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Abstract: The demand for flexible modes of delivery in higher education, 
especially online learning, has grown over recent years. A number of factors are 
contributing to the upsurge of student participation in online learning. They include 
innovations in technology; increased numbers of students in part-time and full-time 
work seeking opportunities to study at a convenient time and location; and greater 
use of online modes of delivery by educational providers to take advantage of the 
developing market. Another new phenomenon is the growth of the Massive Open 
Online Course (MOOC) which enables students across the world to undertake short 
online courses without financial cost. 

This paper presents preliminary results from research into how an online enabling 
program in an Australian university is widening student participation in higher 
education. The paper compares the participation rates of various equity groups in 
the online program with those in the equivalent part-time on-campus program, and 
across the Australian higher education sector. The paper argues that the online 
program is playing an important role in widening participation for students from 
regional, low socio-economic, mature-aged and Indigenous backgrounds, and is 
providing women with past or present child-rearing responsibilities an opportunity 
to pursue higher education actively through an alternative pathway. This 
opportunity has made it possible for disadvantaged students from diverse 
backgrounds to gain a qualification for undergraduate admission and contribute to 
labour market needs in areas of skills shortage. 
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Introduction 
The quest to widen student participation comes at a time when governments 
in some countries are introducing concurrent policies focused on ensuring 
that the growth in numbers of students in higher education does not 
compromise academic quality, standards and student outcomes (Shah et al., 
2011: 266; Whiteford et al., 2013: 300). For example, in the Australian 
context, the government has warned that growth of student numbers in 
universities must not compromise academic quality and outcomes (The Age, 
2011: 5; Trounson and Hare, 2011). While the government has cautioned 
universities about maintaining quality and standards despite increased 
participation by disadvantaged students, the national agency responsible for 
monitoring quality is yet to develop innovative quality assessment practices 
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which acknowledge institutional missions to widen student participation 
while maintaining appropriate academic standards. 

The widening of student participation in Australian universities is driven 
by two key imperatives: government policies which provide additional 
funding for universities that aim to increase the access and participation of 
disadvantaged students; and university missions to increase the participation 
of students from equity groups. Various initiatives have been implemented 
by universities in Australia to take advantage of funding designed to widen 
access to higher education. They include: (1) the establishment of 
University Colleges that provide a pathway into the second year of 
undergraduate programs via first year diploma or associate degree 
programs; (2) increased partnership between universities, vocational 
providers, and high schools; (3) lowering the entry score in some programs 
to enable the increased participation of disadvantaged students; and (4) 
alternative entry pathways for students such as enabling or tertiary 
preparatory programs. Enabling programs are preparatory courses which on 
successful completion qualify students to apply for entry into undergraduate 
programs. These programs cater for students such as recent school-leavers 
who have not obtained a sufficient entry rank for university or who have 
dropped out in senior years of secondary education; mature-aged adults; and 
students from Indigenous, low socio-economic, first in family, non-English 
speaking, and refugee backgrounds.  

This paper is based on one Australian University that has been offering 
enabling programs since the 1970s. For many years students from various 
equity groups such as Indigenous students, women who have experienced a 
gap in their employment or education, individuals from non-English 
speaking backgrounds, refugees, people with disabilities, those from 
regional or remote areas, and first-in-family students, have been 
participating in enabling programs and accessing undergraduate education. 
For example, the university has a proud history of increasing the access and 
success of Indigenous students in its medicine, nursing and allied health 
programs (Behrendt et al., 2012:163). Enabling programs at the University 
represent 15-17% of the total commencing domestic undergraduate student 
enrolment. Studies have shown that students who enrol in enabling 
programs have often experienced a range of barriers limiting their access to 
higher education. These include, but are not limited to: location and distance 
from the University; financial pressures; low academic achievement in high 
school; failure to complete high school education due to illness or other 
personal reasons; lack of appropriate careers advice; parental 
discouragement of higher education due to limited university education 
attainment within the family; a lack of confidence in one’s ability to 
undertake university education; parenting or carer responsibilities; mental 
health issues; and a variety of other social problems (Beyer, 1995 and 
Bowers-Brown, 2006). 
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This paper provides preliminary findings on how the Open Foundation 
Online program at the University of Newcastle, Australia, is widening 
student participation both within and beyond the University’s geographical 
footprint. Until now research on widening participation and online learning 
has been more focused at undergraduate and postgraduate level. Few studies 
have been undertaken on enabling or preparatory programs, especially those 
that are wholly online. The paper aims to make a first foray into answering 
the research question – to what extent has the online enabling program 
widened student participation in higher education? 

