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1.0
Introduction

The UQ Union recognises and appreciates the need for a major national review of the current capacities of public Universities to meet Australia’s Higher Education needs in 2001 and beyond. Education policies in Australia, as they presently stand, threaten the very academic and intellectual integrity of Australian Universities, and this Student Union recognises that the future of tertiary study in Australia, and perhaps the result of the coming Federal elections, relies heavily on a fresh approach to inherent problems in the current Higher Education system. This submission will attempt to address some of these problems, and offer response to the set terms of reference suggested for the aforementioned review.

1.1 
History of government funding to Higher Education

Much of the current debate about the future of tertiary education revolves around current levels of government funding, investment and involvement.  Media focus in both 2000 and 2001 has, in particular, centred around the issue of tertiary education funding, and interest groups and political parties have been locked in intellectual debate regarding current funding and models of restructure. Proponents of deregulation have argued that Higher Education in Australia is over-regulated, and that the proportion of revenue that flows from government to Universities and to Australian research and development has been too high. Proposed education strategies from Doctor David Kemp, the current Education Minister, (demonstrated in a leaked, confidential Cabinet submission tabled in Parliament 13 October 2000) have supported this ‘deregulated’ ideology. The cabinet submission called for a complete overhaul of university education, proposing no-limit university fees, the abolition of low-cost HECS student loans in favour of market rate loans, the quota of fee paying students (presently capped at 25%) to be dropped in 2001, and floated the concept of university education vouchers. 

After these suggestions drew a large amount of criticism, many of these proposals were watered down, with John Howard confirming that he would not endorse University voucher systems if the Liberal government would be in power for another term. Labor’s ‘Knowledge Nation’ education platform, and subsequent suggestions for online Universities has been described by various media critics as more hyperbole than action falls well short of addressing problematic areas of Australia’s Higher Education system.

Other interest groups have suggested that deregulation of Australian Universities would result in ‘inequity of access’ for Australian students, and would create a hierarchical effect amongst Australian Universities based on fee levels, thereby threatening the integrity of many Australian Universities in what is quickly becoming an intensely competitive global market.

 Many other concerns have been voiced but what seems to be universally recognised at the moment from all interest groups, be it political parties, academics and academic unions, the A.V.C.C., student unions etc., is that the current state of tertiary education in Australia is in dire need of review and change, and the current education platforms of both major political parties seem inadequate in addressing these problems.   

1.1.1 Effects of government funding to Higher Education

The UQ Union recognises that the decrease of the Higher Education budget by almost one billion dollars since 1997 has resulted in:

(a)
serious doubts on the capacity of Universities to manage and serve spiraling enrolments and university demand.

(b)
a challenge to concepts of institutional autonomy, flexibility, and academic integrity and self-direction.

(c)
a perception of decline in the quality and diversity of teaching and research in Australian Universities.
It is the UQ Union’s belief that Higher Education in Australia has been seriously underfunded in recent years, particularly within the framework of international comparisons. Government spending on social services and education derives from the level of taxation collected in order to fund public programs. As previously mentioned, supporters of deregulation suggest that proportions of government revenue spent on public Universities is too high and over-regulated. 

2.0 Sources  of government funding

There is much public debate around the best source for government funding of public Universities. The UQ Union maintains that Higher Education should be fully publicly funded. Options for funding Higher Education, though, include revenue raised from taxation the HECS scheme and deregulated voucher and up-front fee systems as proposed by the Federal Education Minister Doctor David Kemp in his white paper on Higher Education.

2.1
Taxation as a sources of government funding

A facet of popular mythology has been that Australia is a high taxing nation. Contrary to this belief, in international comparisons, Australia is neither a high taxing nation or a high spending nation in terms of public expenditure on tertiary education. (see figure 1 below).
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FIGURE 1.

In fact, based on recent estimates (1998) Australia collects around 20% less taxation than the OECD average, equaling an approximate fourty four billion dollar shortfall in public revenue. This stranglehold on taxation inhibits Australian governments to invest funds for the purposes of improving public and social services, and plays a key role in the lack of funding for the tertiary education sector. Despite this precedent of low social spending, Australia has traditionally been an international leader in public funding to Higher Education. However, between 1991 to 1997, Australia has experienced the second largest drop in tertiary education funding (relative to GDP) amongst OECD countries. At a time when, in general, other countries are spending large amounts of their overall GDP on education, Australia is slipping further behind in its investment into tertiary education and social services. This fact is clearly evident in Figure 2, which is included below.
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FIGURE 2.

