could then 

formulate an effective strategy for rolling out new access programs in the future.  The program 

would also lead to insights on ICT infrastructure needs as well as the support and training 

requirements for both teachers and students. 

Partnering with Acer Australia 

The University through the Greater 

Western Sydney Alliance approached 

Acer Australia to partner in the program 

with specific requirements on the 

technology they were hoping to pilot 

with their students.  After careful 

consideration and a requirements 

workshop it was decided that to give the 

project the best chance for success, the 

students would be provided with a 

powerful notebook which they could use 

over the course of their final year of study. The University spent some time considering the 

requirements of the devices and decided they would need a lightweight compact notebook, 

powerful enough to handle productivity tasks while being reliable. They selected on the Acer Aspire 

1830T running an Intel Core i5-520UM 1.06Ghz processor with 4GB of PC3-8500 RAM. It was chosen 

because it was larger and more powerful than a Netbook but small and light enough to be highly 

portable with a sturdy build quality that will stand up to frequent travel use. Importantly this model 

also supported an internal 3G data SIM. 

The University purchased 100 notebooks from Acer Australia which they distributed to three tutorial 

groups of students enrolled in one or other of the three major pre-service teacher education 

courses; Early Childhood, Primary and Secondary. At the end of the pilot program the students 

would be given the opportunity to purchase the notebooks at a highly reduced price of only $180 or 

return them at no cost.  Each notebook was 3G wireless internet enabled through a second 



partnership with Telstra using the Telstra Next-G network. Students were able to use the Acer 

notebook and the Telstra data network at no cost during the period of the pilot. 

Preparing for the pilot launch 

While the University already had Internet access in place, the School felt that there needed to be 

additional Wi-Fi coverage, capacity and speed to support connection.   

“We wanted to prepare ourselves at many different levels for a situation where all our students 

might have access to their own connected device”, said Mr Wharton, “This includes infrastructure 

issues such as Wi-Fi capacity, the bandwidth requirements students might typically desire from a 3G 

connection, what software they would choose to use for their own study, personal productivity and 

use with their students while on the professional experience placements.” 

In the lead up to the launch of the pilot, the University conducted research to assess its current 

infrastructure and the upgrades necessary to give the project the best chance of success.  Existing 

campus Wi-Fi access was upgraded in density and capacity around nominated tutorial rooms and 

specific social areas to allow easy connection to the University provided Internet access.  Outside of 

the University, students would rely on the Telstra 3G access or their own Internet in the home.  The 

pilot was conducted with students from the Bankstown and Kingswood campuses and the upgrades 

were performed at those locations to allow for sufficient concurrent access by minimum 30 students 

at a time. The School also provided 1st level technical support for academics and kept records of any 

challenges that arose for studying at the conclusion of the pilot.   

Acer notebooks as a learning tool 

During the course of the pilot program, the students used the Acer Aspire 1830T in a wide variety of 

ways. Since each group of students was studying to enter a different segment of education, their 

individual usage was determined by their curriculum and the schools where they conducted off-site 

professional experience placements. 

In the classroom and on campus, the students used the notebooks to access course notes, research 

online and access library resources.  They were also able to work on assignments quickly and 

efficiently while collaborating and coordinating with other students. 

Baby Marquez, a student studying Early Childhood 

Education commented, “In my personal time 

studying I would access vUWS (university e-

learning site) and the UWS website. I would go 

onto the library website and find books, look for 

academic literature sources I could use for my 

assignments and I also used Facebook to 

communicate with other students to discuss 

aspects of our assignments as well.” 

 

During their work placements, the students encountered a number of situations and challenges that 

they were able to overcome with the use of their Acer notebook.  The most common advantage of 



having the notebook on hand was its easy integration with the interactive whiteboard systems that 

are commonly found in Primary and Secondary schools.  The devices allowed them to prepare and 

refine lessons, which they then went on to present. The School of Education also provide a range of 

software to support students involved in the pilot including software to use the interactive 

whiteboards. 

For the Early Childhood Education students, the connected notebook was a highly valuable asset due 

to the fact that many Early Childhood centres don’t have student access to the Internet. By having 

access on their notebooks, they were able to be responsive to children’s interests by instantly 

finding related web-based information such as videos, maps, graphics and text to foster literacy, 

numeracy and collaborative learning.  

“Sometimes you approach situations where you find a teachable moment and you want to be able 

to use that moment in your teaching so as to not forget about the actual importance of the 

interaction and what they've learnt”, said Ms Marquez, “You want to build on to it by using that 

spontaneous moment. It gives you a good opportunity to actually access websites and look up 

YouTube videos to learn more about what the children are interested in.” 

