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Professor J Falk

Deputy Vice Chancellor

Victoria University

Phone 03 9688 4255

Fax 03 9688 4006

18 April 2001

The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business 

and Education References Committee

Suite S1.61 Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600

Forwarded by email to: eet.sen@aph.gov.au

Dear Secretary,

The University welcomes the opportunity to submit its views to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee on the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs.  
The University

Victoria University enrols some 50,000 students, with student load shared approximately equally between higher education and vocational education and training.  The University originated as a provider of technical education in the early twentieth century and gained university status in 1990.

The University is the only substantial provider of tertiary education in Melbourne’s western metropolitan region, which has a population of more than 615,000 people.  The region is characterised by large numbers of speakers of languages other than English within an area of essentially low socio-economic status.  

The University’s current strategic plan aims to capitalise on its strengths, particularly its reputation for good teaching, to become the University of first choice for students and customers providing personalised access and study and achieving the best graduate outcomes for universities in its group.  

The committee’s terms of reference are addressed selectively as they arise.

Funding

The capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs, with particular reference to:

(a)
the adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to:

(i)
the capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand,

(ii)
institutional autonomy and flexibility, and

(ii)
the quality and diversity of teaching and research;

The extended squeezing of public funding of higher education and the failure to supplement funding for reasonable staff pay rises has had two effects on this University, in common with most others.  It has forced the University to seek alternative sources of funds, the largest of which derives from offering courses to international students off shore.  This has had the benefit of extending the University’s contribution to economic growth both in Australia and in the countries in which it has established programs (term of reference (f)) (Cabulu, 2000).

However, the same factor has caused the University over several years to cut costs for Commonwealth-funded courses.  The funding squeeze has been so tight for so long that this University, with most others, has progressed through several cost-cutting stages.  In the first phase obvious efficiencies were made.  In the second phase the University found ways to work smarter, without reducing the quality of its programs.  

We are now entering a third phase where costs are cut not by reducing standards, but by narrowing the range of activities included in publicly funded programs.  Students’ and staff internet access from home, library books and journals, library opening hours, student computer laboratory equipment and opening hours, teaching equipment in classrooms and student counselling and welfare services - these have all been restricted or cut altogether as a direct result of the Commonwealth funding squeeze.  While these and other cuts that might be contemplated by universities in the future do not risk academic standards directly, they narrow the range of services complementing teaching-learning and thus indirectly reduce the quality of academic programs.

The university also relies on State Government funding for its VET programs.

Research

The Commonwealth has progressively encouraged concentration of research funding, and its new research training scheme will concentrate research training further.  There are good grounds for concentrating major research facilities such as large equipment installations and various library research collections.  However, there is no good ground for restricting research capacity to a few historically favoured institutions, and, to the contrary, such a policy would damage the nation’s research capacity.  

The distribution of competitive research grants shows that there are brilliant researchers in all institutions.  While the Group of 8 institutions have larger numbers of distinguished researchers, restricting research and research training to these institutions would exclude the majority of excellent researchers, to the great detriment of the nation’s overall research effort.  Even in research-intensive universities the reputation of the institution relies on a minority of academics.

The Commonwealth should therefore retain its competitive allocation of research funding and ensure that all good researchers are able to compete for funds.  Institutions will continue to use the results of competitive grant applications to inform their internal resource allocation.  For this University this will result in further strengthening research in selected areas and fostering a general environment of scholarship and inquiry.  We have developed an internal research management plan that maximises the benefits of research income and builds partnerships with research agencies.  

(b)
the effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs, including its effect on:

(i)
the quality and diversity of education,

(ii)
the production of sufficient numbers of appropriately-qualified graduates to meet industry demand,

(iii)
the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources,

(iv)
the maintenance and extension of Australia’s long-term capacity in both basic and applied research across the diversity of fields of knowledge, and

(v)
the operations and effect of universities’ commercialised research and development structures;

Many US universities are extensively involved in the private sector, to the substantial benefit of both commerce and higher education.  While all systems have their faults, there does not seem to be any difficulty in principle with the commercialisation of US universities (Clark Kerr, 1990).  

