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That the Committee inquire into and report on:
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technology to improve educational access and outcomes in
Australia.
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In Australia there is a growing demand - and an increasingly important

opportunities, and technology can help make this possible. It depends not so
much on what is happening at the cutting edge of new technological
developments as on the capacity of governments, educational institutions and
teachers to manage technology effectively for educational purposes.

There is also a crucial need to ensure that students are aware of, and able to

developments should be an integral part of their learning activities.

A great deal of innovation in using technology in education has taken place,
but to increase educational opportunities substantially and to enable economies
of scale to be achieved, greater national cooperation is necessary. Sharing
resources, fostering research and devieopment, setting technical standards and
ensuring that teachers are familiar with the technology and skilled in its use are
national issues requiring coordinated responses.

The Committee looks to the Australian Education Council as a key
organisation to promote coordinated planning and cooperative endeavours.
Several recommendations are made about the role and structure of the
Council's Education and Technology Conference, and it is proposed that other
national coordinating mechanisms be established.

Priority issues put forward for the Council's attention include the possibility of
a nationa! telecommunications network, the further development of educationa!
television, a new research organisation, and a database of courseware and

The Committee gratefully acknowledges the assistance provided during the
Inquiry by the individuals, institutions, and other organisations that provided
written submissions, gave evidence and hosted inspections. The Committee is
also grateful for the work of the Parliamentary Reporting Staff in documenting
the Committee's public hearings, the research support provided by staff of the
Parliamentary Library, and the assistance of Louise Carney, Anne Cronin,
Laura Gillies and Allan Kelly of the Committee secretariat.
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LI The major purpose of education is to help people to become socially
capable citizens who understand, and are able to contribute to, their society
and its values while living independently and cooperatively in it. The crucial
influence that education has on personal development and economic
advancement is reason enough to ensure that al! individuals have access to a
range and diversity of educationa! opportunities. Accordingly, this has been a
consistent goal for governments. Moreover, presently there is a growing
impetus Australia-wide to increase the level of participation in education and
training not only for these reasons but also in order to upgrade and broaden
the skills of the workforce.

1.2 A workforce that is well educated and trained is likely to be creative,
and able to shape and respond to change. Its basic knowledge and skills have
depth and diversity. These qualities are important factors in improving
productivity, attracting investment and adapting to structural change. It is
widely recognised that, unless major alterations are made to the performance
and the shape of the Australian economy, Australia's competitiveness in
international markets is at risk. The speed and ease with which these
adjustments are made will depend to a significant extent on our education
system as it affects both the level of skills and cultural attitudes of our society.

1.3 The Committee has been charged with examining the potential
contribution of new technology to this process. Specifically, it was asked to
examine how educational access and outcomes might be improved by use of
technology. In examining access, the Committee has been concerned to see how
more people, and especially the more disadvantaged groups, could be given by
technological means more opportunities of education. This applies particularly
to people cut off from access to conventional education by geographic isolation
or by other circumstances of their employment or personal lives. In examining
outcomes it has investigated how the quality of education can be broadened,
enriched and stimulated by the application of technology to the educational
process.

1.4 The Committee has looked at all sectors of education and training. Many
government programs have been designed to foster learning. They have an
impact on vocational activities, such as apprenticeships, traineeships and
community-based programs, and on structured education at schools, TAFE
colleges and higher education institutions. The Committee has focused more on



the systems of structured education than on work-based skills formation;
however, it recognises that changes need to be made to both types of learning
to strengthen the links between them.

1.5 Sn examining the potential for new technology to improve educational
access and outcomes, the Committee has addressed the whole range of
technological developments covered in Chapter 2 of this report. Some of these
- for instance printing or the telephone - might not be considered new; but the
latest developments in laser printing, desktop publishing, or telephone
conferencing are new and they greatly extend the older technology. The
Committee has examined the technological developments in the context of
national endeavours to improve the knowledge and skills of the workforce in
order better to prepare for, participate in and adjust to structural changes in
the economy.

