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Summary 

This submission encompasses two parts. 

Part A: Preamble

A brief outline of Open Learning Australia and the company’s activities in providing education and training services to the APS.

Part B 

· Open Learning Australia’s experience and perception of devolved arrangements for training

· Commentary and ideas about employment and career opportunities for young people

· Training and career opportunities for APS employees in regional areas

Outlines the ways in which Open Learning Australia believes nationally consistent, high quality learning can be best delivered to the APS and how the APS can in turn make a direct contribution to the development of improved educational and career opportunities in regional areas and to the national intellectual product of Australia.
Part A

Preamble

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 2001 the Company recorded a profit of $3.39m (refer OLA’s 2001 Annual Report).

The Company is owned by a consortium of Open Learning Australia universities:

· Curtin University of Technology

· Griffith University

· Macquarie University

· Monash University

· RMIT University

· Swinburne University of Technology

· University of South Australia.

OLA works with over 20 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.

OLA’s student body is growing and exceeds 14,500 enrolled learners annually, many of whom are combining work with study. Growth is greatest in the part-time student segment. Quality surveys indicate that 87.5% of the student body is satisfied or very satisfied with the service provided by OLA and its educational providers.

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.

Servicing public sector enterprise markets

In 2000, Open Learning Australia was successful in winning a major contract to develop high quality courseware to support the implementation of the Public Services Training Package (PSTP) for a consortium of Commonwealth Government agencies led by the Department of Defence. This project has now either published or has manuscripts awaiting publication for 52 units of the PSTP. In addition OLA has managed the development of a major educational series Corridors of Power for broadcast on the ABC in support of the PSTP program and Government Park, www.ola.edu.au/govpark, a supporting website for the PSTP.

OLA was also commissioned under a related contract to provide face-to-face and distance training in the Public Services Training Package for the Department of Defence. As a result of this OLA has created new business and IT systems. Its national infrastructure provides central registration and record-keeping combined with local delivery of training throughout Australia.

In 2001, the Board of Open Learning Australia approved expenditure of $350,000 of OLA funds to create a Masters award in Public Sector Leadership and Public Policy. The intention of this initiative is to establish an industry pathway that will permit public sector employees to access lifelong learning opportunities with OLA from AQF Level 3 in the Public Services Training Package to Masters and PhD qualifications.

OLA is currently considering a plan to fund a project to put PSTP content in interactive online format.

In early 2002, OLA was advised that it had been successful in a tender to provide services for the Public Sector Management Course (PSM Course), a middle management educational program created in 1993, owned by the Commonwealth, State and Territory governments and awarded as a Graduate Certificate by the university sector. OLA is currently fully re-developing the curriculum for the course and will be providing national services in assessment and accreditation. It is also creating the PSM Course online for the first time and will provide hosting services through the OLA Learning Portal.

OLA is also integrating the PSM Course into its plans for an industry pathway and will be making face-to-face delivery services available through its national networks.

Part B

1. Open Learning Australia’s experience and perception of devolved arrangements for training of APS employees

Open Learning Australia is a major publisher of content and provider of education and training solutions in public sector management and public policy. It is the implementation agency for Public Services Training Package courseware development and nationally distributed PSTP delivery for the Department of Defence.

Benefits of cooperation among APS agencies in materials development

Under leadership of the Public Service and Merit Protection Commission, and with the support of the Department of Defence as the primary contracting agency, a Memorandum of Understanding was agreed among a number of Commonwealth Government agencies—Australian Taxation Office, Centrelink, Comcare, Australian Customs Service, Australian Federal Police, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC)—to share the costs of development of a common set of print learning materials for Public Service Training Package materials, to be developed by Open Learning Australia. This project has provided a means for agencies to work together to build an industry approach to education and training and to engage with the education sector. This has the benefit of ensuring that the national education sector is kept well acquainted with the needs of the industry.

Reliable records management

As a manager of the records of thousands of students throughout Australia and overseas, Open Learning Australia was identified as a company well-placed to help manage the records of APS employees engaged in sponsored training programs. OLA carries out training for the Department of Defence throughout Australia. Registration and record-keeping occur centrally; face-to-face delivery is dispersed locally through the following Open Learning universities—Curtin, University of South Australia, Swinburne, Macquarie and Griffith. OLA is providing an effective interface between the APS and the national higher education and VET sectors with the following features:

· centralised management responsibility (OLA)

· multiple service providers (national OLA network of universities)

· central and conveniently simple registration and reliable record-keeping

· local face-to-face teaching delivery

· flexible online or distance print-based delivery

Establishing better opportunities through shared delivery

Open Learning Australia takes the view that it is feasible for regionally-based APS personnel to have access to the standard and variety of learning opportunities and support as metropolitan-based personnel. While all employees are able to take advantage of the convenience of flexibly delivered (online and or traditional distance learning in printed medium) learning, metropolitan-based personnel generally have greater access to face-to-face learning environments.

OLA notes that while larger APS departments are able to provide efficient face-to-face learning opportunities for their personnel in high APS population areas such as Canberra, Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane, it becomes more difficult in smaller metropolitan centres and regional areas.

OLA also notes that smaller APS departments find it difficult to provide face-to-face learning experiences for staff in any cost-efficient way.

Open Learning Australia has successfully delivered training to groups that include participants from several agencies, demonstrating that many required skills are shared by agencies. OLA has demonstrated that shared learning is particularly effective when supporting materials, such as workbooks, have been customised to each agency’s requirements (for example, referring to special instructions or legislation that is agency specific).

It is OLA’s view that benefits are gained from greater sharing of face-to-face learning sessions. These include:

· cost efficiency, and

· encouragement of broader perspectives among APS employees.