The paper contrasts the participation rates of mature-aged, female, low 
SES, regional/remote and Indigenous students in the online program with 
those from the on-campus offering of Open Foundation, and with national 
average participation rates. The data presented in this preliminary findings 
shows that the online program consistently enrols higher proportions of 
equity groups than the equivalent on-campus offering, and the sector 
nationally. Female, mature-aged, regional/remote and low SES students are 
particularly highly represented in the online program. Coupled with data 
which shows that the vast majority of students who complete Open 
Foundation enrol in undergraduate degrees, this suggests that the online 
delivery of enabling programs can make a valuable contribution to widening 
participation in higher education. The paper begins by assaying some of the 
international and national literature on the relationship between flexible 
learning modes and widening tertiary participation.     

Flexible learning and widening participation: 
international perspectives  
Advances in technology have widened student participation in higher 
education (Packham et al., 2004:335). In the USA President Obama 
proposes to achieve a target of 40-60% of Americans graduating from 
college by 2020, in part by encouraging the modernisation of schools and 
the use of the latest technology in teaching, measuring and administering 
coursework (Sturgis, 2012). A review of the literature suggests that one of 
the reasons institutions adopt online learning is to widen student access to 
higher education (Garrett & Jokivirta 2004; OECD 2005:74; Schiffman et 
al. 2007). Research undertaken at Glasgow Caledonian University, UK, 
regarding the online delivery of pre-entry programs suggests that technology 
use has increased the access and participation of disadvantaged students 
(Mckendry 2012/13:229). According to Whittington et al. (2004:1803) the 
introduction of a postgraduate program in reproduction and development in 
one UK University has widened student participation and provided the 
opportunity for many students to access online courses from different 
geographic locations. 
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Students involved in online courses enjoy flexibility in terms of at least 
one of these elements: time, place, pace, learning, style, content, assessment 
and pathways. (Chen, 2003:25). Online learning is therefore attractive to a 
diverse range of students who might otherwise find educational participation 
difficult or impossible for reasons such as family commitments, work or 
financial constraints, disability or geographical location (Brown et al. 
2012:74).  A study of disadvantaged students undertaking online courses 
offered by the Open University UK shows that the top three reasons for 
choosing to study online include: availability of the subject online; wanting 
to increase IT competency; and flexibility (Knightley, 2007:278). 
Knightley’s study found that the online delivery of courses had enabled 
disadvantaged students to access education more easily and flexibly than 
traditional, print-based, and distance learning courses. Another study at 
Open University UK found that a large percentage of ethnic minority 
students choose online tutorials (80%), compared to 54% of mainstream 
students. The same study also found that 60% of ethnic minority students 
had other commitments which prevented them from attending tutorials, 
compared to 51% of non-ethnic students. In the UK, an Open University 
study found that 80% of ethnic minority students chose online tutorials, 
while only 54% of mainstream students made the same choice. Of the two 
groups, 60% of the ethnic minority students had other commitments while 
just 51% of non-ethnic students did (Richardson, 2012:22). 

A variety of studies have shown that learning online has ‘transcended 
geographical, physical, visual and temporal barriers to accessing education, 
and reduced socio-physical discrimination’ (Bossu et al., 2012:152; 
Debenham, 2001; Gorard & Selwyn, 1999:523). Kemmer (2011/12:61) 
argues that the flexibility of online learning could potentially widen 
participation; however, students need to be independent learners capable of 
taking responsibility for their learning.  A recent Australian study found that 
educational technology had a functional, rather than a focal role, in 
encouraging relationships and activities that resulted in learning and success 
for disadvantaged students (Dawson et al., 2013:710). Finally Matas and 
Allan (2004:10) conclude that for mature-aged students, the benefits of 
using online learning portfolios were applicable in educational settings as 
well as in the workplace.  