Despite decline in government funding, government expenditure still remains by far the largest source of university funding. Including revenue generated by student fees (controlled by the government through HECS), the Commonwealth government constitutes 68% of total ‘university’ revenue. 

2.1.1
Funding to match increased demand

This is at a time when national enrolments in Universities have been under constant expansion, as well as a concentration of focus on the important social role of Universities within Australia’s future as a nation . Stated in the University of Queensland’s Strategic Plan and its key operational strategies is a priority to:


“1. Increase the numbers of domestic, international and postgraduate students.

2. Increase the number of students attracted from other Universities into honours and postgraduate programs.” (University of Queensland Website, ‘Strategic Plan’)

As is clearly seen from Figure 3 this initiative is being achieved, with enrolments in all course levels expanding significantly since 1992. These enrolment figures also match an overall increase in national figures.
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Enrolments by Course Level 1990 – 2000
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24743
24117
22080

FIGURE 3.

However, this increase in enrolments at the University of Queensland has resulted in what the UQ Union would consider to be a surplus of students faced with large overcrowded classes, too few tutorials and overstretched staff. Student/staff ratios have continued to expand since 1995 (as indicated in figure 4) and these statistics are matched with an overall expansion of student/staff ratios on a national level which, since 1996, have worsened by almost 20 per cent. They currently stand at higher than 1:18 where twenty years ago they were 1:12.
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FIGURE 4.

2.2
Effects of decreased government funding

Teaching and learning standards at Australian Universities are being seriously jeopardized by untenable levels of government support and funding. The reduction in funding, in particular since 1996, and the academic salary increases negotiated through enterprise bargaining that have not been funded or supported by the government have forced institutions to over-enrol students beyond target loads at attract marginal funding, and/or to cut numbers of staff. 

2.2.1
Effects at the University of Queensland

At the University of Queensland, the Student Union believe that classes are presently far too large, staff-student contact has been seriously reduced and compromised, academic staff have diminished time and resources available to enshrine or apply effective teaching and learning strategies in lectures and classrooms, and in general, academic integrity is being sacrificed for commercial initiatives.
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FIGURE 5

Figure 5 suggests that university funding is not keeping pace with the associated costs of Higher Education. Current levels of quality and diversity in Australian Higher Education will continue to fall unless government expenditure into Universities increases substantially. The degree to which increases in costs have outstripped increases in revenue is demonstrated by the sharp decline in the Safety Margin – the surplus relative to income. Figure 5 shows that this Safety margin has fallen from 6.9% to 3.3% since 1995.

2.2.2
Effects Australia-wide

The effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour is seriously effecting the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs, including its effect on:

a. the quality and diversity of education,

b. the production of sufficient numbers of appropriately qualified graduates to meet industry demand,

c. the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources,

d. the maintenance and extension of Australia’s long term capacity in both basic and applied research across the diversity of fields of knowledge, and

e. the operations and effect of Universities’ commercialised research and development structures.   

3.0
The change in direction for Higher Education

As N.T.E.U. spokesperson Julie Wells puts it: “The soul of the University is in its independence and in its promotion of freedom of inquiry…There is a real danger that Universities will sell their souls in the quest to make up nearly one billion dollars in lost government funding since 1997”

The University of Queensland’s Strategic Plan commits the institution to sharing: 

“the enduring, traditional aims and aspirations of Universities throughout the world: the creation, preservation and transmission of knowledge; the disinterested pursuit of truth; maintenance of the highest standards of teaching and learning, research and scholarship; guardianship of independence of thought and freedom of enquiry; and the enhancing of society’s intellectual, cultural, economic and social well-being.

