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Context

Australia’s public university system serves the country extremely well but is currently under some stress.  The Senate Inquiry is welcome, as it will provide a comprehensive forum to discover the real problem areas and hopefully be able to identify some measures to address them.  

This personal submission is made more in terms of providing a series of ideas for discussion rather than attempting to put forward detailed proposals supported by in-depth analysis.  It builds on an extended period of association with education while employed in private industry (BHP), six years as Chair of NBEET (1992-1997) and six years as Chancellor at VUT (1995-2000).

Adequacy of Current Funding Arrangements

It is disappointing that many universities in the 2001 Academic Year are understood to have reduced their target enrolments due to funding constraints at a time when demand is strong.  The AVCC paper ‘Our Universities – Our Future’ is a comprehensive statement of the problem and some suggestions to address it, and is broadly supported.  

Clearly more money from some source is required to restore the system to health.  However, like all other sectors of Australian economy in the last 15 years or so, the university system still needs to change more internally, to become more efficient, and more productive while at the same time continuing to improve the quality of everything it does.  The ‘productivity’ improvements in recent years have been considerable, with the system doing a great deal more with no discernible drop in quality.  Simple (and simplistic) measures such as staff/student ratios show a 25% decrease in the last decade.  This is an admirable achievement particularly when it is viewed in the context of academic salaries increasing less than most others in the community.

As well as more funding, universities need to better address how they can do more with the resources they already have.  Initiatives might include –

· Aim at reducing undergraduate drop-out, deferral and failure rates by improving entry criteria, aptitude assessments, vocational advice, counselling, and course information.  A modest up-front investment in getting more ‘square pegs into square holes’ could significantly increase the capacity of the system with no additional resources.

· Reduce the range of different courses, particularly the narrow focus vocational offerings, in favour of more generic undergraduate studies.  Increasingly the vocational components should be transferred to TAFE or university graduate schools as concurrent or post- graduate certificate or diploma qualifications, funded separately.  This is a complex issue and would require more cross-sectoral collaboration, industry support in many instances and a review of the EFTSU basis on which courses are now funded.  The multiplicity of course offerings now is frequently a reflection of the need to present a wide range of choices to prospective students to ensure enrolment targets are met.  There is something vaguely disquieting when a course that fails to attract an adequate number of students can be given a different name, but not otherwise changed, and it is inundated with enrolments.

· Even more attention needs to be given to the use of technology for course delivery, assessment, practical work and student support.  Better use of capital facilities through extended hours, weekends, flexible semester times, and shared resources in the system need to be encouraged.

· University internal management practices need to be closely examined.  Collegiality has its place on policy matters relating to teaching and research but does not have to be used for virtually every facet of university administration.  Radically reducing the number, size and agendas of university committees will free staff for more productive and, in all probability, more interesting and relevant pursuits.

· Administrative loads need to be reduced across the board but particularly for academic staff.  Critical examinations need to be made of reporting requirements, collecting statistics and grant application procedures.  There are bizarre claims of senior researchers spending more time on writing funding applications than actually performing research, a situation to which all parties concerned need to devote attention.

· New HECS places determined to be required in a particular geographic region could be put out to tender between the local public universities, awarded to whichever can guarantee adequate quality delivery for the least incremental cost.  This in due course could avoid the duplication of offerings and introduce economies of scale.

Increasing Reliance on Private Funding

A university education has a mixture of public and private benefit so a mixture of public and private funding is logical.  The debate is what the balance between the two should be and the extent to which the private component should be the responsibility of the individual or the employers of graduates.

In respect to the individual’s contribution there is no case to be made for increases in HECS and in fact some further review might be warranted based on the public benefit generated by a particular class of graduate as well as their earning potential.  

Seeking greater contributions from employers is problematic.  Most believe the taxes they pay should provide the basically educated employees they require and their investment should be in on-the-job training.  In desperate times they may be induced to provide scholarships to address particular areas of shortage but a broader levy would be opposed as inequitable.   For some employers a greater contribution to higher education might mean a belief in having a greater say in curricula and potentially place pressure on ensuring the right balance of generic and personal attributes relative to vocational skills is maintained.

The mechanism proposed above to simplify undergraduate courses, by shifting more vocation specific education into post-graduate (TAFE or Graduate School) offerings, also holds the prospect of a more productive engagement with employers.  Employers could be persuaded it would be to their advantage in supporting the vocational component rather than the more generic basic degree.

In regard to research, the recent decision to lift ARC funding to more sensible levels will be welcome and may take the pressure off universities requiring private funding just to sustain their core research effort.  The CRC Programme is the ideal vehicle for attracting commercial funding into research and an increasing proportion of industry funding should be invested there in contract research, rather than paid direct to universities.  While ever ARC money is somehow regarded in the academic world as more meritorious than industry money, for those high quality research activities that cannot be placed in a CRC (particularly in the social sciences) there are inbuilt checks in the system which should mean commercialised research activities of universities need not be a concern.

