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Dear Mr Carter

Please find attached a submission from Open Learning Australia (OLA) to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee’s Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation.

OLA would welcome the opportunity to appear before the Committee or answer any questions the Committee may wish to ask concerning the content of the submission, related higher education questions or Open Learning Australia itself. My contact details are, by telephone at 03 99038902 and by email at stuart.hamilton@ola.edu.au 

In the meantime, if further information or documentary material about OLA itself is required do not hesitate to contact Janet Baker, Manager Strategic Projects at OLA on 03 99038960 or at janet.baker@ola.edu.au.  She will be happy to provide the Committee relevant information.

OLA looks forward to assisting the valuable work of the Senate and the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee in this significant inquiry.

Yours sincerely,
Stuart Hamilton AO
Chief Executive Officer

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee
 

Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation
 

Summary
 

As a reflection of national policy addressing national needs, the higher education funding and regulatory legislation should ensure that an affordable higher education to a Bachelor degree level, is available to all Australians. A viable open access higher education alternative such as Open Learning Australia (OLA), supported by initiatives that develop the culture and reality of lifelong learning, is a significant contributor to such a vision.
 

FEE-HELP as it applies to higher education learners who choose to study through OLA and access government student loans assistance is a major step towards overcoming the financial restraints now confronting Open Learning Australia students, but there is one significant caveat. The proposed additional 3.5% real interest rate is an unwelcome burden on disadvantaged students and mars a significant advance. Whatever the arguments for such an interest rate for full-fee paying on-campus students they do not apply to the body of OLA students.   
OLA recommends that, whatever occurs with FEE-HELP generally, the changes to the rules for the Open Learning Deferred Payment Scheme which flow from the proposed incorporation within FEE-HELP (no co-payment, availability to part-time students, no arbitrary time schedules or limits and a dollar cap) be implemented, but no real interest rates be applied to repayments. 

Support for community based initiatives to develop a learning culture would further enhance the potential of OLA student access to FEE-HELP in developing skilled, confident and knowledgeable Australians. 
  
 

Background
 

Open Learning Australia (OLA) (see Attachment A) is a unique institution within the Australian higher education environment. It allows allowing anyone able to pay the fees to access higher education. There are no pre-requisites or entry requirements,  there are no limits on places and there is opportunity to obtain a mainstream degree from seven Australian Universities. Some Australian students have access to a Commonwealth Government loans scheme, Open Learning Deferred Payment Scheme (OLDPS) which allows them to defer part of their fees and make repayments through the taxation system; but restrictions on access to OLDPS are currently a significant barrier to access to OLA programs for many students.
 

OLA will be restricting its comments on the Government's proposed budget changes to higher education and the underlying principles, to aspects about which it has relevant experience and expertise. It will focus on Learning Entitlements, lifelong learning principles and equity and student access issues. It will also comment on alternative policy and funding options for the higher education sector which if implemented would assist in the development of a learning culture and underpin pathways to learning.  
The comments on the underlying principles are therefore incorporated in the three terms of reference of the inquiry to which it is specifically responding.
         The financial impact on students. 
         The provision of fully funded university places, including provision for labour market needs, skills shortages and regional equity, and the impact of the ‘learning entitlement’. 

         Alternative policy and funding options for the higher education and public research sectors 
The principles of the proposed higher education and regulatory legislation 
 

OLA’s analysis of the proposed higher education and funding legislation suggests that there are a number of significant underlying principles. These principles are listed in two categories below. The first category includes those principles where OLA has a relevant contribution. 
The second category covers areas about which OLA will not be contributing to the debate. 
 

Underlying Principles 
OLA’s analysis of the proposals suggests there are the following underlying principles which are relevant to OLA’s role in the higher education sector: 
         Higher education contributes to national objectives for a productive and motivated population.
         Australia needs to develop a learning culture.
         As part of developing a learning culture, Australians have a Learning Entitlement of up to five years equivalent full-time study (ten years part-time) for supported higher education.
         Students are expected to make a significant financial contribution to funding that study.
         There is a commitment to increasing access by under-represented groups.  The proposed Commonwealth Learning Scholarships and equity initiatives and the widening of existing government loans schemes PELS and OLDPS support this approach. 
         Students are expected to make satisfactory progress in order to retain their Learning Entitlement.  
         Higher education institutions have flexibility with fee charging for government supported places within a designated range.
         The nation can achieve better educational outcomes and improve collection of information on those outcomes (e.g. collection rates, inter-institutional transfers). 
 

Principles on which OLA will not be commenting
         There is a commitment to expanding the presence of fee paying undergraduate students at publicly funded universities. This includes offering the opportunity for all undergraduate students to access a government supported loans scheme. 
         Barriers to private higher education providers are to be relaxed. Students choosing private higher education providers (subject to a range of quality and accountability criteria) are entitled to access a government supported loans scheme. 
         The government considers changes are needed in higher education governance and industrial relations. 
 