 In pursuit of its aims and aspirations, the University is guided by a commitment to a world-best practice in all its activities, a belief in the vital community leadership responsibilities of Universities in democratic societies and a recognition of its obligation to assist its students, staff, alumni and  members of the wider community to achieve their full potential” (University of Qld. Handbook, p1, 1999)

However, it is the UQ Union’s opinion that the sentiments of this mission statement are now being sacrificed for commercial objectives as a result of severe lack of government funding, and a de-prioritization of Teaching and Learning standards and academic integrity within University hierarchies themselves.

3.1
Universities as businesses

In an article entitled “Silencing the Academy? Reflecting on a dispute in a corporating university” by Allan Patience, he suggests:

“The institutions which are called Universities are compromised by mendacity, by a pervasive untruthfulness in their descriptions of how they have changed to accommodate the political pressures of recent years. Academics tend to deny the untruthfulness, but everybody knows that it is now widespread and that knowledge generates a debilitating cynicism about the higher ideals of the university.” (Patience, A.U.R., p64)

Rather than knowledge communities based on the concept of free exchange of ideas and concepts, Australian Universities are in danger of being run as commercial business centres. This intellectual shift sees Australian tertiary education transcending from an elite Higher Education system to a mass Higher Education system. Due to inadequate funding, Australian Universities are being forced to run off commercial imperatives and shirking their social responsibilities, and are in serious danger of threatening academic autonomy and integrity by relying on private funding and commercial enterprise.  This belief has also been expressed by Dr Clive Hamilton, Executive Director of the Australia Institute:

 “This is eroding the professionalism of academic work as there is widespread feeling that university managers, rather than professional teachers, are determining academic standards.  Managers are placing commercial rather than educational objectives at the forefront.”

Australia’s funding of research and development is due for major reform. In 1988, a national unified system of Higher Education was formed resulting in 37 Universities, each striving to build up research activity and research enrolments. This format has tended to spread resources and funding too thinly across the research and development arena threatening academic integrity and standards. A boost to resources and a greater concentration of research and research training in all disciplines is seen as essential for Australia, both from a social and economic point of view; and is essential for the reputation of Australian Higher Education within a global context. 

4.0
Research and Development

As seen from Figure 6.a. (below), Government expenditure on research and development in Australia in relation to levels of GDP have continued to drop dramatically since 1990, which sends message of ‘no confidence’ to perspective industry investors, places a chokehold on innovative new research at Australian Universities, and systemically challenges the reputation of Australian research and development in a global context. Research and development, and Higher Education are more commonly being seen as imperatives in the concept of the ‘knowledge economy’, a term set to characterise economies in the first decades of the twenty first century.  

4.1
The potential in undertaking research and development

Research and development must be recognised by Australian governments as fundamental and integral in building national prosperity. The need for a vigorous research and development sector with strong funding models in relation to national development, and in the context of extensive developments in areas such as biotechnology, communications and information technology services, is a fact being acknowledged throughout the world. The common model of measuring investment in research and development is gross expenditure as a proportion of a countries GDP. As Figure 6.b. suggests, Australia is well below comparable OECD nations in its overall investment in research and development. 
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International market experts (such as Bill Gates at W.T.F. of 2000) suggest that Australia’s economy will expand exponentially if it masters its role in participating in the global markets of biotechnology, communications and information technologies, a fact much supported also amongst the echelons of Australia’s business sector.  The question that must surely be asked then is: “Why are we not investing in these areas?” The UQ Union would like to suggest that valuable gains could be made from more extensive government support and funding for research and development in Australia. It would strengthen our economy, bolster the academic integrity of our Universities and academics thereby making Australia’s Higher Education system strongly competitive in the global market, and benefit society in general. 

5.0
Access to Higher Education

The UQ Union believes that current Higher Education arrangements are threatening concepts of equity of opportunity and access for Australian students, particularly in respect to:

(a) the effects of the introduction of differential Higher Education Contribution Schemes and other fees and charges and changes in funding provision on the affordability and accessibility of Higher Education.

(b) the adequacy of student income support measures. 

It is the experience of the UQ Union that economic factors are one of the most significant issues impacting on access and participation rates at public Universities. The introduction of the HECS and other fees schemes, as well as the inadequacy and inflexibility of student income support measures, have combined to place Higher Education participation outside the reach of many students and potential students from low income families. These socio-economic groups which could most benefit from assistance in enhancing future generational prospects, have limited capacity to improve their educational qualifications. 