Staff are often less positive than students about online learning (Heaton-
Shrestha et al., 2009:89).  Nonetheless, one study demonstrates that teachers 
were engaged in more ongoing communication with their online students 
than with their on campus ones. Indeed, some teachers got to know their 
online students better as online communication was less constrained by 
timetabling demands (Diaz & Entonado, 2009:331). Interactive and 
collaborative models of learning are encouraged by the online learning 
environment (McDonald & Reushle, 2000:290; Segrave, 2004:39). As 
Knightley points out, ‘the varied approaches  made possible by online 
learning platforms provide a rich, interactive learning environment within 
which students can engage more fully with course content using different 
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media, and interact with others in a collaborative way that makes learning 
more effective’ (Knightley 2007: 268). 

Importantly, research suggests that students who complete online courses 
perform just as well academically as their face-to-face counterparts (Ashby 
et al., 2011; Dell et al., 2010; Navarro & Shoemaker, 2000). Some studies 
have even concluded that online students tend to outperform their on-
campus counterparts (Ladyshewsky, 2004; Long et al., 2011), and suggest 
that online learning is particularly beneficial for students with disabilities 
such as hearing loss (Long et al., 2011). A study of Native American 
students’ adaptation to online learning environments suggests that a flexible 
mode of delivery is an effective way to deal with non-traditional students’ 
range of academic abilities and other life issues. Kaler (2012:73) found such 
students are able to study independently; learn time-management skills and 
control the pace of their learning. A study in Sweden and Scotland 
monitored the academic performance of students in both face-to-face and 
online modes and concluded that there were no differences between the 
grades, or test scores, of the two groups of students (McPhee & Sӧderstrӧm, 
2012:152). Other research in the UK concluded that the academic 
performance of students in face-to-face or online tuition is comparable 
between mainstream and ethnic minority students (Richardson, 2012:25). A 
recent study in China found that as distance/online learning in the higher 
education sector expanded, educational equality between China’s provinces 
also improved (Li et al., 2013).  

While there is evidence that online education encourages disadvantaged 
students’ participation in tertiary education, there remains some doubt as to 
‘the extent to which utilising information and communications technology 
(ICT), e-learning or online learning overcomes barriers to participating in 
higher education’ (Lax, 2001; Looi & Lim, 2006; Martin & Williamson, 
2002:52; Simpson, 2005). Online education is one means of achieving 
personally, academically and economically (Knightley, 2007:278).  For 
example, Ghanaian research found that open and distance learning led to 
greater participation by women (Kwapong, 2008). According to Tight 
(2012:212), however, decades of attempts to increase the participation of 
low socio-economic background students have produced limited results 
when compared to other groups such as women, mature adults, and ethnic 
minorities.  

Nonetheless, various studies suggest that providing online education has 
widened student participation in higher education. It is unclear though 
whether institutions have implemented online learning to widen 
underprivileged student participation, or have been using the innovative 
technology to meet the demands of all students who consider an online 
mode of higher education attainment to be a viable and flexible alternative 
to traditional face-to-face learning.  
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Open Foundation Online 
This paper reports on the Open Foundation Online program offered by the 
University of Newcastle, Australia. Open Foundation is one of three 
enabling programs offered by the university explicitly to provide access and 
opportunity for disadvantaged domestic students seeking an undergraduate 
education. These students include mature-aged adults from Indigenous, low 
socio-economic, first-in-family, English as a second language and refugee 
backgrounds, as well as women returning to education and students with a 
disability. Unlike undergraduate and postgraduate study which incurs debt 
for domestic students, the enabling programs at the University are free and 
students can withdraw at any point without financial penalty. 

