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As one of my favourite author’s William Gibson (1993) stated in a radio interview “The future 
is already here. It's just not evenly distributed yet”. Now, Gibson is well credentialed to have 
an understanding of the future. Among many other predictions, in his 1984 novel 
Neuromancer, Gibson predicted the internet as he wrote about the globally interconnected 
computer network of data, the ‘web’ and ‘cyberspace’. Gibson (1993) explained his quote 
about the future as there are things that will be part of the normal and everyday lives for all in 
the future, that already exist for some today. What will constitute change in the short and 
medium term is the spread of the future from the some to the many. The result of COVID-19 
as the accelerator has hastened this spread. 
 
Before COVID-19, there were a range of trends, both societal and technological, that it was 
uncertain when, how or even if they would impact us. However, since early 2020 with COVID-
19 as the great accelerator (Bradley et al, 2020), some of these questions about the future are 
clearer, in particular in the higher education sector. This article will cover three trends that 
have become normalised in the post COVID-19 world: online delivery, hybrid work and higher 
education, and life-long learning qualifications. I will highlight some studies and observations 
in higher education, as well as outline some of the Australian government policy responses to 
this change in a post COVIS-19 world.  
 
 
Online Delivery of Higher Education 
 
Online delivery in its many forms has existed for decades in higher education in Australia. 
Open Learning Australia first commenced in 1993 as a consortium of six universities led by 
the University of Melbourne (https://www.open.edu.au/about-us). There is a long history of 
innovation in Australian high education to deliver learning. Over a century ago in 1911 was 
the first instance of distance learning in Australia with print-based education mailed to 
university students in the rural areas and regions (Gallagher, 2001). In 1951 the world’s first 
‘school of the air’ was opened in Alice Springs, using mailed printed material and radio for 
teachers to communicate with students. This innovation in Australian higher education 
continues today. 
 
Online delivery in higher education was able to take its current form during the 3rd industrial 
revolution with the internet, memory and programmable computer networks (Schwab, 2017). 
This will further develop in this age of the 4th Industrial Revolution (4th IR) as education 
integrates the automation, artificial intelligence, Internet of Things, virtual reality (VR) and 
robotics. The full extent of the integration of 4th IR technologies has not fully been realised yet. 
With the announcement of the change in name from Facebook to Meta and the prioritisation 
of the metaverse being available in 2030, this has provided a future focal point for higher 
education. VR student experience provides the opportunity to bring back interaction, 
engagement and rapport often lost in the shift to the digital world. The possibilities are endless 
with virtual classrooms, meeting spaces and work integrated learning opportunities. In a recent 
study students preferred VR Hybrid to the standard classroom hybrid model (Hogan, 2021). 
 
Furthermore, higher Education has a role to play to ensure that the knowledge, skills and 
attributes required by the 4th IR workforce is embedded in all courses delivered, to ensure that 
students are work-ready. Higher Education also provides research across a range of 
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disciplines to identify and provide insights into the impact of the 4th IR on the full range of 
societal impacts. 
 
COVID-19 has accelerated the widespread use and acceptance of online higher education 
delivery. From March 2020 all higher education was online delivery due to the COVID 
lockdowns. This has resulted in the acceptance of the benefits online delivery by students. 
“These developments have also occurred in a broader context of pedagogically-led reform of 
teaching and learning, shifting from teacher-centred learning to learner-centred, from 
classroom to flipped classroom, from low engagement to high engagement, and from 
delivering curriculum content to delivering roadmaps, frameworks and opportunities” (Sankey, 
2021).  
 
An Australasian Council on Open Distance and eLearning (ACODE) survey of all Australian 
universities in November 2020 and follow up surveys in 2021 found the following results - 

• Only 32% of institutions expected to return to campus lectures in 2021; 
• Even fewer (22%) said they would be returning to campus-based full lecturing beyond 
2021, with 14% indicating they would not be returning to lectures at all, and a further 
16% un-decided. (Sankey, 2021). 

 
This wider acceptance of online delivery is also confirmed by the UBSS student survey results, 
taken each trimester since the beginning of the pandemic in March 2020. With 92% of students 
preferring to remain with online delivery rather than on campus face to face. It is the intention 
of UBSS to offer a hybrid model of online and face to face delivery into the future.  
 