5.1
Income support for students

The major issues with the Centrelink income support schemes is not only the low renumeration rate ($290.10 per fortnight), but the limitations relating to eligibility requirements. These include:

1. To be eligible for the dependant rate of Youth Allowance parents must earn less than $25, 150 plus additional amounts for each dependant child (other than the Youth Allowance person) of the parent. This is very limited income upon which parents are expected to support themselves, a partner and a student who may be living away from home and attending university. These students will need to pay basic living costs such as rent, utilities, food and clothing as well as other basic expenses relating to their studies – textbooks (at G.S.T. price), photocopying, travel costs etc.

2. The inflexible application of Centrelink rules often result in students who are eligible under the parental income test, still being denied access to Centrelink assistance. For example, a student commences a course (which isn’t their preferred course of study) and after a year of excellent results has a high enough grade point average to secure a place in their preferred field of study. The initial year of study is counted in the allowable time rules and as a result Centrelink will not pay for them to study full time for the last semester as they have exceeded the time rules. In situations where this study may involve a practice component they are unable to work part-time and with no other means of income, are unable to complete their degree.

These matters must be addressed if the Government is serious about its commitment to enhancing future career prospects of children whose parents are welfare recipients.

6.0
The university workforce

The UQ Union believe that a lack of government support and funding, and its subsequent effects on prioritising in University budgets and inter-faculty funding models at the University of Queensland are severely effecting staff retainment in the context of local and global markets and the intellectual culture of Universities. Many Universities in Australia have been heavily involved in pay disputes over the past eighteen months, and this seems to reflect a general uneasiness amongst Australian academic staff regarding work and pay conditions. It is the UQ Union’s opinion that a comprehensive shift in personnel in Australian Universities has occurred in the past decade, with the institutions subjected to radical administrative reforms. 

6.1
Change in industry concentration

The most striking and alarming feature of this shift is the level of non-academic staff at senior management levels – awarded salaries and employment packages significantly different from academic and administrative staff. The results of this overall workforce reform see an expansion of numbers in highly paid ‘administration based’ academically inexperienced staff numbers relative to academic ‘teaching and learning’ based staff numbers. Universities have also experienced a rapid rise in the numbers of research based staff in private research centres in comparison to teaching and learning staff. In short, teaching and learning is being sacrificed for the demand for more student administration, particularly at an executive level; and private research with definitive links to industry, research which is likely to be a revenue raiser for the University in question. This is once again typical of an ideological shift within University agendas, away from one which nurtures ‘the republic of the mind’: a more academic focus, to a more corporatised university with commercial focus. 

A broad illustration of this changing demographic in university workforce is Monash University staffing numbers for 2000 which included 2391 academic staff to 2665 non-academic staff. Staffing demographics at the University of Queensland have changed substantially since 1995 as is demonstrated in the figure 7.
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FIGURE 7.

6.1.2
Case study – the Faculty of Biological and Chemical Sciences at the University of Queensland

A more campus–specific example of this shift can be demonstrated with an example of current staffing arrangements in the Biological and Chemical Sciences Faculty at the University of Queensland. Due to University faculty funding models, the Faculty has been forced to undergo a comprehensive restructure. As a result of this restructure, 22 voluntary redundancy packages are to be offered to teaching staff at the expense of approximately 25 new positions in a private research centre. Enrolments within this faculty have traditionally been high although in the last two years these rates have continued to peter off because of a perception of decline in the academic standards of curriculum and research within Biological and Chemical Sciences. Departments within the Faculty have been forced to cut courses and teaching staff, and as a result of these funding cuts, academic staff are also choosing to leave the university as a result of more alluring offers from overseas education employers, and poor current work conditions. This is a prime example of the way in which a lack of funding is having severe ramifications at the University of Queensland. 

7.0
Quality assurance

The UQ Union also believe that a major problem in Higher Education in Australia has been the lack of effective accreditation regimes and quality assurance mechanisms. Because of the increasingly more commercial nature of Universities, consumers of Higher Education have very little protection in relation to quality control and quality assurance. 