Sharing face-to-face learning events such as workshops and seminars takes away the pressure on a department or agency to mount cost-effective numbers of participants. It also opens up improved opportunities for smaller agencies and regionally located employees to participate in face-to-face events and networking and other supportive benefits of these.

One of the ways in which OLA is addressing this issue is through the gradual establishment of OLA Approved Learning Centres throughout Australia. These Centres which are established in existing infrastructure aim to offer the following features:

· high quality training room/s

· it infrastructure to provide online learning capacity

· local administration to coordinate training among local federal, state and territory employees.

Through these Centres, OLA aims to ensure a nationally coordinated level of quality in curriculum content and presentation. This agenda could be accelerated through coordinated infrastructure sharing with APS agencies.

Devolution and quality control

Devolution of decisions about training can have both positive and negative aspects regarding quality. On the positive side, different departments and agencies are able to try a variety of approaches to learning and target their own knowledge and skill needs. An outcome of this is that agencies enter into a wide variety of relationships in their outsourcing of training.

However, there is no compelling reason why agencies are not able to address their particular needs within a framework of shared resources and training delivery that is centrally led. The OLA approach of courseware development has allowed for different government agencies to customise materials to reflect their particularities in the context of general principles.

Furthermore, there is a danger of loss of quality control when responsibility for personnel development is devolved, especially when training is rolled out on a national basis and especially in relation to regional areas. Some agencies may seek to address this issue in an expensive fashion, for example by one or several trainers travelling to regional areas. This approach does not encourage raising quality standards in regional areas as trainers come and go quickly with limited retained impact in the region.

In contrast, the OLA approach is to create improved dialogue between locally-based presenters and metropolitan institutions through the auspices of OLA Approved Learning Centres. Quality benchmarks are set through the use of common learning materials and common presenter’s guides, provided either online or in printed formats. The outcomes are:

1. savings achieved through less travel by presenters;

2. improved standards among regionally-based presenters through connection with metropolitan centres of learning such as universities;

3. knowledge is retained in regional areas through these presenters who remain locally based.

Concentrating efforts to nurture a relevant intellectual pool to service APS needs

In a fully devolved model of APS education and training, there is a need to be aware of the danger that communication can break down between practice and the leading edges of research.

1. OLA universities’ assist sponsoring agencies by providing:

· a rich resource of content development;

· national quality control through common curriculum and learning resources delivered by universities working in cooperation;

· improved human resource outcomes by linking education and training to the latest research in the field from teachers and academics in tune with the needs of the public service.

2. APS policy of outsourcing education and training assists OLA universities and the higher education and VET communities generally by:

· providing a dialogue that keeps academics in touch with the needs and concerns of public sector workers;

· engaging the capacity of the higher education sector to keep a research focus on the public sector and industries closely engaged with the APS;

· supporting the development of learning courseware that can be turned into valuable export resources.

OLA supports greater central leadership in the facilitation of APS learning agendas as it believes that without this, no single agency is large enough to deliver the quality of learning experience or the wider social benefits that a shared approach can achieve.

2. Employment and career opportunities for young people

The Australian Public Service has the capacity to be a catalyst for employment of young people in regional areas and the training they receive can fit them for careers in either the public or private sector. If well used, training packages such as the Public Services Training Package and the Business Services Training Package can help build knowledge and attributes that will stand young people in good stead in a wide variety of industries. Other training, such as in IT, that people frequently undertake as part of their preparation for work in the public sector, also provide employees with skills that are easily transferable outside the public sector.

Public Service training as a springboard to other learning and career opportunities

There is an opportunity to see work in the public service as providing young people with a first break into the wider world of work. As we live in a period of rapid change it should also be an opportunity to emphasise the need for lifelong learning in order to remain employed. Open Learning Australia therefore believes it is important that APS sponsored training engages directly with the national education and training system. This is happening through such things as the industry training packages and at a higher education level with the Public Sector Management Course. OLA’s emphasis on industry pathways articulating vocational training with higher education provides an easy means for public servants to continue from a base of employer-sponsored learning to more independent study either for a public service career or other industries.

3. Training and career opportunities for APS employees in regional areas

Open Learning Australia believes that APS employees in regional areas can have learning experiences that are as rich as those accessed by employees in high APS population centres. The OLA solution involves:

· high quality learning materials, sourced from universities that are at the leading edge in research in the various fields of learning required;

· materials that are then delivered either online or in print modes; and

· supporting these materials with face-to-face learning experiences serviced by local presenters.

The value of using Open Learning Australia as a distributed education model is that the APS-specific learning is encased in a wider set of learning opportunities. APS learning activities undertaken in an OLA structure are capable of germinating a learning culture within wider regional communities.

Open Learning Australia has witnessed a positive response by public servants to engage in lifelong learning stemming from their involvement in sponsored corporate training programs. OLA encourages this by creating an integrated industry pathway in curriculum that provides students with a clear understanding of how they can access learning at a point appropriate to their individual needs and related to their career development.

It also provides other opportunities from its wide ranging program of VET and university studies. People in regional areas who have experienced the OLA service through sponsored APS programs are more likely to take on-going advantage of learning in subject areas outside immediate APS requirements.

Further comment on the issues raised in OLA’s submission on the terms of reference of the Senate Finance and Public Administration References Committee—Inquiry into APS Recruitment and Training can be obtained from Mr R. Harper, Business Development Manager, Open Learning Australia, PO Box 18059, Collins Street East, Melbourne, Vic 8003 or by telephoning (03) 9903 8906.

Ron Harper, Business Development Manager, Open Learning Australia, 8 May, 2002.
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