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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 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 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 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 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.  

It is also concerned with access and equity.   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 often to enhance their employment prospects.

The Company works in a deregulated market in which courses are priced on par with HECS-Band 1 ($425 per subject).  About 40% of OLA 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’s student body is growing at a rate of 10% per annum and exceeds 10,000 enrolled learners many of whom are combining work with study.  Growth is greatest in the part-time student body.  Quality surveys indicate that:

· 96% of the study body is generally satisfied with the service provided by OLA and its educational providers, and 

· 53% of the student body is very satisfied.

An analysis of re-enrolment patterns shows that 70% of students come to OLA to meet short term goals.  These include: 

· developing and honing academic skills and interests as a prelude to full-time on-campus study,

· accelerating or diversifying on-campus studies,

· acquiring relevant vocational knowledge, or 

· pursuing individual interests.  

The 30% of enrolled learners who continue their studies beyond a year have longer term educational objectives and go on to study a full stream or award offered through 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.

Contributing to Effectiveness, Flexibility and Diversity

OLA contributes to effectiveness and choice in Australian universities in the following ways.

1. Universities enrol students in OLA subjects

OLA 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.  OLA’s shareholder universities make use of this flexibility and Northern Territory University accesses OLA subjects to increase diversity.  

2. Interactive courseware promoting effective teaching and learning

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.  

The intention is to license the on-line courseware to educational institutions where, by helping students to link theory and with professional practice, they can be used to motivate students and improve the quality of learning.  

Accounting On-line is a key example of this approach.  The courseware package is designed for entry-level students and introduces the principles of bookkeeping as part of the activities of firms interacting in a business village.  These activities are amplified by the comments of professional accountants and regulators.  Other products are being developed in business communications and psychology.  

3. Removing barriers to participation

OLA was founded on the principle of removing barriers to participation.  Where prerequisites to subjects are specified these are generally a guide to learners.  In addition, the Company offers a range of studies such as preliminary mathematics and essay writing aimed at preparing people for higher education.  For indigenous Australians, OLA has developed (in collaboration with indigenous academics) a study stream that provides a unique perspective on indigenous culture and indigenous ways of knowing.  This stream will soon become part of a formal qualification in Indigenous Studies.

Private Funding and Market Behaviour

OLA began life in 1993 as an outcome of the Commonwealth’s TV Open Learning Pilot.  Through its formative years it benefited from Commonwealth subsidies.  These ceased in 1997 and  since that time it has steadily grown to the point that it is both a sustainable and profitable enterprise that contributes resources and know-how to the higher education sector.

OLA is clearly an avenue through which universities participate in the deregulated and commercial sectors of the education market.  The academic processes of the individual universities regulate the quality of OLA programs and these are equal in all respects to equivalent on-campus programs.

OLA’s main focus is on the 200,000 Australians who commence undergraduate study as adults.  This is a segment of the higher education market in which OLA has a strong position and meets about 10% to 15% of the demand.  The Company also offers a range of graduate programs and vocational training programs.

While the proportion of working adults participating in higher education is expected to remain stable over the next few decades, the amount of time they devote to study is likely to increase due to the:

· expansion of job opportunities for skilled graduates,

· inclusion of training packages in workplace agreements, and

· need in an increasingly global economy to frequently update job knowledge and skills. 

The net effect is likely to be an increase in 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.  It also encompasses the vision of a knowledge driven economy expressed in recent policy statements by the major political parties.

OLA sees that it can advance the national objective of an internationally competitive industry supported by a skilled workforce by introducing industry programs that provide a pathway from frontline management to advanced management training at a graduate level.  OLA is taking a significant position as a broker of both the Public Service Training Package (PSTP) and Frontline Management Training Package (FMI).  At the graduate level it is introducing programs in health industry management and public sector management.

Building on its success with adult learners OLA plans to strengthen its position in the corporate training and professional upgrade markets.  This requires a level playing field in which OLA can compete on equal terms with other providers 

In the interest of providing a fully open and flexible educational package that responds to the needs of adult learners it is important to review the application of the Open Learning Deferred Payment Scheme.  OLDPS is a modified form of HECS that is available to OLA undergraduate students who undertake the equivalent of a full-time load.  

The first point to make is that the present scheme excludes vocational and postgraduate students.  Adult learners over their working life engage in a range of studies that span the traditional divides between vocational, undergraduate and postgraduate education.  One loans scheme that applies to all three levels of study would benefit students by removing the financial barriers to participation.  This suggestion is consistent with the Commonwealth Government’s decision to make loans equivalent of HECS available to postgraduate students.

The scheme also needs to recognise that adult learners frequently combine work and home duties with study.  For these people full-time study is not an option nor is it likely to lead to successful occupational or academic outcomes.  For some the requirement to pay upfront fees may delay or preclude study.  

The consequence of limiting ODLPS to full-time students is that as a group OLA students are at a disadvantage compared with their university counterparts.  The extent of the disadvantage is evident in the fact that 60% of OLA students pay upfront fees compared with 26% of undergraduate students enrolled directly with universities (Higher Education Report for 2001-2003 Triennium, DETYA, p101).

There appears to be little reason why the deferred payment provisions for OLA students should not be relaxed to accommodate the circumstances of part-time students by allowing ODLPS to be claimed on a fractional or per subject basis.  

Meeting Industry and Corporate Requirements

In corporate training there are a number of issues that go beyond the accepted distance delivery models.  These include the need to:  

1. accommodate the presentational, content and administrative requirements of different organisations 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. articulate with graduate level programs designed to meet the education requirements of senior managers and industry leaders. 

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.  

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

OLA is actively addressing the support requirements of programs (particularly ANTA training packages) at a regional level.  It is working with the community of Maryborough (Queensland) to define an approach that encompasses the accreditation of local training centers and facilitators, the tailoring of programs to reflect regional and client needs and the delivery of training to client groups.

Regional Economies

The decision to work with the community of Maryborough/Wide Bay was based on the perception that access to quality training programs while important for the growth of regional industry also brought wider benefits to the community.  For example a well regarded program that provides exposure to international and Australian best practice can contribute to efficiency and exports while also addressing the drift of youth and workers to the cities to seek experience and opportunity.  These views were reinforced by discussions with community leaders.

The experience that OLA is building from the initiative indicates that new approaches are required to the structure and support of training programs.  The focus on individual firms that applies in urban Australia needs to be broadened to embrace a whole of industry concept.  By forming networks of primary producers, transport operators, service providers and processing plants it becomes possible to:

· establish a supply chain approach to industry training,

· seek overall improvements in production and export performance, and 

· achieve viable learning groups.

Further comment on the issues raised in OLA’s submission on the terms of reference of the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Educations 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.

J.A Beck

Chief Executive Officer

March 2001
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