KEY ISSUES AND CHALLENGES FOR NT HIGHER EDUCATION

To achieve the vital outcomes listed above, our higher education institutions in respond effectively to a challenging set of circumstances. They must:
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The Northern Territory higher education system faces a number of unique strategic issues that must be addressed if it is to prosper into the future. 

These are:

i). The Need for an Autonomous Higher Education System in the NT

In recent times regional universities, including NTU, have been under concerted attack by the conservative government in Canberra. The course delivery model of the Batchelor Indigenous Institute for Tertiary Education was also threatened by changes to Abstudy travel entitlements. These developments have posed a key question.

Why is it necessary for the N.T. to have its own autonomous higher education system?

Labor believes that the existence of such a system is absolutely vital if the Territory is to continue its social and economic development. Good government is only possible when decisions are informed by academic research and professional opinion that specifically addresses the economic, social, and environmental situation of the Territory. The Territory needs its share of home grown and locally based academics and professionals to assist public understanding regarding the often-vexed issues which can arise.

The growing strength of the NT academic and professional life would be severely compromised if our higher education system were to be relegated to an outpost of interstate institutions. The financial and academic priorities of the parent institutes would inevitably overwhelm those of the NT.

Autonomy will only be preserved if Territory institutions can successfully compete with higher education institutions interstate and overseas which are increasingly delivering across borders using open learning methodologies and out-posted campuses.

ii) Maintaining Independence and Autonomy

An important measure of the health of a democratic and rational society is the strength of its independent academic analysis and commentary. 

It is important that funding, and other support provided by governments and the private sector, to higher education is not made conditional on either silence or a biased commentary. Funding arrangements must be transparent, the autonomy of governing councils respected, and objective and constructive public commentary by the academic community encouraged.

A climate must be created where government recognises the value, to good decision making and the strength of our democratic processes, of open enquiry, and will therefore encourage, not stifle, academic commentary and critique by the higher education system. 

Achieving this requires the restoration of the higher education resource base to:

· Redress the recent and ongoing dramatic loss of teaching and research expertise in the social sciences and humanities, that has eroded our ability to acquire and apply knowledge of our society that is essential if we are to remain a vibrant, harmonious and uniquely Territorian, community.

· Ensure that a vibrant research effort, based on the unique economic, social and environmental aspects of Territory life, is available to underpin higher education coursework and the general reputation of our academic community.

iii). Relations between NT Higher Education Providers

If a small higher education system such as that in the NT is to survive against competition from much larger interstate and international institutes, its programs of academic teaching and research must be highly focused on the specialised areas which reflect unique aspects of the Territory.

Equally important is the need to minimise competition, and maximise co-operative arrangements, between the higher education providers in the NT. This strategic positioning of effort requires a strong planning forum in which the providers can meet regularly to align their programs and where government support can be negotiated where it is appropriate.

iv) The Reputation of our Graduates and Researchers

Students who invest significant time and effort in their studies must have the security of knowing that any qualifications gained are widely tenable in the hunt for professional and trades employment in the NT, Australia, and overseas.

Ultimately, the reputation of our higher education and trade courses, and that of our research centres, depends on the achievement of sustained excellence by the academic community itself. Government can contribute to the secure financial conditions which are needed for their work to be sustained by directly endowing teaching and research inputs in the Territory system by academics of high reputation, and by helping to publicise the achievements of our institutions.

A systematic survey of the present reputation of Territory graduates would be a good starting point for action in this area.

Secondly, the capacity of NTU to carry out consultancies and research for government has been emasculated in recent years, through sacking and non-replacement of staff. Consequently the higher education system has a low capacity for undertaking the consultancies that could be offered by the Territory government in the areas such as indigenous welfare, indigenous education, demographic and economic analyses, psychology, anthropology, SE Asian studies.

The following research centres at NTU are either over-stretched or close to non-functional: Centre for Studies in Language in Education; Centre for Social Research; Centre for Teaching and Learning in Diverse educational Contexts, Centre for Indigenous Natural and Cultural Resources, Centre for Asia pacific Art; Centre for SE Asian Studies; Cent for SE Asian Law. An injection of funds to restore that capacity is required.

v) Relations between Staff, Students, and Administration

The recent history of tight financial conditions, increasing competition between universities, and pressures toward the corporatisation of management and academic activities has led to strained relations between staff, students, and the administration at NTU.

As the administration struggles to accommodate decreases in commonwealth revenues through cuts to staff numbers and other expenditure, the staff is becoming increasingly demoralised by increasing workloads, the uncertainty of their position, and loss of their colleagues. Students have had to cope with loss of subject choices, less qualified teaching staff, the threat of reductions in post-graduate research places, and reductions in on-campus services. Clearly the attacks on the funding base of the university are having highly damaging effects, and could ultimately compromise its ability to continue as an autonomous body.

This situation will only be redeemed if some of the financial pressure on the university is removed and the University Council takes a strong lead role in building reconciliation. 

vi). Relations with the school system and T.A.F.E.

Our higher education and TAFE sectors require a viable supply of adequately skilled graduates from our secondary programs. This core intake can then be supplemented by intakes of mature age and overseas students. 