Any grievance or appeal made at the University of Queensland is sent through a number of various forums, from departmental and faculty levels through to the Academic Board, Disciplinary Board and the Senate Appeals Committee. However, students have very little option for appeal outside of the campus itself, usually requiring legal representation to challenge the university any further. From the Student Union’s position, we see very little option enforcing change on a campus level as there is no external mechanisms set in place to control grievance procedures or to address the Universities ability to meet acceptable academic levels. The UQ Union requires heavily and ‘in good faith’ on the integrity of the Universities executive echelons to ensure quality control and see great advantage to having external agencies working to regulate teaching and learning standards and academic quality. The Union is concerned that unless regulatory procedures are put in place, Universities will sacrifice the quality of its learning programs for the sake of protecting vested private, commercial or professional interests.

7.1
Independent advisory bodies

The UQ Union also has major concerns about the nature and sufficiency of independent advice to government on Higher Education matters, particularly in relation to the fact that the National Board of Employment, Education and Training was abolished in 15th March 2000 as a result of government initiatives. The manner in which the government receives advice on Higher Education issues, the nature of that advice and the context in which government policy, programs and funds are administered requires reform. As Doctor David Kemp himself has pronounced, there is somewhat of a vacuum within Higher Education policy about the meaning of the word ‘quality’. In the interests of institutional autonomy, Universities need a ‘buffer’ body to stand between them and the government. The Government should be provided with independent, objective advice that sits outside the perimeters of political/ideological and political/electoral considerations and unaffected by the pressures of lobby groups. 

7.1.2
Australian Universities Quality Agency

An example of this would be AUQA: the ‘Australian Universities Quality Agency’ whose membership is made up of Commonwealth and State ministers for Higher Education. However, many challenges have been  made regarding the ability of this agency to act as an independent quality assurance and accreditation agency. As Greg McConville, NTEU National Policy and Research Officer puts it:

“For the operation of the AUQA to genuinely impact on the quality of Higher Education, an enormous amount of work will be required within institutions to ensure that their own quality assurance processes are adequate and relevant. It remains to be seen whether there is sufficient commitment within university managements, government and the AUQA itself to achieve this end.” (AUR, vol. 12, p3)

7.2
The Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs

Using a department that is based on a system of ministerial direction and coordination could be seen to be problematic in relation to the independent quality of the advice given. The advice needs to be based on comprehensive knowledge of the university system and how Universities operate, and a strong knowledge of the Universities role in society. Much more open, independent, institutional, informed arrangements for advice on Higher Education matters is required.  Current administration in the Australian Higher Education system is highly centralised, with the Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs being directly responsible for the concentration of authority in the sector. This centralised system means that most departmental focus from DETYA tends to be on short term factors, and concentrating around measurable outcomes and quantitative performance indicators rather than larger, long term, desirable trends and issues. 

The UQ Union feels that this present system of independent advice to government on Higher Education matters is, in large, insufficient and misleading, and would prefer to see an independent ‘buffer’ body created to provide more objective, sound advice.

8.0 Conclusion

The deterioration of Australia’s Higher Education system stems largely from a severe continued lack in government funding, particularly over the last 5 years. This coupled with poor national investment in research and development and interference from corporate interest has resulted in a system in dire need of reform.

Underlying the economic motivations of past and present governments has been an ideological move toward deregulating Higher Education to the point where the responsibility is placed on the individual, not society, and therefore not requiring public funding.

The effects that this has had on students ability to study and indeed properly access Higher Education is illustrated by the hundreds of cases the UQ Union takes on each year. Experiences vary from poor teacher contact to having to terminate studies altogether because of financial constraints.

Partiality has modified the raison d’être for Universities. Mediocre quality assurance mechanisms leave Universities vulnerable to exploitation by commercial entities and expanding student administrations. 

The UQ Union calls upon the Senate to scrutinize the current Higher Education system that relies on substantial public funding for universities, thorough independent quality assurance mechanisms and investments in research and development. Moreover, the UQ Union calls upon the Senate to assess the experiences of students while at university to understand the effects of the government policies, legislation and practices outlined in this report.
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