OLA as the Forerunner of ‘Learning Entitlements’ 
The principle of developing a national learning culture supported by a Learning Entitlement of five years equivalent full –time study for all eligible Australians is an admirable objective. It moves away from the idea that there should be a rationing of entitlements to the right of initial access. It encompasses continued support once success is achieved. 
Open Learning Australia as the national open access provider is the forerunner of the principle of higher education Learning Entitlements for all Australians.   
OLA studies have, since 1993,provided flexible open access to higher education and are of particular relevance to 
 

         Adult learners, particularly in early career or in career transition, who need to combine work and study.
         Learners whose personal background mean they are unable to access conventional study pathways.
         Remote and regional learners.
         School leavers unable to access higher education.
· Learners, particularly women wishing to combine study with family responsibility, significant numbers lacking entrance requirements for conventional university access.

Access to higher education through OLA is presently supported by a Loans Scheme, Open Learning Deferred Payment Scheme (OLDPS). The scheme is subject to restrictive conditions which act as a barrier to full participation. 
 

Impact of the proposed legislation on OLA students
The proposed revision of OLDPS as part of FEE-HELP is a major step towards overcoming financial restraints confronting Open Learning Australia students, with one significant caveat. 
However, if potential of Learning Entitlements is to be maximized consideration needs also to be given to motivating and assisting people from regional Australia and others with disadvantaged backgrounds. Ways of doing this through Learning Centres and building a national culture for learning are discussed later.
The financial impact on students 
 

OLA recognizes that access to financial support for higher education is fundamental to an educated nation. This is particularly true of the range of students who see Open Learning Australia’s deregulated offerings as the higher education pathway of choice. 
An Equitable Loans Scheme?
Access to an equitable loans scheme is a fundamental requirement for many OLA students. 

An equitable loans scheme 

         allows eligible students to borrow up to the limit of the tuition fee charged by their higher education institution

         recognizes the contribution that postgraduate education is making as part of the national investment in education, training and skills development

         recognizes that postgraduate education is increasingly mandatory for career entry or early career development or advancement  at a time of increasing family commitment

         recognizes that low-income mature-age people who would wish study  to improve employment  prospects receive around $80 a week less in benefits than if they are receiving unemployment benefits.
 

         recognizes that assistance for many jobless families actually falls during the teenage years. This adds to pressure to get work, however temporary, and opt out of an education that could provide a better route out of poverty in the long run.  
         recognizes the additional burden imposed by the proposed additional 3.5% interest rate and retain  only Consumer Price Index (CPI)  indexation as is currently the case for both the Postgraduate Education Loans Scheme (PELS) and OLDPS.

         recognizes, in structure of income dependent repayments, the demands on the lower income earner, particularly in early career

         facilitates innovative programs which enable disadvantaged students, particularly in regional and remote areas, to access pathways to higher education  

A loans scheme that addresses access and equity in the availability of higher education and lifelong learning, should 
 

· Be available to cover the full cost of studying (including library costs, invigilation and any fee-paying services which would contribute to optimum outcomes e.g. tuitional assistance, work placements or practicums). 

· Allow students to choose pathway and patterns of study (including part-time, accelerated study, combined university/secondary study, double degrees) that match individual needs. 

         Provide a realistic cover of lifetime study requirements. 

         Provide a realistic allowance for student failure at the commencement of studies. 

 

 

Characteristics of Proposed Loans Scheme (FEE-HELP)
 

The Revised Loans Scheme (FEE-HELP) as it would apply to OLA students represents in all but one respect a major advance. It will mean: 
 

· The current requirement for an up-front co-payment will be ended. 

          Both full and part time students will receive financial support for the full costs of course fees. This is of particular significance to early career learners, learners with family responsibilities, school leavers, and senior secondary students undertaking OLA studies as a  preparation for and pathway into university life. Faster achievements of life and career goals will be possible.

· Students will be able to tailor their study progress to their individual needs in a choice of an accelerated, part time or a full time capacity.  The current arbitrary timetable will be abolished. This will be of particular benefit in the commencement of studies, ensuring greater potential for successful completion of studies as learners acquire the skills for academic success.

         There will be a financial (maximum of $50,000) rather than unit limitation to government support, allowing students to complete double degrees and postgraduate studies. Learners are able to continue their lifelong learning through their higher education pathway of choice into the postgraduate area. Postgraduate education is increasingly required for career progress even for those in early career development. The growth of part-time work and increased casualisation of the workforce places economic pressure has made up-front fees onerous.

· Students will be able to combine up-front and deferred payment in any given Study Period. This allows  learners to respond to their economic situation. 