Secondary education in the Territory is not realising its full potential in providing graduates, due to the very low representation of indigenous students in secondary education and also the low retention rates of students as a whole. These facts mean that potential higher education and TAFE students are being lost to unskilled jobs or welfare-supported unemployment.

To achieve viability in our tertiary education system, in terms of student numbers, we must greatly improve participation and retention rates in our secondary system. We must also create stronger school-based career planning processes leading to professional and skilled jobs. 

One key role of the higher education system is providing appropriate and effective teacher training, both for new teachers and for and professional development of experienced teachers. Its ability to recruit sufficient secondary graduates as students each year can therefore be influenced by improving its output of suitable teachers for Territory schools.

vii) The Role of Governments

Providing support for our higher education system should be a major development priority for an NT government. Higher education institutions receive the bulk of their revenue from Commonwealth Government grants and HECs contributions.

State and territory governments also contribute funds to their universities, though at considerably smaller amounts than the Commonwealth. The NT government contribution to higher education is very small – less than 50 cents per head in 1998. Consistent with the importance of higher education to the sustainable future for the Territory, the Territory government should have a specific line in the budget. 

In the case of social sciences, private sector funding input might be expected to be lower than for would be the case for higher education and research related to emerging industries, and this is an area that government can assist with direct grants. 

Government support can and should extend beyond direct grants. At present some $36m per year is spent by the NT government on consultancies performed by non-government bodies. The majority of this work requires academic expertise. At present, only about one-twelfth of the total spent by the NT government on consultancies and contracted research goes to NTU and Batchelor Institute. The involvement of the Territory higher education sector in this work should be maximised as a means of building capacity and expertise.

The NT government must also be an active and committed advocate for the Territory higher education system within the cycle of negotiations for commonwealth funding. Further cuts to regional universities and research positions should be strenuously resisted and we must advocate for them to be reversed.

· Counter the hostile policies of the present conservative government, which have resulted in the erosion of the higher education funding base.

· Counter the current trends toward the corporatisation of higher education in order to preserve core traditions and free exchange of knowledge between academics and between academics and the public.

viii) Special Opportunities for Higher Education in the NT

The unique demography and geographic location of the Territory provide opportunities for higher education. 

Prominent among these is the possibility of developing a further extended Indigenous higher education effort, building on the work being done by Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education, NTU, the Institute for Aboriginal Development, and others. Indigenous higher education carries a continuing potential for the creation of unique academic content and teaching methodology and unique research perspectives.

The multicultural nature of the wider Territory population also presents opportunities for the involvement of higher education in language maintenance, contemporary expressions of culture, and sociological studies of multicultural issues.

The proximity of the NT to South East Asia provides yet another opportunity for the development of specialised teaching and research. Our higher education system should achieve a wide involvement in business expansion from the Territory to Asia through economic research and analysis, culture and language teaching, and product development.

Higher education itself can be exported, as offshore course delivery, IT content, research and consultancy work, and through attracting full fee paying students from Asia.

ix) The Challenge of a Dispersed Population

All sectors of service delivery in the NT must come to terms with the reality of a relatively small and diverse population spread over a vast area. 

Our higher education providers have decentralised their delivery to varied degrees in order to reach students. The Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education has the most decentralised arrangement with students being drawn from a large proportion of remote Territory communities and lecturers deployed to many remote communities as well as the main urban centres. 

The impending rollout of advanced telecommunications to most of our remote communities under the commonwealth ‘Networking the Nation’ programs will create an unprecedented opportunity for our higher education providers to extend their services to remote areas of the NT through the adoption of open learning methodologies. This will involve the use of email, high speed Internet access, interactive computer links, and videoconferencing to support course delivery. Open learning methodologies and educational products, once developed for domestic use, will be applicable to offshore delivery arrangements in Asia.

x) Higher Education and Large Economic Developments

Each major new industry, which emerges in the NT, carries the potential for the involvement of higher education in its activities. Recent examples are the relocation of major sections of defence to Darwin and Katherine, and the involvement of Darwin in the start of gas production from the Timor Sea.

Each new industry has requirements for a diverse range of expertise, including management, scientific monitoring and research, trade skills, information technology, engineering, and health and safety. This demand is appearing in a local economy where chronic shortages exist in many of the required areas and an opportunity therefore exists for our higher education system to address these shortages.

The Territory higher education system must achieve sustainability and growth through a combination of:

· expansion of involvement in emerging areas of the private sector, 

· an expanded role in providing research and analysis to government, and 

· a sustainable increase in the numbers of suitably qualified secondary graduates from Territory schools presenting as potential higher education students 

· improved penetration of remote areas and off- shore 

These factors must be systematically worked on through a collaborative plan formulated between higher education providers and research centres, the NT and commonwealth governments, and the private sector. This plan must also provide a clear co-ordination of higher education and T.A.F.E. activities in the Northern Territory.

This broad view of the relationship between higher education, government, and the private sector recognises that, in developing economies such as the N.T. higher education has the essential and central role of being the key provider of much of the knowledge required for understanding the economic, social and environmental systems that determine the present and future well-being of the people of the Territory. It is therefore integral to good government.