This move to online delivery is also a global phenomenon. With this comes the driver of change 
from the private sector, who through Online Program Managers (OPMs) provide the digital 
innovation and content development to be ‘White Labelled’ and delivered under the name of 
the university. Often using identical content across institutions, without the knowledge of the 
students (HolonIQ, 2021a). These OPMs provide the expertise, resources, and scale to 
provide cost effective student management to universities, faster and more specialised 
instructional design, and digital focussed student recruitment.  
 
Australian examples include SEEK and Online Education Services in partnership Swinburne 
Online, Keypath International (https://keypathedu.com.au/our-partners) who recently listed on 
the Australian Stock Exchange in partnership with nine Australian universities: Deakin 
University, University of NSW, RMIT, James Cook University, Southern Cross University, 
Victoria University, Edith Cowan University, University of Technology Sydney and University 
of Canberra. Keypath also have 24 other university partnerships globally. Other Australian 
companies in this space are Studiosity (https://www.studiosity.com/) a student experience and 
support platform, part owned by Online Education Services. Curio (https://curio.co/) is a 
learning design and digital tutor solution agency.  
 
These local companies are minnows compared to the global privately backed OPMs of Edx, 
2U, Noodle and Zovio to name a few. These companies are listed in the USA where the top 
60 global OPMs are situated. The current OPM market in the USA is valued at USD3.9bn and 
is forecast to reach USD7.7bn by 2025. (HolonIQ , 2021a). The rapid speed of the signups to 
partnerships is staggering with 450 partnership agreements signed in the first 6 months of 
2021. All 40 Australian universities either have an OPM partner or are looking to establish a 
partnership by 2022 (West, 2021). The impact of COVID19 on this industry is to increase 
compound annual growth rate from a high 13% per annum pre-COVID, to an eye watering 
18% in 2021 (HolonIQ, 2021b). Online delivery is definitely here to stay. 
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Hybrid Model Workplace and Higher Education Delivery 
 
There has been conjecture about whether staff will return to the workplace post COVID 
lockdown. There is also discussion whether higher education will move to the hybrid, blended 
or online delivery model. This is explored by UBSS in our recent publication “Exploring a new 
era – hybrid, blended and online learning” (Whateley, Chanda, West, 2021).  
 
As Australia starts to open the international borders in early 2022 and international students 
return, there is a move to the hybrid, blended and online models due to impacts of COVID-19. 
For the international student wishing to have an Australian education qualification, there is a 
move away from the on-campus face-to-face model to online, offshore and from third party 
providers (TEQSA, 2021a). Even though the borders are currently open, the time taken to 
bring in the 140,000 international students with study visas is expected to take to mid-2022 
(Universities Australia, 2021). This will mean at least for the first half of 2022 international 
students and on campus in Australia students will need to be taught together, requiring either 
a hybrid or online model. Sydney University has announced the ‘hyflex mode’ of delivery 
commencing in 2022 (Baker, 2021). Large lectures for more than 120 students – about 10 per 
cent of classes – will mostly be held online next year, but students will be expected to attend 
smaller classes, such as tutorials, seminars and practical activities, in person.  
 
Even the higher education workplace is moving to a hybrid model, with many universities 
adjusting to staff requests to work from home and the new workplace norms. Sydney 
University management has released a “flex work policy proposal” that allows continuing and 
fixed term staff to work from anywhere (WFA). The proposal allows “a hybrid model may 
combine the best aspects of remote work with the benefits of coming to campus for 
collaboration, team-building, and non-remote tasks.” (Baker, 2021)  
 
This change impacts on the work environment, freeing up workspace previously used as 
offices. In both Sydney University and Melbourne University it is expected there will be a mix 
of some enclosed offices, but most will be open space with an area for staff learning materials 
storage space. Swinburne University and RMIT also will continue with flexible working 
arrangements. Once these measures are put in place for the delivery of higher education 
learning and the higher education workplace, they will not return as the drivers of societal 
normalisation and further technology development take us further down the hybrid path.  
 