         Financial support will be  available for additional fee-paying services (work placements and practicums) or additional services which would contribute to optimum performance (tuitional assistance).

         Learners with low-income levels will be able to access programs which may have been unavailable due to financial circumstances. 
 

However, the different interest rate regimes that are proposed for HECS-HELP and FEE-HELP would impose an unnecessary burden on disadvantaged students and acts as a deterrent to the take-up of higher education. For OLA students this is a retrograde step compared with OLDPS which is subject to the same repayment conditions as HECS. 
 

The provision of fully funded university places, including provision for labour market needs, skills shortages and regional equity, and the impact of the ‘learning entitlement’.
 

OLA has made a significant contribution in responding to labour market needs, skills shortages and regional equity. Its open access policy and flexibility in terms of numbers, study schedule and delivery enable it to respond directly to demand.
 

An amended FEE-HELP provision for OLA students and support for learning support through university access centres (see below) will expand the contribution it has to make.  
 

 

Alternative policy and funding options for the higher education and public research sectors
 

Lifelong Learning as a National Goal
 

The development of a learning culture as a national goal including fostering lifelong learning is a significant issue for Australia. Flexible access to all forms of learning including higher education to address different personal and career development needs and the effects of structural changes in the economy and workplace changes is required.
 

As discussed earlier, the proposed revision of the existing loans scheme (OLDPS) for students who choose OLA as a pathway to higher education goes a considerable way to the recognition of the principles of such life long learning. OLA’s open access policy already allows both freedom of choice and responsiveness to an individual’s learning needs in a broad range of areas. 
 

However, policy and funding options must recognize that higher education is not a tangible pathway for significant sections of the Australian community. In order for higher education to be a community and individual goal there needs to a be a recognition of its value. Higher education needs to be a visible presence in communities. There needs to be access to support. There needs to be ways of engendering pride, understanding potential and provision of pathways to achieve that potential.  

 

Many young people from regional areas and disadvantaged backgrounds do not have models of successful higher education achievement. They do not have an understanding of the demands or the rewards of advanced study. They are unaware of how it can be accessed. There are perceived barriers stopping access.
 

Many learners considering or undertaking higher education in a flexible mode do not have easy access to learning support, mentoring and appropriate infrastructure and resources. 
 

The financial burdens of higher education loom significantly larger as a consequence. They act as a further deterrent to commencement and continuation of higher education studies.
 

Raising Perception and Acceptance of Higher Education 
 

Development of a national learning culture requires raising the perception and acceptance of higher education. OLA’s experience working with communities and with other organizations which share the similar objectives suggest community based and managed university access centres can make a significant contribution. 
 

Equally, addressing the needs of high achievers, developing models of success, and the establishment of patterns of aspiration is part of the answer to low secondary retention rates and transition to higher education. This is particularly true in regional and remote areas.
 

Successful pilot programs using OLA higher education units in senior secondary schools enabling Year 12 students to complete a university unit and to participate in special orientation programs in university life are already established and are making a difference.
 

Support for such students through FEE-HELP and community scholarships, and administrative support for participating institutions would enable the proliferation of the model.  
 

Learning Centres
 

Accessing flexibly provided learning also imposes significant demands on students whether they be senior secondary students, school leavers or mature age learners. 
 

OLA is currently working to facilitate the development of a network of distributed university access Learning Centres.  This includes collaboration with existing learning nodes and centres. Viability, especially in smaller centres is premised on working with existing  educational centres and institutions and other relevant organizations to establish  Learning Precincts.
 

Learning Centres need to be community ‘owned’ and managed  
 

The following factors contribute to success:
 

· Programs of local relevance and addressing local needs.

· A viable joint occupancy of the Learning Centre.

· Flexibility in use of space and infrastructure.

· Relevant to a range of age groups.

· Visible and diverse occupancy.

· Access to technology.

· Resources for study and research.

· Community group participation.

         Co-location with existing educational organizations. 

 

A Learning Centre should become an exemplar of lifelong learning in its delivery and in its structure.  
 

OLA and Learning Centres
 

OLA’s vision of its role in supporting and promoting the role of university access Learning Centres is one of working with suitable partners particularly at the community level to enhance the role of education and lifelong learning and to support pathways to appropriate education solutions. It is not a vision of establishing single purpose centres.
 

University access Learning Centres should provide supportive environments to

         Access support for a range of programs.

         Develop supportive peer groups. 

         Access infrastructure and resources which support learning and studies. 

         Access academic support services. 

         Access tuitional support in key entry level units. 

         Access advice about academic pathways.

         Access mentor support for degree programs, both face-to-face or though the use of technology.  
 