The Open Foundation Online program commenced in 2003 after the 
ongoing growth of a similar program offered in traditional face-to-face 
mode. Originally the program was a paper-based distance program; however 
it is now delivered in fully online mode through the Learning Management 
System (LMS) Blackboard. Since its first offering in 2003, Open 
Foundation Online has grown from 40 enrolments to some 400 enrolments 
annually. The program requires students to undertake 40 units of study 
through a part-time load across two semesters. Students gain one year of 
tertiary preparation, and upon successful completion of the program can 
apply for undergraduate admission at the University of Newcastle or a range 
of other Australian universities. 

The online program was established to provide access and flexibility for 
students who were seeking to enrol in undergraduate education, but who 
could not attend classes on campus. Similarly to their face-to-face 
counterparts, students who enrol in Open Foundation Online do so for a 
variety of reasons. These may include: the need for an alternative pathway 
for university admission; seeking the confidence to undertake undergraduate 
education; self-assessing the level of academic preparedness required for 
higher education; and the desire to attain a qualification which may lead to 
further education opportunities and enhanced career prospects. 

Method and Findings 
The paper is based on preliminary findings from quantitative and qualitative 
data collected between 2008 and 2013. The quantitative data was obtained 
from enrolment records in the University’s Student Record System for staff, 
NUSTAR. The authors downloaded lists of students who enrolled in Open 
Foundation Online or Part-time Open Foundation at the Callaghan Campus 
from 2008 to 2013. Using the demographic data on these lists the authors 
identified and compared the participation rates of various equity groups 
across the two modes of study.  
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Five equity groups were identified for analysis: students aged over 25; 
women; students from low socio-economic status backgrounds; enrolments 
from regional or remote locations; and Indigenous students. Yearly 
enrolment numbers across three of these equity groups – students aged over 
25, women, and Indigenous students – could be obtained directly from the 
NUSTAR-generated lists, while residential postcodes were used to 
determine the participation rates of low socio-economic status and 
regional/remote students. To obtain numbers of students in low, medium 
and high socio-economic areas, the authors analysed students’ postcodes 
with reference to the Index of Education and Occupation (IEO), one of four 
Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas developed by the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (Phillimore & Koshy 2010). According to this method, students 
from low socio-economic backgrounds are defined as “those whose 
permanent home address postcode falls within the lowest 25 per cent of 
postcodes” as coded by the IEO (Bradley et al. 2008:34). Students’ 
postcodes were then also analysed with reference to the Australian Standard 
Geographical Classification (ASGC), which categorises Australian 
postcodes into one of six major categories: Major Cities; Inner Regional, 
Outer Regional, Remote or Very Remote Australia; and Migratory areas. To 
allow for wider comparisons across all five equity categories studied, data 
relating to the participation of these demographic groups in the broader 
Australian higher education sector was also obtained from government 
publications.  

In addition, qualitative data was collected from student surveys and 
discussion boards and blogs in the online LMS Blackboard. Student 
comments were de-identified and manually colour coded to identify key 
recurring themes. The presentation of this preliminary data begins with 
mature-age students (defined below), since the majority of the students in 
Open Foundation Online fall into this category. 

Mature-aged students 

Mature-aged university entrants are generally considered ‘non-traditional’ 
students in countries such as Australia and the UK (Bowl, 2001:142; 
Cantwell et al., 2001; Crossan et al., 2003; Tight, 2012:213). While the age 
at which a student may be considered mature-aged varies, it has been 
recognised that students aged 25 years or more tend to differ from their 
younger counterparts in a number of significant ways (Tones et al., 2009; 
Western et al., 1988). As Bowl articulates, “the 18-year-old student can 
build social and academic support networks around university life . . . for 
the non-traditional student financial responsibility, childcare, family and 
community expectations are central features of life, around which study 
must be fitted” (2001:142). In an Australian context more mature-aged 
students are entering university than ever before – often via enabling 
programs – and many of these students are choosing to study by distance 
and/or online in order to juggle their competing responsibilities (Bradley et 
al., 2008).  
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Figure 1: Open Foundation Students Aged over 25, 2008-2013 

 
 

