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Summary 

This submission encompasses two parts. 

Part A Open Learning Australia

A brief outline of Open Learning Australia.

Part B Opportunities to improve current arrangements for education and training of nurses

Outlines the ways the use and refinement of an OLA model of flexibility, open access and financial support could improve current arrangements for education and training of nurses, particularly during employment and prior to a return to the workforce.  
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Part A: Open Learning Australia
Open Learning Australia (OLA) was established in 1993 as an initiative of the Commonwealth Government to make higher education more accessible by increasing openness and removing barriers to participation for those Australians who for reasons of location, educational background or personal circumstance are precluded from conventional university study.  

Today OLA is a successful proprietary company with a strong balance sheet operating in the deregulated and commercial sectors of the education market.  In 2000 the Company recorded a profit of $1.9m (refer OLA’s 2000 Annual Report).  

The Company is owned by:

· Curtin University of Technology

· Griffith University

· Macquarie University

· Monash University

· RMIT University

· Swinburne University of Technology

· University of South Australia.

OLA works with over 32 Australian universities and providers of vocational education to give learners access to a range of off-campus studies that can be credited towards formal qualifications in the fields of arts and humanities, business and commerce and the information technology and health and biological sciences.  Within this framework OLA markets courses, enrols students and collects fees while the academic institutions provide study materials and tuition.

The majority of OLA programs are in conventional distance education formats and often include television and radio segments broadcast by the ABC.  Newer programs, including health industry programs incorporate on-line learning and interactive computer based activities.  The implementation of an integrated e-business and on-line learning environment is at an advanced stage.

As Australia’s national broker of open and distance education OLA is popular with adult and second chance students for the relevance and flexible nature of its programs many of which bridge the divide between vocational and workplace oriented training and university education.  Public sector and industry clients view the company as a means of working with universities to access quality training that responds to enterprise requirements.

OLA has contributed to the openness and flexibility of the Australia’s tertiary education system by introducing a four semester timetable, achieving the mutual recognition of credit for entry level studies among its shareholders and other provider universities and removing entry requirements for subjects and students.  

OLA serves a broad base of Australians who for personal, work or economic reasons see off-campus study as a viable path to a first or higher qualification to enhance their employment prospects, or as a way of acquiring skills that enable them to either re-enter the workforce or take on new roles within the workforce.

About 40% of OLA’s undergraduate students study full-time and have access to a modified form of the Commonwealth’s deferred payment scheme.  The balance are part-time students who are denied access to the Commonwealth’s deferred payment scheme and accordingly pay fees directly to OLA.

OLA is widely viewed as an excellent example of universities working collaboratively to promote more effective approaches to teaching and learning and provide affordable and accessible education that is: 

· underpinned by the quality processes of the contributing education providers, and 

· supported by internal processes governing program selection and learner management.

PART B: Opportunities to improve current arrangements for education and training of nurses

Meeting Future Labour Force Needs for Nursing 

OLA contributes flexibly to overall Labour Force Needs in the following ways.

1. By providing access to units and programs on a national rather than regional basis

OLA currently manages over 600 units and provides a comprehensive coverage of many of the entry-level studies offered by universities.  Universities have the option of enrolling students in OLA subjects to enhance the range of studies, to overcome staffing difficulties or to assist students to catch-up or accelerate their program during the summer break. National Agglomeration of demand enables universities to access programs for their students that are not economically viable when delivered by their own institution. It enables universities to offer programs at times and at a frequency that would otherwise not be possible based on internal enrolment numbers.

2. Investment in interactive courseware with a workplace focus promotes effective teaching and learning

Among other courseware initiatives, OLA has established an strategic venturing partnership with the ABC that combines the talents of ABC producers and on-line specialists, the content and teaching skills of shareholder universities and the marketing and management abilities of OLA to produce innovative courseware that is at the leading edge of on-line technology.  These new generation learning applications develop a context for a particular profession and then draw upon this context to teach, illustrate and expand upon key principles. By helping students to link theory and with professional practice, they can be used to motivate students and improve the quality of learning. Quality materials support relevant learning with real-life orientation 

3. Removing barriers to participation
OLA was founded on the principle of removing barriers, including geographical and educational background ones, to participation.  

