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Introduction

The University of the Sunshine Coast (USC) is Australia’s newest regional (non metropolitan) institution and is at the centre of a region comprising Cooloola, Maroochy, Caloundra City, Kilcoy, Caboolture and Noosa.  The University expresses its distinctiveness in regional terms, but also in a way that is increasingly international.

The University is actively extending its role as a regional university addressing low participation and access concerns, to knowledge creation and transfer and, ultimately, to one in which the university directly contributes to the generation of regional economic distinctiveness in a global marketplace.

The purpose of this submission is to outline some of the issues associated with the development of this new, regional (near metropolitan) University and to suggest modifications to current funding policies in order to encourage a more supportive and equitable national framework.  Support for all regional universities is overdue.  Their role buttressing and cataloguing local culture and economies must be acknowledged with greater support than is presently the case.

We are, therefore, predominantly addressing aspects of your Terms of Reference Categorised as (a), (d) and (f)

Current funding arrangements (a) and the capacity of public universities to contribute to economic growth in communities and regions (f)(i)

Whilst sharing widely expressed sectoral concerns about at least a decade of per capita decline in public funding for higher education, we are convinced that these concerns will be addressed in other submissions.  Instead, the University of the Sunshine Coast would like to endorse some specific suggestions for reform with a distinctly regional emphasis.

As Marginson (2000, 5) puts it:


Arguably, in a globalising environment in which knowledge-related practices are increasingly important, universities have a more important national role than ever.  The problem in Australia is that the universities have become less valued and well supported by government at the very time when their policy star should be rising.

Whilst the traffic in international students, intellectual property and cross national performance indicators may be global in scale, increased engagement between universities and their regions has the potential to generate returns at the institutional, regional and national levels.
This form of engagement provides a ‘clear and unambiguous focus’ for efforts to increase economic development.  These economic benefits centre on the creation of human capital (regional student flows), social capital and employment, and investment and income generating economic development.

Relatively straightforward changes in the current funding arrangements could act to facilitate the partnership role of regional universities in generating economic growth and development in their region by:

· Amending performance criteria for core operating grant funding to recognise connections to the regional community which explicitly enhance competitiveness and

· Adding a regional dimension to specific purpose program funding to facilitate universities in targeting their research and teaching to regional priorities

There is also a clear argument to be made for ‘weighting’ of criteria towards non metropolitan universities, based on their potential to contribute to regional economic development, as well as equity and social justice considerations.

AVCC funding model

USC supports funding mechanisms, which have the flexibility to recognise the social and economic benefits flowing from regional engagement and the capacity to enhance equality of opportunity to participate in higher education.

The AVCC has proposed a funding framework based on seven elements, giving universities the flexibility to choose those funding option(s) which best allow them to reach their objective.  These elements provide the capacity to recognise USC’s role within its region and its commitment to increased access among social groups under represented in higher education.

New university funding and the emerging distinction between ‘non’ and ‘near’ metropolitan regions

The current funding arrangements for a new university are a matter of serious national concern.

A DETYA official described the funding climate as ‘hostile’ for a new university, and the West Committee commented that ‘the system is stacked against new entrants.’  These comments apply to the length of the planning period, the low level of establishment funding, the lack of support for basic library and IT infrastructure, inappropriate research formulae that disadvantage a university without a proven track record, and the inadequacy of funds for a range of academic and student related physical infrastructure.

Australia’s current approach to funding a new university is quite different to the regime in place to support the last generation of new greenfield universities, and very different to the support currently provided in competitor nations.

Griffith and Murdoch, about twenty-five years ago, had around 5 years to plan the university and between four and five times the financial resources that USC was given.

In the 1990’s whilst USC was given $20 million by the Commonwealth, the Canadian University of Northern British Columbia was established with $150 million. The new Lincolnshire and Humberside campus in the UK was established with a similar sum, whilst in the US, Florida Gulf Coast University was similarly funded.  In Hong Kong, however, the new Science and Technology University received $1.3 billion to establish itself.  These are dramatic indications of how a new university in a major growth area is underfunded and, therefore, how new regions are inequitably treated.