While the average age of students enrolling in Open Foundation, both on-
campus and online has been growing progressively younger since the late 
1980s (Kavanagh et al., 2011), a significant proportion of enrolments in the 
online program each year are aged over 25. Figure 1 shows that, on average, 
58.1% of students who commence Open Foundation Online are aged 25 or 
more. This is somewhat higher than the average in the on-campus program 
(45.8%), which suggests that mature-aged students tend to perceive that 
online study will be a better ‘fit’ given their lifestyle and other 
commitments. When compared to enabling programs Australia-wide, the 
participation rate of mature-aged students in the online program is also 
higher than the national average of 51% (Department of Industry, 
Innovation, Climate Change, Science, Research and Tertiary Education 
[DIICCSRTE], 2013). It is significantly higher than the average among 
Australian domestic students of 25% (DIICCSRTE, 2013). And, as the data 
below shows, a high proportion of these students are female. 

Women in Open Foundation Online 

Research suggests that the reasons for women enrolling in enabling 
programs are varied. They range from economic incentives (Kaziboni, 
2000:231) to the desire for self-improvement and ‘identity regeneration’ – a 
re-casting of personal identity to encapsulate aspects other than being a wife 
or a mother (Cantwell and Mulhearn, 1997). According to Tight (2012:212), 
from the 1990s onwards, more mature-aged women have sought to 
participate in higher education after periods of employment and/or raising 
families. Perhaps on account of these trends, women typically enrol in 
enabling programs at higher rates than men (Collins & Penglase, 1991; 
Cullity, 2006:506; Ramsay, 2004).  

Aligning with these findings, Figure 2 shows that women have 
consistently participated in Open Foundation Online at much higher rates 
than their male counterparts. For all six years analysed for this paper, the 
percentage of female students has exceeded 70%. On average, women have 
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comprised 73.2% of each annual cohort between 2008 and 2013. 
Furthermore, comparative data from the on-campus Open Foundation 
program shows that the proportion of female enrolments is typically much 
lower in the face-to-face mode, ranging from 55% to just over 60%. 

Figure 2: Female Students in Open Foundation, 2008-2013 

 
 

A large proportion of the female students completing enabling programs 
at the University of Newcastle choose to study nursing or education at 
undergraduate level. Internal data shows that each year almost 50% of 
enabling completers enrol in education, nursing and other health-related 
undergraduate programs. Enabling programs have therefore played an 
important role in addressing skills shortages in both nursing and teaching 
professions in various communities.  

Low socio-economic status students 

In 2009 the Australian Federal Government announced a national target of 
increasing the participation of students from low socio-economic 
backgrounds in higher education to 20% by 2020 (Department of Education, 
Employment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2009:13). The number of 
students from low socio-economic backgrounds enrolling in Open 
Foundation Online is therefore a key indicator of how online enabling 
programs may be widening participation in higher education.  

From the late 1980s, the proportion of students from low socio-economic 
backgrounds enrolled in Australian universities has consistently been 
around 15% (DEEWR 2009). By contrast, the percentage of students from 
low socio-economic backgrounds in Open Foundation Online has ranged 
from 26.6% to 36.8% across the six years to 2013. As shown in Figure 3, on 
average 31% of Open Foundation Online students are from low socio-
economic areas each year. This data indicates that the participation of low 
socio-economic status students in Open Foundation Online is significantly 
higher than the national average, and already exceeds the national target 
proposed by the Australian Federal Government for 2020. Again, it is also 
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evident that the online program consistently attracts a higher proportion of 
low socio-economic students than the on-campus program. This situation is 
mirrored by the geographical areas from which students are drawn. 

Figure 3: Open Foundation Students from Low Socio-economic 
Backgrounds, 2008-2013 

 

Geographical distribution and regional/remote students  

Trend data shows that students from a wide range of geographical areas 
have sought access to higher education through Open Foundation Online. 
Students have been spread across all seven states and territories of Australia, 
from as far west as Perth in Western Australia to Sydney in New South 
Wales – cities which are 3,300 km apart. Online students have enrolled from 
some of the most remote areas of Australia, including central Australia, 
western New South Wales and northern areas of Western Australia.  