Furthermore, Michael Gibbons and colleagues (1994) argue that the development of the knowledge economy depends on tertiary education being involved extensively and intensively in commerce in what they call ‘mode 2’ teaching and research.  According to this argument, universities should be further encouraged to develop multifarious relations with industry.

While there has been much speculation on the possibility of commercial activities compromising the public good in higher education, this University is not aware of any evidence supporting this speculation.  

Quality

The experience of this University is not one of steadfastly maintaining traditional standards against commercial pressures to provide cheap or shoddy services.  Rather the commercial environment results in pressure to improve continuously the University’s services and to demonstrate the highest quality and standards for an increasingly demanding clientele.

The University is therefore re-orienting its quality assurance processes from ones that mainly assure peers of the quality of its teaching-learning processes, to processes that also assure students, prospective students, governments and other client groups, of the quality of the University’s outcomes.  Thus, during the current year the University will complement its existing quality assurance processes with an overview of its courses conducted by external experts in each faculty area.  This will be followed by detailed attention to each faculty – also largely conducted by external experts – to ensure that issues are followed through thoroughly and that substantive and lasting improvements are achieved.

Diversity

Distinctive identities and roles for Australian universities is reflected by the steady evolution of specific university groupings, notably the Group of 8 universities, the Australian technological universities’ network and the association of regional universities.  While these groups’ origins predate the dismantling of the binary divide in 1988, each has been established formally in the last few years, as higher education has become more commercialised and arguably as a result of intensified commercial competition.  With the emergence of internet-based education, some of these groups also form part of international consortia.

Supply of graduates

Universities have been largely successful in producing enough appropriately qualified graduates to meet industry demand.  For example, school bodies have been warning of a shortage of teachers for several years, and had universities been subject to detailed Government planning they might have been required to allocate places away from teacher education when student demand was low and when there were only isolated shortages of teachers.  Student demand for teacher education has increased markedly in the last year and universities have responded accordingly.

However, universities have had difficulties matching industry’s demand for graduates in the information and computing technologies.  These difficulties have been due in part to anticipating industry’s precise needs but largely because of the difficulty of attracting and retaining suitably qualified staff, neither of which are due to the increased commercialisation of higher education.  

Maintenance of research capacity in a diversity of fields

There have been extensive restructurings of academic teaching departments in the last five years, particularly in the traditional arts and in the physical sciences.  As a result, disciplines such as the classics and physics are supported by fewer mono-discipline departments with those titles.  This does not necessarily mean that research capacity in these disciplines has been lost; frequently it has been reoriented to more contemporary needs and interests and located in departments and centres with different titles but cognate interests.  And while commercial pressures have increased the speed with which these changes are made – which is arguably a benefit – they have not necessarily introduced a fundamentally new dynamic: historically, universities have always replaced disciplines and departments in keeping with social, intellectual and cultural developments.

(c)
the public liability consequences of private, commercial activities of universities;

Victoria University operates several commercial activities such as student accommodation and catering and quasi-commercial research and development centres, but no major over-arching structure, and no major exposure to commercial risk.  

However, the issues considered by the higher education management review (Hoare, 1995) should be revisited in the light of the extensive commercialisation of institutions in the six years since that committee reported.  Arguably the developments which Hoare argued required universities to strengthen their internal management have developed apace since then, and there should be a fresh effort to implement and perhaps extend the reforms recommended by that committee.

(d)
the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including:

(i)
the levels of access among social groups under-represented in higher education,

The Commonwealth’s reduction of HECS-funded places for postgraduate coursework places and higher degree research places and their consequent partial replacement with full fee-paying places has reduced access to these courses for women and people from low socio-economic backgrounds.  Hopefully the postgraduate education loans scheme will reverse this trend fore coursework places, but the reduction in research places remains a concern.

