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1.

Introduction
1.1

The University is a learning community in which students and staff have a
strong sense of shared purpose and prize the creation, preservation,
transmission and application of knowledge. In this learning community,
formal and informal interactions shape the learning environment and advance
the knowledge and capabilities of students and teachers alike. Learning
takes place through a web of interactions, many of them intrinsically personal,
with students and staff learning with and from each other and with and from
teachers of acknowledged high standing. The University learning community
is enriched further through an abundance of close, mutually valuable
relationships with the broader community, both nationally and internationally.

1.2

The University's learning community is always adapting to, and experimenting
with, change: in the content and interpretation of knowledge within and
between disciplines; in the needs and expectations of students, university
staff and the community; and in the technology and management structures
available to educators. Adaptation towards increasing flexibility in the learning
community - the subject of this statement - is a response to three powerful
trends:
1.2.1 the increased value attached to lifelong learning,
1.2.2

the increased importance attached to student-centred education, and

1.2.3

the increased desire to overcome inequality of educational
opportunity arising from social and economic circumstances. In
response to these trends, this Statement aims to foster a process
leading to greater flexibility and student-centredness in the University.

1.3

The increased importance of lifelong learning arises, principally, in the
accelerating rate of creation and transmission of knowledge. Unlike our
ancestors, we live in a society which undergoes major re-formation of many of
the objects of everyday experience several times in a human lifetime. The
vitality and advancement of society depends on the capacity and inclination of
individuals to adjust to change by learning and re-learning the knowledge and
skills which underpin their life. The University aims to encourage and cultivate
a desire for lifelong learning, and to help students to satisfy this desire
through the development of a range of generic attributes including learning
styles which embrace flexibility. Increasing the flexibility of academic
programs will also create new opportunities to promote the development of
the generic attributes.

1.4

The increased importance of student-centred education arises in part from the
need to foster autonomous learning practices as key attributes of a competent
lifelong learner. It also reflects the increasing personal investment - in fees
and opportunity costs – university students make, the growing recognition that
student empowerment is a strong positive motivator, and increased
questioning of the legitimacy of the instructor as the fountain of knowledge.
The Review of Higher Education Financing and Policy ("Learning for Life" –
the West Report) makes this point in stark terms: "the location, content and
delivery of education should be built on a relationship between the student
and the provider, not the views of administrators concerning what students
want and what institutions are able to provide". The centrality of students as
members of the University can be reinforced by ensuring that the institution
offers a wider range of choices available to students within a more flexible
learning program.

2.

3.

1.5

The desire to overcome inequalities in educational opportunity arises from the
recognition of the importance of education as a means of liberating those who
are socially or economically disadvantaged. Education opens opportunities to
break away from the sources of disadvantage. It also prompts some people to
take action which contributes to removing the sources of disadvantage in
society. Flexible learning is a key element in strategies to overcome social or
economic disadvantage, insofar as it allows learners' backgrounds and
current circumstances to less tightly constrain when, what and how they
learn.

1.6

To develop a thirst and capacity for lifelong learning, to construct an
increasingly student-centred learning community, and to foster equality of
educational opportunity, the University has agreed to introduce new and
appropriate flexibilities in its learning programs. The intended outcomes,
management processes, and implementation strategies for increased
flexibility are the subjects of this Academic Board statement.

The meaning of "flexible learning"
2.1

Flexible learning is an approach to education which offers the student choice
in what to learn, how it is learned and assessed, and when and where
learning happens. To increase flexibility in its programs, the University would
increase students' choice in one or more of these aspects of education.

2.2

Flexible learning refers to both an educational philosophy and a set of
techniques for flexible delivery, access and communication. The centrality of
the engaged student in this model challenges the lecture, where students are
relegated to a passive role, as the dominant method of teaching in higher
education. It also provides an alternative approach to the traditional masterapprentice model of research supervision. Flexible learning emphasizes
education that suits students' needs and interests, thereby providing the
potential to focus the University experience towards the development of an
enthusiasm for participation in a learning community and lifelong learning.
These outcomes are possible when the students become skilled in
autonomous learning, and learn to construct their own knowledge through
interaction with peers, academic staff and others.