Analysis of the home addresses of Open Foundation Online students 
across 2008–2013 revealed that 33.1% of enrolling students during this time 
period were located in areas classified as either Regional or Remote. While 
the percentage of Open Foundation Online students from non-metropolitan 
areas declined between 2008 and 2011, this average figure is still higher 
than the national University sector average of 20.4% (DIICCSRTE, 2013), 
and significantly higher than the average in on-campus Open Foundation. 
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Figure 4: Open Foundation Students from Regional and Remote Areas, 
2008-2013 

 
 

In 1991, a study of Open Foundation students found that 44% of students 
were travelling between one and five hours to attend classes (Collins & 
Penglase, 1991). Some students were travelling in excess of 600 km in order 
to access and complete the program, which was at that time only offered on-
campus (Collins & Penglase, 1991). In 2013, 38.5% of students enrolled in 
Open Foundation Online indicated that they either did not live near 
University of Newcastle campuses or could not easily travel to or from a 
campus. Being able to complete Open Foundation Online therefore provides 
a range of students who otherwise would not be able to participate in higher 
education, or who would have to travel long distances in order to do so, with 
an opportunity to study from regional, remote and metropolitan locations 
around the country. Analysis of the final set of quantitative data collected 
for this paperrevealed the proportion of these students who identified as 
Indigenous. 

Indigenous students 

Indigenous students are consistently recognised as an equity group that is 
under-represented in the Australian higher education system (Behrendt et 
al., 2012:10; Birrell et al., 2000; Bradley et al., 2008; Collins and Penglase, 
1991; Department of Employment, Education and Training 1990:10; James 
et al., 2004:55; Krause et al., 2005:67). According to recent figures, only 
1.0% of students in Australian universities are of Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander descent (DIICCSRTE, 2013).  

In contrast, Figure 5 demonstrates that Indigenous students have 
consistently comprised more than 2.5% of each annual intake in both online 
and on-campus Open Foundation. Indigenous students were the only equity 
group recognised as having similar participation rates in both modes of 
delivery. The proportion of Indigenous students in the online program 
peaked at 4.3% in 2013, and averages 3.3% across the six years from 2008 
to 2013. While still a modest percentage, in light of the national average this 
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represents a significant widening of access to higher education among 
Australians of Indigenous descent. 

Figure 5: Indigenous Students in Open Foundation, 2008-2013 

 

Access and Opportunity for Students 

The data presented thus far demonstrates that the Open Foundation Online 
program has indeed provided an opportunity for many disadvantaged 
students to assess their readiness for university and to access a pathway to 
higher education. The qualitative data collected from surveys and from the 
online LMS Blackboard supports these findings by providing insight into 
how and why these students value the opportunity to study online at times 
and places that suit them. The three most prominent recurring themes 
regarding how Open Foundation Online has provided access and 
opportunity for disadvantaged students include: the value of being able to 
return to study in a flexible mode after or during child-rearing years; 
appreciating a chance to prove that one is capable to attain undergraduate 
degree; and the importance of building confidence for further study. 

Student feedback has consistently demonstrated that many female 
students in Open Foundation Online value the opportunity to balance study 
with caring for family and children. The number of female students in the 
online program who are concurrently balancing family commitments is a 
testament to the notion that women are increasingly becoming more 
proactive in pursuing educational attainment and long-term career 
development. Student comments which suggest that more women are 
seeking ownership of higher education attainment while balancing caring 
responsibilities include:  

‘I live far away from the campus and online is an easier way for me to 
fit it in with running the house and keeping up with the kids.’ 

‘I work part time and also care for my elderly parents, so I couldn’t 
attend Uni full time. My study has to be flexible so I can study 
wherever and whenever I choose.’ 
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‘I am studying online because I have a four year old daughter at home 
and she only attends preschool three times a week and I have no 
family support for child minding.’ 