Public Liability Consequences

Universities are large businesses and should handle their public liabilities in exactly the same way as any other commercial enterprise.  Adopting accounting standards, disclosure requirements, external reporting and audit practices as close as possible as those that apply for public companies are long overdue.  The Annual Reports of some universities are masterpieces in obfuscation and State Governments should be demanding more transparency.

That being said, while sources and applications of funds need to be understood, the universities should not be asked to account separately for their public and private funding.  Whilst ever full fee paying and HECS students sit in the same class room, internally and externally funded research is conducted in the same laboratory or any other function is shared, any demand for allocating particular revenue sources to particular costs would be artificial, time-consuming and not particularly useful.  Concerns about public money subsidising commercial activities can be addressed on a project basis if there is a questionable practice identified but to burden the whole system on an on-going basis with such a cumbersome and arbitrary reporting requirement would be clearly unproductive.

Equality of Opportunity

Generally good progress has been made on making higher education more widely accessible to different social groups.  

A broader application of programmes such as those developed under the Personalised Access and Study (PAS) policy adopted at Victoria University would further assist those who otherwise might have found difficulties in accessing tertiary education.  These programmes work more easily with dual sector institutions but could adequately operate under an agreement between a University and a TAFE College.  The personalised pathway approach is particularly useful for students with study or language difficulties.

Attracting and Retaining Staff

Several issues need to be addressed in relation to higher education staff if Australia is to improve, or even maintain the quality of teaching and research in its universities.  The problems are particularly acute in some of the leading edge technology areas – IT, communications, electronics, biochemistry etc. – but probably are growing more serious across the broad spectrum of disciplines.

· The basic problem is remuneration, with relativities to the broader community eroding.  Working as an academic is increasingly a lifestyle choice as few university staff at any level would be unable to attract greater financial rewards in other private or public sector employment.  A doubling of basic professorial salaries and similar adjustments in many other classifications would be required to align university pay scales with those applying elsewhere.

· Any move to a substantial increase in remuneration would need to accompanied by some greater flexibility in working arrangements, availability to work more and variable hours, greater teaching load for classes for which no significant preparation time is required, consulting and other paid work being done outside normal working hours and a range of other measures which would make an academic’s working day look more like a professional or executive in the outside world.  These changes in work practice should not be mandatory but neither should the increased rewards that accompany them.

· Performance bonuses relating to student achievement, research output, external earnings or grants achieved, teaching and research initiatives, quality assessments etc. should be thoroughly investigated.   Shares or options in university related companies should be available, and personal sharing of royalties or other external earnings more frequently encouraged.

· Consideration needs to be given as to how careers can be better structured, so brilliant academics do not feel the need to seek promotion to administrative positions for salary and status reasons.

While all these changes would superficially move academic staff to situations which would seem to make their role little different to an employee in industry, it is essential that in making them, the vital characteristics which make universities different to other organisations are preserved. Academic freedom must be cherished, (although for some who aspire to use it as a mantra to validate a broad range of behaviours, its boundaries might need to be better defined), collegiality in decision making on academic matters needs to be retained, creativity, flexibility and the provision of a stimulating environment in which to work and to think are necessary ingredients for a high quality university sector.

Contribution to Economic Growth

The main contribution universities make to economic growth is the provision of well educated graduates and well trained researchers and professionals for the public and private sectors to employ.  Universities should not (and should not need to) embark on any activities that detract from this primary role.

Additional contributions to the economy through the export of education, undertaking research which is used by industry, and provision of consulting services or other knowledge are all legitimate functions, providing they enhance the primary role.

While the main research focus of universities should be the continued expansion of knowledge through high quality basic research, a contribution to economic growth can be made if the same people and facilities can be used to undertake properly managed and focussed applied research.  Industry is often critical of universities in this regard as outcomes sometimes differ from expectations, time schedules are ignored, IP management processes are cumbersome and a tension exists between the need to publish and the need for commercial confidentiality.

A useful way of attracting additional research programme and infrastructure funds into universities would be to allow an increase in the tax deduction for R&D if the money is spent in a public institution.  This could be justified on the basis that the spillover benefit from outsourced research will be greater than for that done in-house and in all probability, at least for one-off projects, the lack of familiarity factor will mean the outlay required to achieve any given result may be greater.  In addition consideration could be given to providing companies with research credit vouchers redeemable at a public research organisation under the START scheme, which do not require them to invest any money up front but oblige them to commercialise the outputs of the research work if pre-defined outcomes are achieved.  Schemes such as this would increase the relevance and commercial application of the applied research undertaken in the university system.