University access Learning Centres in regional and remote areas, supporting OLA and other flexible higher education alternatives, particularly when co-located with existing learning organizations:

         Provide models of higher education achievement in the community. 

         Raise the presence and profile of higher education. 

  

· Address the travel and accommodation barriers for students. 

         Provide a pathway into higher education for those who for reasons of location, educational background or personal circumstance are precluded from conventional university study. 

         Enable flexible response to educational need. 
 

As institutions will, under the proposed changes, need to closely monitor intake, attrition rates and course transfers information from tracking should be used to assist study planning and transition activities. 
 

University access Learning Centres could facilitate this for
 

         The senior years of secondary education.
         Early school leavers.
         Mature age workers.
         Transition programs.
 

Ideally, such Centres collaborate with any higher education transition programs within the senior secondary sector.
 

University Access Learning Centres and Flexibility
 

Under the proposed higher education and regulatory legislation there is strong central planning and checking envisaged on one hand combined with a call for the university sector to respond to student and community demand at the same time. Marginally funded places are phased out but replacement places are subject to Commonwealth priorities and labour market talks with the states. As a result converted places may not be allocated to the institutions that lose places. Such institutions may have been responding to community demand in the offering of those places.
 

Proposed central allocation of the subsidized student places (eligible for HECS-HELP) by discipline may force universities to be less responsive to student demand than at present. The fact that over enrolment and under-enrolment for regulated places will be more heavily penalized limits university flexibility particularly in responding to short term needs.
 

OLA recognizes that the organization has a significant role in smoothing out access to a range of disciplines. In a number of universities it already has a significant role in enabling universities to continue to offer choice (NTU and Curtin) in a flexible and responsive way.
 

Expansion of university access Learning Centres would widen such a role.
 

Commonwealth support for existing centres and the expansion of the network within existing community and educational frameworks would address a significant gap within the provision of higher education. 
 

Conclusion 
 

OLA considers that, as a reflection of national policy addressing national needs, the higher education funding and regulatory legislation should 
 

· Ensure that an affordable higher education is available to all Australians (OLA is full-fee paying but is more than comparable to current HECS based places on campus or through campus. based distance education  and will remain competitive with FEE-HELP based places).

· Continue to provide significant additional university places through its support of an open access alternative.

· Support a significant competitor to other full-fee paying courses as a restraint on uncompetitive fee increases.

         Support initiatives that support the development of role models.

· Develop a culture and reality of lifelong learning, community learning support and access.

         Embed the reality of higher education within all communities and regions however remote or disadvantaged. 

 

FEE-HELP as it applies to higher education learners who choose to study through OLA and access government financial assistance therefore provides some significant advance on the existing loans scheme. It places them in a more equitable position to students choosing other higher education pathways. It provides significant opportunities for Australians to undertake higher education at pace and in form that is applicable to their personal, workplace and life needs. It supports the principle that current levels of income should not be a barrier to loans assistance and ensures that quality education is not the preserve of the well to do and those able to easily access on-campus studies. 

The proposed additional 3.5% interest rate is however an unwelcome burden on disadvantaged students and mars a significant advance. Whatever the arguments for such an interest rate for full-fee paying on-campus students and in relation to top-up fees, they do not apply to OLA students.   
OLA recommends that, whatever occurs with FEE-HELP generally, the changes to the rules for the Open Learning Deferred Payment Scheme which flow from the proposed incorporation within FEE-HELP (no co-payment, availability to part-time students, no arbitrary time schedules or limits and dollar cap) be implemented, but no real interest rates be applied to repayments. In the case of real interest rates applying, such debts should be eligible for repayment through the tax system before any debts which are cost-of-living adjusted only.

Support for community based initiatives to develop a learning culture would further enhance the potential of OLA student access to FEE-HELP in developing skilled, confident and knowledgeable Australians. 
  
 

 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.  It has 14,000 students currently enrolled and over 60,000 since its beginning.
 

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 30 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 video support and audio material. In some cases the latter is broadcast by the ABC.  Newer programs, including postgraduate health industry and information management programs, incorporate on-line learning and interactive computer based activities. The implementation of an integrated e-business and on-line learning environment known as the OLA Learning Portal is at an advanced stage.
The OLA Learning Portal is an on-line environment in which students, prospective students, academic and enterprise partners can:
        Access information about the company and its programs
        Register in programs
        Review academic progress
        Interact with colleagues
        Engage in learning activities
As part of the OLA Learning Portal Open Learning Australia provides a range of Discussion Forums and associated Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) for students and prospective students.
The Discussion Forums include:
         Portal Members Forum 
         OLA Members Forum 
         Study Groups 
Other Study Skills support is provided.
Contributions to the Higher Education Sector
 

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 ($435 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 14,000 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. 

 

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.
 

 

 

PAGE  
20