‘The reason I chose to study online was because I was working full 
time, looking after my 2 year old son, and had a baby girl in May. 
With everything going on in my life it is a lot more convenient to 
study at home and also that way I wouldn’t miss anything or need to 
take any time off from studying when I had my baby.’ 

A number of students have also indicated that Open Foundation Online 
provided them with an opportunity to pursue aspirations that they had 
‘shelved’ in order to raise young children. 

‘The reason behind my choice was that I have 3 children 2 at school 
and 1 at home, my husband works away a lot so I need to be around a 
lot for the kids. I am really focused on becoming a nurse, and not 
having completed yr 12 OF was a great opportunity for me to 
hopefully gain entry into University to follow the dream.’  

‘I would like to reach the goal of becoming a primary school teacher, 
a dream that I put on hold so I could dedicate time to family.’   

These comments clearly suggest that without an online enabling pathway, 
access to higher education would have been difficult, if not impossible for 
many women with carer responsibilities. 

Comments also indicated that Open Foundation Online provides many 
students with a chance to prove to self and to others that they are capable of 
undertaking an undergraduate degree. It is evident that many disadvantaged 
students have aspirations of attaining higher qualifications after completing 
Open Foundation Online, and that the program is providing these students 
with a means of self-assessing their readiness for higher education. As the 
comments below indicate, this opportunity was highly valued by many of 
the online students: 

‘I have been talking about doing a University course for years. I 
decided it was time to put my money where my mouth was and do it. I 
am the only one of my siblings who does not have a university degree 
and I know I am smarter than them both so I have something to prove 
… I felt it was time to empower myself.’ 

‘I’m very appreciative that this course is available to people like me 
who through no fault of their own missed out on the opportunity to 
complete their high school education. Prior to starting this course, I 
had pretty much given up, accepting that I will have to work a 'blue 
collar' job that I dislike for the rest of my life. I now have long term 
goals to attain a degree and pursue a career that I am interested in; if I 
achieve these goals then I am sure to have a better quality of life due 
to earning potential and job satisfaction.’ 
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‘Open Foundation will finally allow me to do the degree that I wanted 
20 years ago when I originally finished high school. Open Foundation 
will further my learning to see how I would cope with studying at 
undergraduate level.’ 

A flexible, open access program such as Open Foundation Online allows 
many disadvantaged students to make a second attempt at accessing higher 
education. Student comments suggest that they value and appreciate the 
opportunity to participate in a pathway program which dissolves barriers 
presented by time, location and personal circumstances.    

The third recurring theme identified in the qualitative data relates to 
student confidence. Similar to many enabling students, those enrolling in 
Open Foundation Online tend to lack confidence in their ability to attempt 
undergraduate education. Often this is due to a history of poor academic 
achievement and/or a gap between high school attainment and further study. 
Student comments suggest that a fear of going to university is frequently 
underpinned by these factors, along with other factors such as a lack of 
support from family members. Following the online orientation at the 
beginning of Open Foundation Online – Week Zero – many students 
reflected on how their need for confidence was met by engaging in the 
online program: 

‘I realised there is lots of support & help available … Admittedly, I 
was feeling a little overwhelmed and not sure a mature person like 
myself would be too long out of school to participate in such an 
academic field. I am now feeling a little more “normal”.’ 

‘As I haven’t studied for over 25 years I felt I needed all the help I 
could get and week zero was a large part of that in gaining my 
confidence to enter open foundation studies.’ 

Throughout the semester students continued to express how the online 
program allowed them to build their confidence in a safe and supportive 
environment: 

‘I am quite shy and it was a way to get involved without putting too 
much pressure on myself by having to meet a lot of new people face to 
face. Now that we are half way through and I have attended the face to 
face days, I have found everyone I meet to be so helpful and friendly. 
I have gained so much confidence by completing assignments and 
sitting exams. Even though it has been a lot of work, it is one of the 
best things I have ever done.’ 

‘Online was the favourable choice to fit in with my other 
commitments … [and I was] also a little scared to attend Uni all by 
myself.’ 