Regulation of the Higher Education Sector

Robust competition for students, funds and research grants between public universities, and with other suppliers of equivalent services, can be a potent quality assurance mechanism.   Transparency and consistency in reporting is a key ingredient so that comparisons of performance are meaningful.  An agency which monitors, audits and reports on quality will ensure competition is open and fair, while at the same time allowing cross-fertilisation of ideas and approaches to allow the poorer performers to lift their game.

Relevant professional and industry bodies should continue to have a role in course accreditation but other forms of review, using consultants and overseas comparisons might also have their place.  The ‘Good Universities Guide’ and similar influential publications should use external, objective appraisals of the quality of teaching and learning and accreditation outcomes, rather than relying mainly on student surveys to assess the relative merits of public universities.   Measures need to be developed to determine how universities add value in their education programmes, a difficult task but a necessary one.  A university which attracts the top 5% of academically achieving school leavers will inevitably produce higher performing graduates but it does not necessarily mean that it is performing best as an education provider.

In regard to governance it must be emphasised that although universities are becoming large businesses they are different from companies, so a standard corporate governance role as implied in the Hoare Committee a few years ago is not appropriate.  That said, current university Councils/Senates are not particularly effective and can be unwieldy.

The compromise solution, at risk of slightly greater complexity, would be to split the functions currently handled by the governing body.  A University Board could be established with the charter to handle all finance and budgetary, human resource, property, government relations and administration matters.  The Board would consist of the Chancellor who would take on the additional title of Chairman, the Vice Chancellor (and President), one or two internal deputies (including whoever has responsibility for resources), and up to about four external members with commercial and corporate director experience.  This Board would have the ultimate responsibility for university governance.

The Council/Senate would continue to be constituted as at present with the Chancellor and Vice Chancellor, elected representatives from various internal constituencies and outsiders with relevant background to contribute to the main function of overseeing the teaching and research activities in the university.  The Board would provide reports to the Council/Senate, the latter making submissions to the Board for resource allocations.  The Council/Senate would approve courses, teaching and research initiatives, ensure quality is maintained, oversee entry criteria etc, subject to Board approval for any expenditure or staffing requirements.

Some universities already work in a manner something like that proposed with the use of an Executive Committee to undertake most of the functions suggested for the Board so this proposal represents more a change in accountability and a firmer demarcation between academic and commercial considerations.

Independent Advisory Mechanisms

It would be for others to judge how effective the National Board of Employment, Education and Training was but many observers of the higher education system believe that some new source of independent advice to the Minister needs to be established.  Such a body would need to have the powers to consult with the constituencies and be resourced well enough to enable it to undertake high quality research and surveys.

The problem at the present time is that, while in no way reflecting on the Minister in the present arrangements, for developing policy he/she is heavily reliant on his/her advisers, department and personal contacts, while being the target of partial lobby groups.   This does not guarantee that all views have been heard and considered, that the best information is used or that all the issues have been canvassed.  Even conveying the higher education system’s view on any issue has become more problematic as the AVCC has factionalised and new sub-groupings emerge.

It was never made completely clear why NBEET was abolished but it did have its deficiencies.  The structure of a series of Councils reporting through a Board was cumbersome and at times unnecessarily bureaucratic, although the intersectoral focus and external representatives on the Board frequently meant useful improvements were made to advice developed in the Councils.  The Board was the only organisation in Australia with the responsibility and ability to examine how the various educations sectors interfaced with each other, a matter of considerable importance, now readily overlooked.

There was a concern within the Coalition that there was a statutory requirement that the education unions be represented on the Board and its Councils.  This arrangement was a two-edged sword with a major advantage being that the Minister could have a high degree of confidence that any advice he/she received would represent a consensus view, so would not be opposed by any of the constituents should it be accepted.  The downside was that even though all parties were prepared to make major sacrifices to achieve consensus there were some ‘undiscussable’ areas, where agreement was recognised to be impossible, so remaining silent was seen as the best option.

A great benefit for the Minister from having an independent advisory group is that it can shield him/her from the multiplicity of pressure groups that exist in education.  The NBEET process of receiving submissions and undertaking public consultations was a useful way of ensuring all those with an interest can be heard and their views accommodated where possible in formulating advice.  The only alternative way would be to run a continuous series of independent inquiries, which is expensive and inefficient, is only really applicable for major issues and means the corporate memory is constantly lost.

An independent advisory body made up of knowledgeable members of the various higher education constituencies, charged with providing policy advice on matters referred to it and/or approved by the Minister would have a very useful role.  It would be charged with consulting with all interested parties in formulating its advice and endowed with sufficient resources to provide quality secretariat support and a research/consultancy programme.  Advice would be made public once it is tabled in Parliament, with the Minister obliged to respond within a designated period of time but not otherwise obligated to act on its contents.