4. Providing the Support to ensure educational and training needs area addressed promptly

OLA deals directly on a day to day basis with a diverse range of student queries and problems. Trained Student advisers are available by e-mail fax or by telephone to assist students and prospective students. Our extensive website at http://www.ola.edu.au offers information about how to study, units and courses available and links to related resources. An on-line OLA Portal environment currently in development will provide, in addition to the existing Registration on-line feature, extensive delivery of courseware. The emphasis is on features that motivate students and foster independent learning and reflection.

5. Encouraging access to programs relevant to the updating of skills
The need in an increasingly global economy to frequently update job knowledge and skills. Overall, there is an increase the demand for quality learning programs that are vocationally relevant, flexibly packaged and delivered in a manner that is convenient to working adults.  This describes OLA’s profile of learners. OLA is experienced in managing programs and learners.

Interface between the Universities and the Health System

In a general economic environment that must address rapidly changing labour force requirements, employment patterns and education and training needs a number of issues that go beyond the accepted academic delivery for both conventional on-campus and distance delivery models are raised.

These include the need to:  

1. accommodate the presentational, content and administrative requirements of different organisations and stakeholders including the ability to interface to a range of personnel management, training approval and competency tracking systems. 

2. support a combination of educational experiences including workplace training and assessment, face-to-face presentations and distance study in a range of locations across Australia.

3. Provide the opportunity for educational and training pathways particularly ones that articulate with graduate level programs designed to meet the education requirements of senior managers and industry leaders.

There is a need for education and training that balances academic rigour, educational institutional priorities, public needs and industry needs.

Meeting the wishes of different organisations in terms of the form, content and reporting requirements of programs indicates the need for: 

· business-to-business integration, and 

· sophisticated approaches to knowledge management largely based upon open interchange and database standards

· sophisticated and flexible approaches to learning

· recognition that nurse education and training needs to be considered within the context of the overall health industry education and training needs.

OLA is adapting its business delivery  and support processes to meet these requirements.

Strategies to retain nurses in the workforce and to attract nurses back into the profession including aged care sector and regional areas.

Labour force retention and attraction is a complex issue and includes both personal and economic factors. However, the availability and accessibility of professional development and educational pathways are very significant factors.

Components of educational strategy that would assist in retention and attraction of nurses back to the profession include:

· Availability and accessibility to professional development, upgrading of qualifications and pathways for professional advancement within the health industry  throughout Australia.

· Recognition that adult learners in general and nurses in particular frequently combine work and home duties with study.

· The provision of flexible and distance delivery including the facilities of advanced technologies including the Internet. 

· Access to subsidised study and /or a flexible loans scheme study which recognises the reality of the need for part-time study and benefits nurses by removing the financial barriers to participation in further study prior to re-entry into the workforce and during their employment. Consideration of yearly credit to an individual professional development account for currently employed nursing staff, particularly in the aged care and regional areas, for use in designated approved programs is one way of facilitating access. There should be a recognition of the burden of HECs, or the OLA equivalent OLDPS, and associated costs.

· Recognition of and provision of programs that offer career enhancement and career pathways within the health industry.  There is a need for management education, which is relevant to the industry and recognises and builds on the skills and knowledge gained in professional life and provides. Flexible entry and exit points, and flexible delivery modes, which minimise, or even eliminate time out of the workplace or away from home, are essential.

· Recognition of the way professional development reduces professional isolation
· Provision of local support infrastructures. 

· Provision of closer integration between Continuing Education and tertiary education.
Options to Make a Nursing Career More Family Friendly

The recognition that nurses out of the profession frequently combine work and home duties with study and require accessible and flexible professional development and career advancement pathways is a key factor in making a nursing career more family friendly. Study options and financial support that is based on this recognition will assist in improving current arrangements for the education and training of nurses.

Further comment on the issues raised in OLA’s submission on the terms of reference of the Senate Community Affairs References Committee can be obtained from Ms J. Baker, Manager Strategic Projects, PO Box 18059, Collins Street East, Melbourne, Vic 8003 or by telephoning (03) 9903 8960.

Janet Baker, Manager Strategic Projects, Open Learning Australia, May 31, 2001. 
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