With that exception, there has been no major change in the last five years in the access of groups under-represented in higher education.  The number of disciplines with less than 40 per cent of female enrolments has fallen, but this has been a gradual development over at least the last decade and women are still under-represented in the research higher degrees that are the main preparation for academic staff.  Indigenous Australians’ access to higher education has improved steadily, but their success and completion rates remain less than desirable.  

Across Victoria Ballarat, Deakin, La Trobe, Melbourne, Monash and RMIT universities all have important roles in providing access to rural and regional students.  This University concentrates on improving access and outcomes of under represented groups distinctive of its region in Melbourne’s western suburbs, people from low socio-economic status backgrounds and people who speak a language other than English at home.  We have established a study centre at Echuca that caters particularly for Indigenous students.

While the general increase in access to higher education has resulted in increasing enrolments of people from low socio-economic status backgrounds, the relative position of people from low SES backgrounds has not changed markedly over the last five years.  From work at the similarly placed University of Western Sydney and also from work at the University of New England it appears that the access for people from low socio-economic status backgrounds may be improved by engaging students’ interest in higher education during the middle years of schooling, when post-school aspirations are formed.  This suggests that the University should be involved in secondary education earlier and perhaps more intensively than currently, and we have developed a method for encouraging more intensive support for under represented groups generally.

The University has completed a detailed investigation of the access and performance of its students from a non English speaking background, as well as students from low socio-economic status backgrounds (Wheelahan, 2001).  The Commonwealth defines non English speaking background as students who were born overseas, arrived in Australia fewer than 10 years ago and who speak a language other than English at home.  The University has investigated the access and performance of a larger group, those who may have arrived in Australia more than ten years ago or may be a second or third generation Australian but still speak a language other than English as one of up to three languages they speak at home (LOTE students).  

The University has found that these LOTE students are disadvantaged in the University’s own courses, particularly when they also come from a low socio-economic status background.  The University hypothesises that LOTE students without a strong cultural background do not develop linguistic and associated conceptual skills in any language, and thus have greater difficulty in higher education.  It would be very useful to discover whether this issue is specific to this University, or whether it arises more generally.  This seems a suitable project for the Commonwealth’s evaluations and investigations program.

Value-added funding

One of the difficulties in improving access for under-represented groups is allocating the extra resources needed to support comparable outcomes for students without a strong scholastic background.  The squeeze on higher education funding has made it progressively more difficult to support special programs for equity groups.  The pressures to maintain institutional financial solvency have left other gaps, and arguably the sector now has an equity deficit which will need additional investment to fill.

One way of dealing with this difficulty is to fund value-added outcomes, which provides additional funding for achieving successful outcomes for students from groups which have historically lower chances of success.  Anderson and colleagues sketch a mechanism for value-added funding in the National Board of Employment, Education and Training commissioned report no 51 Performance-based funding of universities (Anderson et al 1996).  

The Commonwealth should investigate the feasibility of introducing value-added funding to support improved access and outcomes for under-represented groups.

(ii)
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,

In common with the rest of the sector, this University has noted no adverse change in enrolments following the introduction of differential HECS and accompanying changes.  

(iii)
the adequacy of current student income support measures, and

(iv)
the growth rates in participation by level of course and field of study relative to comparable nations;

The youth allowance is now far too low to support students, even assuming full-time employment during vacations and a reasonable amount of employment during term for ostensibly full-time students.  As a result increasing numbers of students are risking their academic progress by working excessive hours during term while maintaining a full-time study load to retain their student youth allowance.  

The Commonwealth’s harmonisation of the previous AUSTUDY and income support payments for unemployed young people has been worthwhile, but makes an increase in student income support far more expensive than previously.  An alternative would be to relax the requirement of student youth allowance recipients to study full-time, allowing students to retain youth allowance benefits on a sliding scale according to their study load.  This would allow a more realistic combination of work and study which would potentially benefit students and reduce the pressure on students to combine unrealistically high work and study loads.