 The preliminary data presented in this paper clearly indicates that the 
delivery of enabling programs online provides access and opportunity for 
many disadvantaged students who are interested in pursuing higher 
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education. In 2012 over 1,300 students completed an enabling program at 
the University of Newcastle. Based on their academic performance, over 
97% (1,261) of these students received an offer to an undergraduate 
program. Once in undergraduate degrees, internal data shows that enabling 
students perform similarly to ‘traditional’ commencing students. A review 
of performance data at undergraduate level shows that the progression rate 
of first year domestic students who entered into the University directly is 
84%, compared to 80% among students who entered via an enabling 
program. By comparison, the first year progression rate for domestic 
students across Australia in undergraduate programs in 2012 was 83% 
(Department of Education, 2012). Table 1 outlines the 2012 benchmarked 
data on progression with national, institutional, and students who completed 
enabling programs. 

Table 1: Benchmarking of Progression rate 
Progression rates 2012 
National commencing domestic student progression in 
undergraduate study 

83% 

University commencing domestic student progression in 
undergraduate study 

84% 

Progression of commencing domestic students completing 
enabling program in undergraduate study 

80% 

 
Due to the barriers faced by enabling students, and the fact that these 
barriers do not disappear with transition into undergraduate study, it can be 
argued that 80% progression in the first year of undergraduate education is 
at least in part a reflection of the level of preparation attained by these 
students in their enabling year. Similarly the attrition of first year domestic 
undergraduate students who enter the University directly is 18%, compared 
to 23% for enabling completers. Once again, this is similar to the national 
attrition rate of 19% among first year domestic students undertaking 
undergraduate courses (Department of Education, 2012). 

Conclusion 
Many countries are aiming to increase the participation in higher education 
of students from disadvantaged backgrounds. The University of Newcastle 
has had a mechanism for achieving this for the past forty years. Since 1973, 
the Open Foundation enabling program has made access to higher education 
a possibility for thousands of non-traditional students. Amidst a world-wide 
increase in the demand for online courses, this program is now taught online 
as well as on-campus. Between 2008 and 2013, a diverse range of students 
have sought the flexibility and accessibility of undertaking their enabling 
program online. Enrolment statistics show that more students in numerous 
categories of disadvantage are choosing online over on-campus study, and 
that the proportion of students in these categories has exceeded Australian 
national targets. Just over 58% of the students who enrol in the online 
program are over the age of 25 and such people typically have more 
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complex lives than school leavers. Therefore, online study is seen as an 
option which may allow successful juggling of their various responsibilities. 
Moreover, almost three-quarters of enrolling students are women, and they 
report that the greater flexibility that the online program enables them to 
combine study with their employment and caring responsibilities. Many of 
these students are also from low socio-economic, regional or remote areas. 
Although only small numbers of students are from Indigenous backgrounds, 
the percentage of these students in each yearly intake is still more than three 
times the participation rate of Indigenous students across the Australian 
higher education sector. Student comments reinforce that the flexibility of 
online study is important for many women returning to education while 
balancing carer commitments, and indicate that the online program provides 
an opportunity to prove one’s capabilities and build confidence within a safe 
and supportive academic environment.  

It is clear that students enrolling in Open Foundation Online appreciate 
being able to study at times and places convenient to them as they continue 
to manage their complex lives. This gives them confidence not only to 
succeed at an enabling level, but also promotes confidence for 
undergraduate studies. This preliminary finding on the Open Foundation 
Online program demonstrates that delivering enabling courses and programs 
online is assisting disadvantaged students to circumvent some of the 
impediments that they have faced in their educational journeys. While 
enabling programs have provided access and opportunity for many 
disadvantaged students – the ongoing sustainability of the program may be 
at risk as the current government in Australia plans to expand the provision 
of sub-degree programs with funding provided to university and non-
university providers (Kemp and Norton, 2014). The new policy and funding 
may see the rise of private providers offering associate degrees and 
diplomas with articulation into undergraduate study. Future research will 
examine this phenomenon more deeply by examining the social and 
economic outcomes of widening student participation through online 
enabling education, and the impact on individuals, families and the 
community.  
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