 
Future of Work – More Work Integrated Learning and Lifelong Learning 
 
Another trend in higher education that has been accelerated by COVID-19 are the 
qualifications demanded by students and what is required by the labour force of the future. 
The recently published ‘University-industry Collaboration in Teaching and Learning’, authored 
by Emeritus Professor Martin Bean and Emeritus Professor Peter Dawkins, observes that 
“Digital technology and skills are vital to the future of our economy and to the successful 
movement between industry and the tertiary education sectors; ensuring all Australians can 
access opportunities for skilled, productive work, and contribute to the solutions and services 
needed in the decade ahead” (Bean and Dawkins, 2021, page 10).  
 
The report found that the latest employment projections from the National Skills Commission 
demonstrate how critical a combination of knowledge, skills, connections and direct working 
experience will be to the future performance of the Australian economy. There were 7 short 
term recommendations from the report: 

1. National skills taxonomy developed 

2. Implement Australian Quality Framework reform building on the Noonan Report 
(Noonan P, 2019)  

3. Create a Unified Credentials Platform 



4. Industry focused micro-credentials 

5. National cadetships  

6. Learning Outcomes and Work-Integrated Learning 

7. Cross-sectoral partnerships between universities, industry and government.  
 
There are opportunities to develop the in-demand, industry-relevant experiences and working 
knowledge that build the capability of learners to be successful in the workplace and develop 
the connections and mindsets that improve their earnings and opportunities over their lifetime.  
 
The Australian government has pursued this agenda to a certain extent, with a focus on 
university and industry partnerships, commercialisation of research, and more micro 
credentialling. This includes the Undergraduate Certificate introduced in 2020, to continue to 
mid-2025 at least (TEQSA, 2021b). This is one step towards making more flexible changes to 
the AQF (Australian Qualifications Framework Addendum No.3). The current AQF was 
introduced in 1995 to “underpin the national system of qualifications in Australia encompassing 
higher education, vocational education and training and schools.” (www.aqf.edu.au) Whether 
the Australian government continues on this path of reform to the AQF and structure of 
Australian qualifications is to be seen.  
 
A blueprint for these reforms has been proposed by the Expert Panel for the Review of the 
Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF)’, chaired by Professor Peter Noonan and released 
in 2019 (Noonan, 2019). The report recognised that many jobs that exist today will become 
redundant in the near future. These are the roles that are standardised, routine production and 
service delivery jobs. The new roles to replace them will focus on human aptitudes and 
capabilities, in particular the ability to incorporate and work alongside technology. The report 
recognised in 2019 that workplaces were becoming more flexible and diverse in employment 
and work practices. They are less hierarchical, with a premium put on teamwork, collaboration, 
the collective rather that individual achievements (Noonan, 2019). All of these need to be 
developed and recognised within the current qualification framework. Some of the 
recommendations of the proposed new AQF would be more flexibility, rather than the 
hierarchical 10 levels, have a common taxonomy and recognise stackable learning of micro-
credentials, with a focus more on applied skills as well as knowledge (Noonan, 2019 page 9-
11). The process to incorporate these AQF changes is with the Council of Australian 
Governments (COAG) Education Council and the COAG Skills Council. 
 
There is mounting external pressure for reform to the AQF, the higher education categories 
and other structures of the Australian Higher Education sector. Where the impacts of 
globalisation may have slowed in many sectors across the world, its full impact is still to be felt 
in global higher education. COVID19 has restricted mobility of knowledge workers and 
students for a period of two years, but the pent-up demand for individuals and their families to 
make a better life for themselves is even stronger to move internationally. The flow of people 
may have been impacted by COVID19, but data, technologies and flow of ideas has increased. 
These are all enablers of further digital disruption of OPMs, Massive Online Open Colleges 
(MOOCs), micro-credentials, and non-accredited continuing education.  
 
There is growth in demand for what is termed ‘non-award’ qualifications under the Australian 
national AQF. The student may choose an internationally recognised certification from Google, 
Amazon, LinkedIn Learning or EdX. The decision process for future study may be between an 
Australian university qualification within the tightly regulated AQF or from an internationally 
recognised corporate brand offering a certification. The full impact of the OPMs and other 
multi-national technology companies has not been felt in Australia yet, but the technological 
and societal conditions are in place for this to occur.  
 
COVID-19 has impacted all of us in so many ways. COVID-19 has acted as the accelerator to 
many long-term trends that were expected to have an impact over the coming decades on the 



higher education sector into the here and now. These changes are likely to remain, in 
particular those outlined in the three sections above. The question remains, what are the other 
futures that are already here, that are yet to be distributed? 
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