1.6 The starting point for this task is the school system. As future
participants in a workforce and a society faced with advanced and changing
forms of technology, students must feel comfortable with new technology and
appreciate its potential. This necessary level of familiarity will depend in part
on school curriculum, the availability of facilities and resources in schools, and
the extent to which students have access to those resources. These factors will
influence the extent to which students are encouraged to develop their interest
and expertise in new technology. The Committee considers that these separate
but connected matters are worthy of detailed analysis in their own right.

1.7 Many factors affect both the range of educational opportunities that are
available to an individual and the choice that the individual actually makes.
Whether or not the learning programs attempted are successfully completed is
also determined by a variety of influences.

1.8 A major task in improving educational access and outcomes is to develop
within the individual the desire and the confidence to enrol in a course of
study and to continue with it until it is completed. For this reason, it is often
necessary to offer financial support and personal guidance before further
education can be considered a realistic option. Technology can be used in
education to make it easier to take up the option once a decision is made to do
so, but the Committee recognises that it is not a panacea.

1.9 In May 1988 the Minister for Employment, Education and Training
released a paper entitled Strengthening Australia's Schools: A consideration of
the focus and content of schooling. The paper calls for a national cooperative
effort to improve the ability of Australia's schools to cope with current social
and economic needs. It proposes that all governments pursue initiatives to



and a common approach to assessment. A prominent feature of the strategy is
to encourage all students to complete a full 12 years of schooling.

been recognised by all governments. The Committee supports the principle of
encouraging students to take up the opportunity of completing a full school
education on which they can buiid a lifetime of learning. A sound educational
base is a crucial factor in allowing individual aspirations, as well as national

1.11 Retention rates to Year 12, or the proportion of students staying on at
secondary school to Year 12, have increased in recent years. In 1980 the
national rate was 34.5%. By 1987 it was 53%, an increase of 50%. All
Australian governments are aiming to raise it to 65% by the early 1990s.'

1.12 The rates vary from region to region and they are not easily calculated
with accuracy. Surveys consistently show, however, that students from
non-metropolitan areas are less likely to complete Year 12 than their
metropolitan counterparts. The subject is treated at some length and depth in
the Commonwealth Schools Commission's 1988 report Schooling in Rural
Australia.Qne source quoted in the Commission's report found that:

In some cases the rural-urban differences in participation rates may be as
much as ten percentage points, but in most instances four to five percent
fewer rural students enter post-compuisory education.2

However, the report also quotes a Commonwealth Department of Employment,
Education and Training study:

There are marked variations between non-metropolitan regions in terms of
their Year 12 completion rates ... Generalisations about participation in
post-compulsory education in country as opposed to city areas, it is clear,
can no longer be regarded as adequate.1

1.13 Studies also show that Aborigines have by far the lowest school
participation rate at all levels to Year 12, and that those in small communities
of less than 1000 people fare even worse than those in larger towns and cities.
In 1986, for example, the national retention rale was 48.7% but the rate for
Aboriginal secondary students was 17%.4

1 Minister for Employment, Education and Training, Strengthening, Australian Schools, AOPS,
Canberra, 1988, p 5.

2 T Williams, Participation in Education, 1987, quoted in Commonwealth Schools Commission,
Schooling in Rural Australia, Curriculum Development Centre, Canberra, 19H8, p 185.

3 Department of Employment, Education and Training, Completing Secondary School in
Australia, 1987, quoted in Commonwealth Schools Commission, Schooling in Rural Australia,
Curriculum Development Centre, Canberra, 1988, p 189.

4 Aboriginal Education Policy Task Force, Report, Canberra, 1988, p i I.



1.14 A number of studies have tried to ascertain the reasons for variations in
retention rates, and particularly the significance of home and community
background. This Committee is currently conducting an inquiry into factors
affecting Year 12 participation and expects to report its findings later this year.