Another student, Melissa Woolfrey added, “I used 

it a lot to catch up on work, observations and 

typing up documents. It was always in my handbag 

and whenever I had free time I would go on it and 

do work and access the internet as it was quite 

easy.”  

 

She also remarked that in terms of time 

management, the notebook was particularly 

valuable as it was able to be used at times when a 

teacher would usually be idle, especially when the children were focused on their class work.   

A fellow student, Nikolina Mabic echoed these 

comments saying that she used the notebook 

on breaks to write course programming and 

reflect on what she was learning at her work 

experience placement. "Instead of writing it on 

paper, I did it straight away into a document", 

she said.  

“I think every teacher should have a little 

notebook, or something that is easy to access 

where they can program, where they can plan, 

access the internet, evaluate, look up activities, communicate with other people effectively and on 

the spot so it is definitely a big bonus to have something like this,” she continued. 

The results of the pilot program 



At the conclusion of the program, students were asked to attend a feedback session where they 

filled out questionnaires about their experiences and participated in discussions. The response was 

overwhelmingly positive with the students commenting that by using the Acer Aspire 1830T, they 

were given an opportunity to expand the ability to learn and alleviate many challenges facing 

students.  

Daily travel became a chance to study for some students and one student told of a time when she 

worked on an assignment in a park while the rest of the family went to the beach. Without access to 

her notebook she would have had to miss out on the trip altogether. The most common feedback 

was an expression of gratitude that their personal productivity was enhanced with the use of specific 

software packages and constant access to web tools, resources and the University online learning 

management systems. For some, this was the first time they had ever had access to their own 

computer. 

“The response from students was thankfulness that they were able to participate and have access to 

technology for their studies” said Shane Wharton, “Many felt they had had new learning 

opportunities. Some felt that the access to technology allowed them to work in new ways and 

supported better study opportunities. Some students demanded even more processing power- 

others where happy with what they used.” 

The University also learnt a great deal about how they can better integrate technology into the 

learning experience.  While the students were given opportunities to use the notebooks in the 

tutorials, the interconnectivity between the Lecturer, Tutor and technology was variable. The 

students also found that while they had access to a good number of programs on the notebook, 

there were some packages they had little knowledge about and would have liked further instruction 

on. Although some students took the view that this presented opportunities for collaborative and 

shared learning. 

“It was interesting to allow our students access to the notebooks in their tutorial groups. This meant 

that some tutors who weren’t part of the initial planning for the pilot were presented with an 

opportunity that they probably needed more time to consider than was available”, said Mr Wharton, 

“We need to proactively consider how ubiquitous access can be used to improve our units and 

courses to allow for even more ICT enabled learning and maximise the opportunities this presents 

for the students. Some students wanted more explicit teaching of particular software, others, 

interestingly, were very happy with the collaborative efforts that allowed them to gain new 

knowledge, skills and understanding of what various software allowed them to do differently in their 

own teaching.” 

Moving forward, issues such as these will be addressed and other options for technology will also be 

assessed. The pilot was not “immaculately conceived” and the School will evolve their practices 

based on the experiences and the lessons learned. 

The School of Education, on behalf of the participating staff and students, has expressed its thanks 

to Acer for their end-to-end assistance during the Pilot. Acer provided flexibility in service, training 

and support. Acer provided technical solutions, created standard images and provided ongoing 

technical assistance. This was delivered side by side with extremely high levels client support. 



Acer also made financial contribution to the overall pilot project. 

The challenge for both Acer and the School of Education is to take what we have learnt during our 

partnership and craft the next steps in our strategy to enhance learning. 

The School of Education Website: 

http://www.uws.edu.au/education/soe 

Video Case study: 

http://www.mobilecentre.com.au/watch-video/oW6A-Ib2K7U/TelstraEnterprise/telstra-case-study-

university-of-western-sydney-uws.html 

GSMA Case Study: 

The GSMA (Global System for Mobile Association) is London based and represents the interests of 

mobile operators worldwide. Spanning more than 220 countries, the GSMA unites nearly 800 of the 

world’s mobile operators with more than 230 companies in the broader mobile ecosystem, including 

handset makers, software companies, equipment providers and Internet companies, as well as 

organisations in industry sectors. 

GSMA was interested in publishing a case study in that our pilot fitted neatly with a meta study on 

mobile communications in industry and education. 

http://www.gsma.com/connectedliving/resources?project=mEducation 
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