In a similar period of six years, the local TAFE (CSIT) has obtained more capital and infrastructure funding from the State than USC has received as a new University from the Commonwealth.  Clearly, increased allocations, particularly in terms of infrastructure, are needed to allow a new university such as ours to compete on a level playing field.

Compounding the difficulties faced by USC as a new university is the propensity of government to define us as a subset of the metropolitan regions, an integral part of South East Queensland or a ‘near’ metropolitan region.  This fine definition has restricted our access to funding opportunities at both the State and Federal levels in unexpected ways.  These include inability to access federal funding set aside for ‘non metropolitan’ regional universities and exclusion from development funds available through the Queensland Government (unless accessed in conjunction with a region to our West).

Market based principles, consumer choice and regional factors
Current approaches to funding and policy making contain a strong market based component.  Inherent to a market based approach to higher education is the assumption that the market will deliver the best outcomes because consumers can be counted on to act rationally in making their choices and know what they want and need better than any regulatory body.  This model is predicated on the twin notions of the informed consumer and virtually unrestrained choice.

Recent findings suggest, however, that consumers know little about aspects of higher education which influence or strongly influence their choice of institution and course, such as career prospects for graduates, approaches to teaching and learning, quality of teaching and graduate satisfaction 

This raises concerns about the effectiveness of information provided to consumers through agencies such as DETYA on teaching quality and quality in different courses.

Part of DETYA’s thinking in developing the performance indicators on which they report seems to have been that the newer universities with a supposedly stronger tradition of and focus upon teaching excellence should perform better in this area and that this should ‘balance out’ the research dominance of older universities.

Unfortunately, data provided to potential students on student outcomes and satisfaction, and employment rates of graduates does not take account of the different nature of institutions involved in the context of:

· the different socioeconomic backgrounds of students, which directly affect progression rates

· different discipline mixes which affect many of the indicators and

· age group and mode of study which have a strong impact on employment rates

Clearly, there is potential for a review of performance indicators to take account of these factors and to provide more balanced information for consumers.  In a region such as ours, where many families are having their first experience of choosing an institution and course, the need to provide maximum assistance in making an informed choice is incumbent both on the Government and the University.

Genuine choice for non fee paying students is clearly limited within the sector by quotas on places in courses and units, and admission arrangements based on academic results.  The only areas of genuine free market operation sectorally are in positions for undergraduate, postgraduate and international full fee paying students.

Although the University has in place a range of mechanisms to enhance recruitment of postgraduate and international full fee paying students, we have elected not to offer fee paying undergraduate places.  In a region characterised by socioeconomic disadvantage, such a move would not only yield little in the way of additional student recruitment but would also run counter to principles of equity in access.

Equality of opportunity to participate (d)

In recommending access for all Australians ‘of whatever social, cultural and economic background’ to ‘postsecondary education of excellent value’, the West Report (1998, 35) emphasised the importance of equity in access.  The demand for increased access and improved services to disadvantaged groups within our region is evidenced in the University’s demographic, which includes a significant portion of students from low socioeconomic backgrounds and students with disabilities.

It is important to note that, despite having no ‘isolated’ areas within its catchment, USC students nonetheless experience acute problems in accessing the University, which are related to a lack of appropriate public transport infrastructure.

In all relevant target groups, the University has performed significantly better than the national average in access, participation, retention and success, giving it a strong track record to build upon.  This is, of course, subject to the availability of additional funding to support and expand its existing programs to address the continuing ‘brain drain’ to metropolitan areas.

Measures designed to enhance geographic access to higher education, along with socioeconomic and cultural access, are clearly a means of raising the stock of skill supply addressing one of the key impediments to economically viable non metropolitan regional communities.

Conclusion

In summary, the University of the Sunshine Coast supports:

· the flexible funding model advanced by the AVCC

· allocation of or access to additional funding to address the infrastructure and other needs of new universities, especially those in the so called ‘near metropolitan’ regions and

· revised performance indicators for teaching quality and quality in different courses, which take into account the different nature of institutions, their courses their students and modes of study.
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