U S Generally, the influences on school retention rates can be divided into
three categories: the economic environment, the socio-psychological
environment and the school environment.5 Within the economic environment,
the major factors are availability of jobs and the financial cost of continuing in
school compared to other options. A characteristic commonly found in the
socio-psychological environment of students who complete Year 32 is high
socio-economic status. However, the most significant factor in the school
environment is the type of curriculum: higher retention rates have been
directly linked with broader curricula."

1.16 Clearly, technology can be applied most successfully to raising
participation and completion rates by improving the school environment.
Strategies to influence the economic and the sodo-psychoiogica! environments
are more appropriately dealt with in the realm of social justice policy.

1.17 Access to primary and secondary education is available to all Australian
children, but students in remote, rural and isolated areas are disadvantaged and
discouraged where the range of subjects is limited, the material is not relevant
to local lifestyles, and classroom-based tuition is not possible. Of course, some
of these difficulties can be experienced in metropolitan schools as well.
Technology can be - and has been - successfully applied to increasing the
variety and number of subjects available, improving the quality of teaching
materials, and facilitating communications between home-based students and
their teachers. Use of technology for these purposes also facilitates the increase
in flexibility and equity, and the introduction of a common curriculum
framework and approach to assessment, recommended in Strengthening
Australia's Schools.

i.18 More than 70,000 school leavers, about 20,000 of them graduates of
Year 12, enrol in TAFE courses each year. The total TAPE enrolment in
vocational and preparatory courses was more than 900,000 in 3988. The higher
education sector caters for about 420,000 students and enrols approximately
60,000 Year 12 graduates each year. Mature age students comprise about half
of the total enrolment and the proportion is growing.

s M Hayden, "Factors affecting participation by young people in tertiary education: A review of
recent Australian literature and research1. In Commonwealth Tertiary Education
Commission Commission, Learning and Earning: A Study of Education and Employment
Opportunities for Young People, AGPS, Canberra, 1982 pp 79-165.

6 J Asnley, 'Changing aspects of postcompuIsory schooling', Draft of an article made available
to the Committee.



1.19 Increasingly, it is being recognised that learning is and should be a
lifetime activity. Industry restructuring and the introduction of new technology
have meant that jobs are rapidly changing and the labour force must be better
prepared to be retrained several times during a working Mfe:

On average, the next generation of workers will have to make no fewer
than five complete job changes in a lifetime, not counting the multiple
tasks (which will also be changing) associated with each respective job.7

This is reinforced by the fact that the population is ageing and therefore the
workforce will not be able to rely solely on younger employees to brine new
skills to the workplace.

1.20 As a response to the need for greater access to and participation in
post-schoo! learning, the Committee supports an increase in the diversity and
flexibility of educational opportunities. It is also important that there be growth
in the number of educational opportunities available. Unmet demand by
qualified applicants for TAPE and higher education is significant, despite more
places being created.

1.21 Access to courses, in terms both of academic prerequisites for enrolment
and the proximity of a college to the student's home, is easier in the TAFE
sector than it is for the higher education sector. In addition, the TAFE sector
offers a greater variety in the content and delivery of its courses and its student
population is more representative of the diverse Australian community.

1.22 Within the higher education sector, much of the innovation in making
learning more accessible has been pursued by colleges of advanced education.
Under the new Unified National System, however, all participating higher
education institutions are being encouraged to take on a greater number of
students and particularly those from under-re presented groups: people from
rural areas; Aborigines; people from a low socio-economic background; and
people with disabilities.

1.23 Post-school institutions need to be able to cater for more students with a
wider diversity of backgrounds, personal responsibilities and work-related
commitments affecting their capacity and desire to attend ciassroom instruction.
There should be more options and more flexibility in the availability and
delivery of learning opportunities. In essence, there is a greater need for
educational services to be provided on the learner's terms. Improving access is
not only a matter of opening a door wider: it is a matter also of opening new
doors.

J Cetron, 'Class of 2000", Futurist, Nov~Dec 1988, p 13.