2.3

It is worth noting that one sense of the word "flexible" is "yielding to pressure
…. easily led". Flexibility in education is not always a virtue. Increased
flexibility brings with it the need to pay particularly close attention to the
objective of maintaining and, where possible, elevating academic standards.

Towards increased flexibility
Increased flexibility involves increasing the range of choices available to students.
This may be achieved in many different ways, as outlined in this section:
3.1

Flexibility in learning pathways
3.1.1 Greater flexibility can be created by increasing the choices students
have as they select a pathway through the University's academic
programs. Currently, students' choices are restricted in many ways,
including the specification of co- and pre-requisites for units of study,
compulsory units of study in degree programs, and restrictions on
transfers between degree programs and units of study. Restrictions
also come in the form of quotas on courses, timetable clashes, and in
the criteria used to allow admission and transfer.
3.1.2

Many of the existing boundaries in the University's academic
pathways have a sound academic basis, although this basis has not

always been explicitly articulated. Since restrictions in educational
pathways are, at first sight, a major impediment to student choice, it is
important that the University provide information for students to help
them appreciate the significance of academic linkages within degree
programs and among units of study. Such information becomes
increasingly important as the University increases the number of
degree programs - students should be able to discern the distinctions
between pathways through different degree programs in order to
make the choice most appropriate for their needs and wishes.
3.1.3

3.2

There do exist within the University's current degree structures a
number of restrictions on transfers, compulsory units of study, and
pre- and co-requisites which have no significant academic rationale.
These are a barrier to flexible learning and the Academic Board
recommends that they be removed from programs of study. In
seeking to identify such barriers, it is important to recognize that the
University's pattern of disciplinary organization centred around
Faculties/Degrees and Departments/Units of Study will often tend to
inhibit the creation of exciting and stimulating interdisciplinary or
cross-disciplinary studies, and vigilance is required to ensure that
they are not a significant source of unnecessary inflexibility.

Flexibility in setting educational goals and methods of assessment
3.2.1 Learners with advanced knowledge of and skills in a field are
equipped to negotiate their learning goals with the instructor, and
such negotiation will often enhance student engagement and the
efficiency of learning. The skills required to engage in such
negotiations - or the corresponding selectiveness required when there
is no instructor - are crucial generic attributes for life-long learning,
and they should be developed systematically through all of the
University's programs of study. In many cases, the responsibility for
this will devolve to the shoulders of individual academic staff, who
should therefore be equipped, through staff development, to facilitate
and encourage negotiations with students about their educational
goals. These negotiations require that staff can assist students devise
suitable learning pathways, and can point to instruments that help
students know how their learning is progressing.
3.2.2

However, faculty comments on a draft of this Statement revealed
widespread concern about the acceptability of flexibility which would
see increased student choice in setting goals and in devising methods
of assessment. The concerns emanate from two main considerations:
3.2.2.1 First, in several professional degree programs, accreditation
bodies require adherence to particular themes and sequences
of study. Many of these are doubtlessly justifiable on
professional grounds and in any case it might not be proper for
the University to require Faculties to engage in confrontation
with their accrediting bodies over perceived unjustified
inflexibilities. However, the University should not allow its
curriculum to become a hostage to the Professions. Faculties
can contribute to the advancement of their Profession by
encouraging appropriate liberalization of any unnecessary
inflexibility in the accreditation bodies' requirements, and by
alerting the Professions to the successes of innovative, flexible
methods such as problem-based learning and educational
simulators which lead students to holistic views of their
Profession.

3.2.2.2 A second argument against increased flexibility in setting
educational goals is the importance attached to "layering of
knowledge" in many disciplines. In such disciplines, it is
argued, learning in the senior years builds on that in junior
years – and therefore students should progress through the
subject following a pattern of helpful pre- and co-requisites.
Layering is undoubtedly a valid concept in many disciplines,
and it is important to ensure that students are not
disadvantaged by hiding it. On the other hand, it is possible
that some claims about the layering of knowledge are based
on dubious grounds, and it would advantage students to
remove pre- and co-requisites based on such claims. Linkages
between the taxonomy of knowledge in, and the pedagogy of,
specific disciplinary clusters are important subjects for
scholarly consideration and for practical experimentation within
the context of curriculum evolution.
3.2.3

