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| want to highlight the first ICDE/ICCE conference that | went to in Vancouver
in 1982. Some of you may have been there. The theme of the conference was
Technology is the Answer, But What is the Question? Something that is still somewhat
relevant today.

Because of time constraints, | want to concentrate on the financial exclusion
divide that’s been referred too earlier. It is not just the digital divide that is a
problem. There are a lot of people who have access to the internet, but who cannot
afford the fees necessary to gain access to online higher education. They are the
target group I’d like to suggest that we can work towards helping. I’m not going to
talk much about the OpenCourseWare Consortium because many of you are familiar
with it. But just this September, at the OpenCourseWare Consortium Conference in
Utah, Christine Geith (Michigan State University, USA) and Philipp Schmidt
(University of the Western Cape, South Africa), whom | am working with on a project,
raised the question, “What might it mean to offer credit for open courseware?” The
consensus reached by the Conference delegates was, “Everything!”

| think it is clear as a message in talking about “open courseware futures” that it
IS just a matter of time before some form of credit is offered to students who study
conscientiously using open courseware. Christine, Philipp and | have prepared an
application for funding from the Hewlett Foundation to establish three working teams
on each of the approaches to credit outlined in the PowerPoint presentation, which
also includes some reference to the continuing growth of the open educational
resource movement and open source software. Further, the number of open access
journals and the number of institutions offering open courseware is growing rapidly.

The logical extension of the open courseware movement is to move beyond
content to providing open academic support, assessment-on-demand, varying the
curriculum to what I’ve called open curriculum, and ultimately to awarding
accreditation. My own university has registered the domain name for “Academic
Volunteers International” and we are developing open source architecture to support
the volunteers. Operating as communities of practice the volunteers will provide
academic support for open courseware students. So that’s one approach to managing
the variable cost of providing academic support. We can’t, however, see an alternative
way to provide access to assessment, without the open courseware students having to
pay the variable costs associated with the assessment process. The business model
underpinning the approach is summarized in this second last slide. The slide also
provides a live link to a paper that I published last year, which refers to “Creating a
Parallel Universe”.  The approach is not aimed at undermining mainstream higher
education, or challenging the existing business model. At the moment, then, we have
learners who only have access to open courseware with no academic support and
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extremely limited opportunities for gaining credit. We believe that we could provide
academic support by volunteers working in communities of practice by allocating a
small amount of their time on a regular basis. There is a strong tradition in Australia
of volunteering, and I’m sure that the proposed approach will work.

With academic support available, many open courseware students will achieve a
state of readiness to be assessed. What is then required is some form of
assessment-on-demand, similar to that provided by Athabasca University in its system
of challenge examinations. That’s one of the things we are looking at, so that
assessment and ultimately credit could be offered for a much reduced fee. It is
important that the open courseware student has the opportunity to gain credit for a
course. In this model, a number of participating institutions could work together to
grant credit by offering perhaps just 5 or 6 open courses from each institution that
could be put together to accumulate credit towards a degree. It would then be
feasible for a student who couldn’t afford the fees for main stream access to higher
education to qualify for the award of a Bachelor of Transdisciplinary Studies from the
combined open courseware offerings from a number of universities working together.

The expertise, experience and tradition of collaboration based on the existing
network of ICDE SCOP institutions could provide a practical foundation for granting
an open courseware degree. The business model behind this is that we use the
expertise and investment that we have already put into our mainstream courses. We
make a selected number of these courses available as open courseware. We support
them with academic volunteers. When students are ready to be examined, they
should be able to pay a fee for assessment, which would be very much less than the
course fees charged for the mainstream higher education experience. By
implementing the proposed model, an ICDE SCOP network of institutions working
together could enable many students currently excluded by the financial divide to gain
an open courseware degree, without challenging the existing mainstream higher
education business model.

| ask you to think about the future of higher education. The problems
associated with providing sufficient access through conventional approaches to meet
the growing demand seem insurmountable. It is clear that we will never be able to
meet the exponentially growing demand with the existing systems of higher education.
We need more innovation. We need to use the technology judiciously, and we need
new business models. Will higher education ever become a viable universal aspiration,
or will it remain a universal exasperation? Provided we work together to make
judicious use of emerging technologies, and to develop innovative business models, in
time ubiquitous access to higher education could become a universal reality. The first
meaningful step we can take to tackle the challenge of providing affordable access to
higher education on a global scale is to keep an open mind!

Thank you!
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