1.24 Students seeking the greatest flexibility in course delivery enrol in
external courses. This is often the only means of access by many residents of
rural and remote areas to the education they seek, but recent times have seen a
marked increase in the number of people in metropolitan areas preferring to
study externally rather than attending an institution nearby:

A traditional view of the off-campus student is that of someone sitting in
the outback of this big country listening to scratchy radio broadcasts,
working patiently and monk-like on a mountain of books, and sending off
assignments in the mail. This h often a myth, because off-campus study
organisations usually get most of their clientele from the metropolitan
areas, people who live only one to ten kilometres, rather than one thousand
or ten thousand kilometres, from a campus.8

1.25 People who study externally now also include a diverse group of people
who are unable or unwilling to participate in ciassroom-based learning, and
especially mature age students. These are residents of newer outer urban areas;
people whose family responsibilities and work commitments prevent regular
study patterns; itinerant workers; people who fear or dislike educational
institutions; and people with disabilities.

1.26 The flexibility sought by mature age students in the current system is
also likely 10 be sought by adults who currently have no plans to further their
education but who find retraining necessary when their workplace and range of
duties change. Clearly, it is appropriate to move towards allowing the individual
even more choice and autonomy than is often given to an 'external student'
today.

1.27 The approach favoured by the Committee as a means of catering for
both the existing and the anticipated levels of adult demand for learning is for
post-secondary education to incorporate more of the principles of 'open

1.28 Open learning is most clearly perceived in contrast with conventional
education. In the latter, a student must qualify by previous performance for
admission to an institution, sometimes with specific subject-knowledge required
for entry; the student follows a course of study set by the institution, over a
period set by the institution, in a pattern of classes and attendance set by the
institution, and is assessed at a time and place and in a manner set by the
institution.

Box Hill College of TAFE, Submission, p 8.



1.29 Open learning attempts to give the student as much choice as possible:
to determine what one would like to study; to determine how much one wants
to study, considering one's own purposes in studying; to determine where and
how one wants to study - on campus or at home, full-time or part-time, using
various media, at one's own pace; to determine the level one wants to achieve
and the ways in which and the times at which those assessments will be made.

1.30 Definitions of open learning vary, but the Committee accepts that used
by the Manpower Services Commission of the United Kingdom:

A term used to describe education and training schemes which are designed
to meet the varied requirements of individuals - for example as to what,
where, when and how they learn. Organisations make these freedoms of
time, place and methods possible by providing a carefully planned, flexible
learning package. This enables the learner to study, for much of the time if
necessary, away from the direct supervision of the trainee^

1.31 It should not be thought that open learning and external studies are the
same thing. Courses of external study can be remarkably un-open except in
their freedom from on-campus attendance; an external course following a
curriculum determined by the institution, proceeding at a fixed pace, requiring
attendance at telephone tutorials or radio or television broadcasts at fixed times
and with a set time and manner of assessment cannot be called open learning.

1.32 An open learning approach would extend access to tertiary education to
all Australians who want it. Through carefully-developed learning materials,
using print, cassette, telephone, broadcast and computer media, people would
be able to pursue their studies and training at home or in their work place as
well as in libraries and classrooms. Through counselling, people would be
advised of the appropriate level at which to commence study so that there
would not be an influx of iM-prepared people into highly technical courses; but
the path would be open to those who wished to equip themselves to master
those fields of study.

1.33 With open learning, study and training packages would be developed by
people or teams combining expertise in the subject with expertise in preparing
self-study packages. The packages would be predominantly printed matter but
with illustrative material and stimulus provided by television, radio or video
and audio cassettes. There would be opportunity for contact between student
and tutor either face-to-face or by telephone or by computer network.

1.34 Fields of study would be developed in comparatively small modules so
that learners could access as much as they wanted without working through
material irrelevant to their own purposes. These modules could be combined in
different ways to produce sequences of courses relevant to each student's

W Hal!, 'Open Learning', Exhibit No. 25.