3.3

Assessment is an important, expensive, and often problematic aspect
of university education. There are opportunities for increased flexibility
in assessment within the scope of the Academic Board's Principle of
Assessment policies. It can be argued, in particular, that highly
effective learners such as University students in their senior years
should have developed skills about negotiating assessment methods.
However, there are valid arguments against seeking increased
flexibility through greater student choice in many aspects of
assessment. For example, while there is scope for increased flexibility
in the time, place and mode of assessment, the notion of increased
student choice in the objects of assessment raises the question of
how the maintenance of academic standards can be demonstrated.
While exploration of methods to increase the student-centredness of
assessment is a legitimate aspect of the learning community, the
University's good name requires adherence to robust and defensible
assessment practice. The fact that the University of Sydney is widely
perceived as a national reference for tertiary academic standards
adds further responsibilities in this respect.

Flexibility in delivery, participation and styles of learning
3.3.1 There is great scope to increase flexibility in delivery, participation
and styles of learning, to the benefit of individual students and the
entire learning community.
3.3.2

Although flexible delivery and flexible participation is often viewed as
a synonym for distance education, on-campus learning can also
include flexible delivery and participation components through on-line
tutorials, discussions, access to resources and self-assessment
exercises, and increased student choice as to the times they attend
classes or interact with other students or a supervisor. Flexible
delivery and flexible participation, both on and off campus, require
that students develop independent learning skills as they study
primarily at their own time and place with infrequent or no face-to-face
contact with one another or with staff. As commonly regarded, flexible
delivery will normally involve providing one-way learning resources
such as print materials and other media such as web-resources and
audio and video tapes. However, it can be greatly enriched by twoway communication through various technological media, such as
phones and email.

4.

3.3.3

The conventional approach to distance education in Australia has
focused on independent study supported by self-instructional
materials, which are generally prescriptive in nature. This is evolving
towards a more personalised and collaborative approach, often using
communications technology to facilitate interaction and learning. The
latter approach seems more appropriate for higher education
institutions that value sustained critical discourse but still wish to meet
student requirements for flexible accessibility.

3.3.4

The University's Strategic Plan, 1999-2004 recognizes the importance
of flexible delivery to off-campus members of the learning community,
but also implicitly acknowledges that the University of Sydney has a
strong tradition of, and commitment to, on-campus learning.
Collaboration with other providers having strong track records of
successful flexible delivery in Australia and internationally has been
identified as an important strategy for building the University's
learning community outside the geographical confines of the campus.

3.3.5

The model of flexible learning envisaged for the University of Sydney
implies increased interaction and communication through the
adoption of a wider range of teaching-learning methodologies and
technologies. This does not signal the end of traditional face-to-face
teaching and research supervision on the campus. It does signal,
however, that effective university-level learning can and does take
place in many formats and locations. It also becomes clear that
flexible learning cannot take place in an inflexible university.

3.3.6

Increased flexibilities in the presentation of instruction to allow for
different styles of learning helps to ensure that all potential
participants can be comfortably located in the learning community. It
would, of course, be impossible to resource a University learning
program which tuned every unit of study to every individual student's
preferred learning style. However, more students will be
enthusiastically engaged in a unit of study in which the instructor has
catered for a wide range of preferences in the mode of information
transmission (visual, aural, tactile) and the learning environment
(solitary, interpersonal).

Implications of increased flexibility
Increased flexibility has the potential to alter profoundly several important aspects of
the University, particularly in the following areas:
4.1

Pedagogical practice
4.1.1 A picture of University instruction dominated by scholarly academics
lecturing at large groups of passive students is a popular and
probably damaging caricature. In practice, the University's learning
community employs a great diversity of instructional methods,
including many varieties of interactive workshops, small-group
learning, practical and clinical instruction, and self-directed
exploration.
4.1.2

Greater flexibility will see wider application of diverse instructional
methods, in which a number of trends are likely to be discernible:
4.1.2.1 greater engagement of students through more active
participation,
4.1.2.2 reduced emphasis on the teacher as a fountain of knowledge,

4.1.2.3 increased contextualization of learning, e.g. by using problembased methodologies,
4.1.2.4 increasing use of high-quality computer-based resources
which are expensive to produce, may need to be developed
collaboratively and on a large scale, and must therefore have a
long lifetime and large audience,
4.1.2.5 greater emphasis on developing generic learning skills, and
4.1.2.5 heightened valuing of collaborative preparation and delivery of
instruction, at the expense of teaching by autonomous and
somewhat isolated individuals.
4.1.3

4.2

Increasing flexibility provides exciting opportunities for introducing
novel, attractive and effective pedagogical practices. However, it also
requires a carefully disciplined approach to pedagogy, to conserve
resources and to yield improvements in educational outcomes.
Perhaps paradoxically, successful introduction of greater flexibility in
educational programs will generally require greater discipline and
coherence in the underlying pedagogical practice.

Academic work
4.2.1 For so long as academics and universities have existed, the nature of
academic work has been changing in response to social, economic
and technological developments. However, rarely, if ever, has there
been an era in which so many individual academics have been
pressed by the sustained and encompassing changes which
characterise the present environment of universities. Many of these
changes appear to threaten some of the most valued aspects of
academic work - autonomy, scholarship, and collegiality - and as a
result there is widespread concern about the capacity of universities
to retain and develop the high quality staff on which their success
depends.
4.2.2

Some opportunities for increasing flexibility and student-centredness such as revision of academic pathways - can be introduced without
much impact on academic work. However, unless they are carefully
planned and properly supported, other directions for increasing
flexibility in the University's academic programs have the potential to
degrade academic work, e.g. through increased fragmentation of
work time, greater pressure to employ new skills without adequate
support, and increased requirements for close and urgent
collaboration and teamwork with fellow academics and students. For
these reasons, it is especially important to ensure that moves to
increase flexibility are widely discussed and carefully planned within
the learning community. This will maximise the benefits and reduce
the costs to staff and hence optimise educational outcomes for
students.

4.2.3

Strategies which can be used to improve the conditions of academic
work while introducing greater flexibility include:
4.2.3.1 development or reaffirmation of coherent, enduring pedagogies
which avoid over-teaching and rapid aging of courseware,

4.2.3.2 reductions in teacher-centred instruction and assessment and
increased emphasis on developing and exploiting students'
skills and aptitude for self-directed learning,
4.2.3.3 greater emphasis on helping academic staff develop requisite
skills through high-quality, effective staff training, and
4.2.3.4 improved coherence, focus and sharing of experiences in the
management of the introduction of new educational
technologies and flexible methodologies.
4.2.4

4.3

Whilst the University must respond to demands for greater
accountability and greater emphasis on quantifiable outcomes, it will
still be true that academic staff will retain responsibility for most
aspects of their work. In many ways, therefore, it lies within the power
of academics, as individuals and/or collegially, to introduce greater
flexibility into the learning community in ways that enhance academic
values.

Developing the learning community
4.3.1 Increased educational flexibility will be associated with several
significant developments in the University's learning community.
4.3.2

One of the most important changes will be increased expectations of
students, to make sensible choices of learning pathways, to accept
increased responsibility for learning, and to exhibit overtly the
acquisition of generic, lifelong learning skills. These developments
have undoubted potential to enhance the learning community, but the
University will need to provide strong support for students to help
ensure that they are advantaged and not overwhelmed by these
expectations. This will require careful attention to the progressive
development of higher level skills as a student moves along an
academic pathway.

4.3.3

Several aspects of increased flexibility will stimulate changed
interactions between academics in the learning community. Enriching
learning pathways, reducing barriers, exploring new modes of
teaching and introducing new educational technologies all invite
closer and richer collaborations between academics, within the
University and with other bodies.

4.3.4

Perhaps the greatest challenge lies in the direction of the enhanced
geographical and temporal extent of the University's learning
community rising from new educational technology and greater
emphasis on lifelong learning. The University of Sydney values
greatly the personal dimension of learning, and fosters this through an
emphasis on on-campus activity. This will continue to be a valued
feature of the University's ethos, but increasing flexibility will involve
educational programs in which students never have, or no longer can,
be physically present in the learning community. The traditions of the
University of Sydney do not sit comfortably with the notion of a "virtual
university", but with astute pedagogy, the University can use its
reputation and academic depth to enfold distant learners into its
learning community. The University's Continuing Education program
offers a variety of successful examples which broaden the
geographic, temporal and social extent of the learning community.

5.

6.

The costs of flexibility
5.1

Faculty responses to a draft of this Statement often identified resource
limitations as a factor inhibiting greater flexibility. Experts in the field (e.g. A.
W. Bates, "Technology, Open Learning and Distance Education", Routledge
1995) agree that flexible delivery is generally under-resourced because the
full costs to produce quality materials are not properly estimated. While some
concerns about costs arise from the administrative burden of increased
complexity (at Faculty and instructor level), the overwhelming concern is the
cost of increased flexibility in terms of (a) increased teaching loads and (b)
increased and ongoing costs of IT facilities.

5.2

Concerns about increased teaching loads arise from the perception of greater
complexity in designing and preparing a flexible study program, and from the
assumption that increased flexibility will be associated necessarily with
increased contact. Both concerns are legitimate, but the problems are
avoidable. For example, increasing knowledge of and experience in new
instructional design methodologies in tertiary education reveals strategies
which lengthen the life expectancy of units of study, and increase the reusability of courseware, while also embedding greater flexibility. Moreover,
the adoption of a well-conceived learner-centred educational strategy should
generally involve reduced contact time between learner and teacher, and
increase the proportion of self-directed learning. Provided that the curriculum
involves explicit efforts to teach the attributes required of high level,
autonomous learners, these educational strategies should help improve the
learning outcomes of the University's units of study.

5.3

Concerns about the costs of IT-intensive instruction are generally wellfounded. Rapid technological advances combined with vigorous marketing of
the latest technologies imply that hardware and software have a short lifetime,
and that IT-based teaching resources require repackaging or re-authoring
earlier than might be justified on academic grounds. However, increasing
experience within the University provides a growing number of case studies
which have successfully dealt with these issues, and it will be important to
encourage the rapid and widespread dissemination of such examples of good
practice.

5.4

It should be stressed, however, that there are many opportunities to increase
flexibility without significant added cost. These include the provision of flexible
learning pathways and increased student participation in defining educational
goals, both of which could lead to significant improvements in student-centred
learning with very little added cost.

Flexible learning policies and the University's Strategic Plan
6.1

The University is a comprehensive, internationally-orientated institution which
provides a wide variety of course offerings and a rich diversity of formal and
informal learning opportunities.

6.2

The University plans to develop, collaboratively with other institutions, ITbased resources to support the implementation of its flexible learning
strategies. These strategies will include a strategic focus on South-East and
Northern Asia, including on-line delivery of courses, as well as expansion of
European and North American links. The University also plans to develop
more inclusive policies with respect to access, credit and recognition of prior
learning, increasing the flexibility of educational pathways through its
programs. There is a particular emphasis on engagement with industry and
the professions in all areas of post-secondary education and training, an area
in which there is an overriding requirement for high levels of flexibility.

6.3

7.

An emphasis on increasing flexibility in its educational programs will assist the
University address several of its strategic priorities. The Academic Board's
policy framework for increasing educational flexibility and studentcentredness includes the following principles:
6.3.1 In embracing flexible learning approaches, the University should
strive to reduce constraints on the modes by which it offers its
courses. Its core business should continue to be the provision of a
high quality, enriched education within a learning community in which
the geographical and temporal boundaries steadily expand.
6.3.2

The University should move towards offering students a greater
choice of learning modes.

6.3.3

When revising course rules and considering resource allocation
processes, the University should move towards offering students
increasing opportunities to enrol in a diversity of subjects chosen
across the institution.

6.3.4

Every unit of study offered as part of a degree program should be
required to involve students actively in the University's learning
community.

6.3.5

The University should expand its offerings of flexible, high quality
courses for continuing professional education and upgrading the skills
of graduates.

6.3.6

The University should explore ways in which educational technology
can be used to facilitate teaching in small groups and with individual
students.

The way ahead
To promote flexible learning in the University, the Academic Board urges action on
the matters listed below:
7.1
Flexible academic pathways
The Academic Board will recommend to Senate a number of revisions of
academic governance policies and rules which, if accepted, will open up
opportunities for Faculties to streamline their own governance rules. As these
opportunities are explored:
7.1.1 Faculties are asked to free up degree structures to allow students the
maximum choice in units of study consistent with the academic
objectives of the degree.

7.2

7.1.2

Departments are asked to replace pre-requisite and co-requisite
requirements with "assumed knowledge" except in cases where a
student is unlikely to pass without completing the specified requisite
units or where particular abilities (e.g. large animal management,
musical performance are an evident requirement of the Unit. This
request is consistent with the need to recommend sequences within
and between units of study, and the notion of preferred pathways.

7.1.3

Faculties and Deans are asked to ensure that maximum credit is
granted for prior learning, in accordance with the Academic Board's
Advanced Standing, Credit and Exemption Policy.

Flexible learning styles

7.2.1

Departments are asked to ensure that units of study cater for a range
of learning styles.

7.2.2

Where it is academically appropriate to do so, the University should
move away from passive information-transmission via teachercentred lectures, to interactive learning experiences such as smallgroup activities. Flexible learning methods could be used to address
resource limitations.

7.2.3

The University should facilitate the communication of developments in
flexible education through the provision of mechanisms to support the
transfer of expertise and knowledge, particularly among academic
staff.

7.2.4

Research degree supervisors should foster flexibilities which increase
the active engagement of research students in learning, teaching and
research.

7.3

Education technology for flexible learning
The University should encourage and support the development of educational
technologies that provide assistance in the development of flexible learning
across discipline boundaries.

7.4

Policy development
The University should develop, with the involvement of the Academic Board,
policy statements on the following key issues that need to be addressed as
the University moves towards greater flexibility in education:
7.4.1 Providing support for students in a more flexible university:- What is
needed to develop and assess the acquisition of high-level, lifelong
learning skills, and to maintain academic quality in flexible education?
7.4.2

Helping staff:- How will the nature and balance of academic work
change as flexibilities are introduced, and how can staff be supported
to deal with this change?

7.4.3

Resourcing greater educational flexibility: - What are the changing
expectations of the capital works program, Library, IT infrastructure
and administrative systems as the learning community becomes more
flexible?

APPENDIX
Current position in the University
In many parts of the University, educational technologies have already been incorporated
into course structures. In most cases they are used as an adjunct to traditional delivery.
Many flexible learning developments have been initiated by enthusiasts within individual
departments, although there are also examples of major shifts to flexible learning in areas
such the Graduate Medical Program and courses at Orange Agricultural College.
These developments have been recognised by Committees of the Academic Board which
have produced position papers on flexible learning or flexible delivery of courses.
(1)

The Graduate Studies Committee paper entitled 'Distance, Alternative and
Flexible Mode of Delivery', was endorsed by the Board at its June 1998
meeting.
(a)
This paper states as a key principle that "In keeping with all University
of Sydney programs, it is expected that all postgraduate coursework
students are invited into and become active participants in a learning
community. Such a learning community no longer has to be bound by
geographic constraints, and may no longer need to be bound by time
constraints."
(b)
This paper takes steps to ensure that the impact of flexible delivery
strategies on infrastructure and staff development needs is
adequately addressed in development proposals for new and
amended courses.
(c)
It makes four recommendations:(i)
That in non-conventionally delivered programs, the induction of
new postgraduate coursework students into the University's
Learning Community be planned and explicitly delivered, not
simply assumed.
(ii)
Specification of quality management systems.
(iii)
The need to obtain briefing information on examination
management.
(iv)
The compilation of suggested authentication processes.

(2)

The Teaching and Learning Committee paper entitled "Flexible learning:
guidelines for development of flexible delivery", which was noted by the
Board at its May 1998 meeting.
(a)
The principal purpose of this paper is to provide a checklist for the
development of web-sites for flexible learning.
(b)
In addition, staff have been provided with support in the use of
technology in teaching and learning through the creation of NeTTL in
the Centre for Teaching and Learning.
The Organisation
Development Unit also provides training in IT skills. The combination
of staff development programs offered by the Centre for Teaching and
Learning, NeTTL and the Organisation Development Unit, particularly
as a result of recent closer working arrangements, provides a
considerable resource for University teachers.