(e)
the factors affecting the ability of Australian public universities to attract and retain staff in the context of competitive local and global markets and the intellectual culture of universities;

The failure of the Commonwealth to supplement institutions’ grants for reasonable salary increases has restricted institutions’ ability to attract and retain staff in high demand areas such as the information and computing technologies.  This in turn has limited institutions’ capacity to respond to student demand and industry’s need for places in these fields.  Institutions need more funds to give the salary flexibility to offer attractive packages to staff in areas of high demand.  

One important source of staff is the recruitment of people at junior levels or from outside traditional academic areas and provide them with professional development and research training.  The Commonwealth’s major cut to research training places reduces these opportunities considerably, with medium term but deep consequences for staff recruitment, invigoration, morale and ultimately the quality of teaching and research.

The University has funded modest general salary increases by cutting staff numbers and therefore increasing teaching loads.  This in turn has forced staff to reduce their activities not directly required to meet the University’s teaching commitments.  As a result staff are able to make less contribution to students’ general intellectual development and are able to provide less service to the community.

(f)
the capacity of public universities to contribute to economic growth:

(i)
in communities and regions,

(ii)
as an export industry, and

(iii)
through research and development, both via the immediate economic contribution of universities and through sustaining national research capacity in the longer term;

Victoria University has accepted the responsibility to provide service and develop alternative income through the provision of education to international students both in Australia and offshore.  While this activity has experienced a measure of success (15.5% of higher education students at VU are international students (Kemp 1999)), the University has found that the globalisation of education has led to a highly competitive market and, unless managed appropriately, a diversion from the core activity (development and distribution of knowledge to Australian students).

Education may be a finite export commodity.  There are already indications that some of Australia's better international education markets (eg Singapore, Malaysia and Hong Kong) are developing their own capacity with the intent of not only being more self-sufficient but also becoming regional centres of service in higher education.  Australian State and Commonwealth governments must be prepared to facilitate the efforts of Australian education providers by providing leadership in such areas as the provision of visas, the continued development of national branding rather specific university branding of education services and the provision of applied services to our international student body.

Cost pressures on universities has lead to increasing teaching loads and difficulties in retaining highly skilled staff in the Australian university sector.  These factors are severely limiting the capacity of universities to engage in research and development activities and thereby contribute to economic growth.  

A useful way of attracting additional research program 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 spill-over 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 or similar scheme, which do not require them to invest any money up front but oblige them to commercialise or implement 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.

(g)
the regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment, including:

(i)
accreditation regimes and quality assurance,

(ii)
external mechanisms to undertake ongoing review of the capacity of the sector to meet Australia’s education, training, research, social and economic needs, and

(iii)
University governance reporting requirements, structures and practices; and

Arguably the greatest educational challenge facing Australia (and many other first world countries) is to support lifelong learning.  Lifelong learning depends on citizens being able to access post compulsory education as they need it throughout their active lives.  This not only requires flexibility in the time and place of learning, but also flexibility in structure of post compulsory education (OECD, 1997).  

One of the impediments to the flexibility necessary to support lifelong learning is the different arrangements for the two tertiary education sectors – higher education and vocational education and training.  The sectors are accountable to different levels of Government and they have different funding, accountability, curriculum and student fee charging arrangements.  While institutions can – with the commitment of extra resources – do much to span these differences for students and other clients, there are some differences which institutions cannot subsume and which become obstacles to the seamless combination of and transition between studies in the two sectors.

An example is student fee charging arrangements.  Students studying higher education subjects in a Government-subsidised place may defer their fees through the higher education contribution scheme.  But institutions are required to charge the same students studying vocational education and training subjects an up-front fee which varies but would typically range from $100 for a part-time student to $700 for a full-time student.  In addition, a large proportion of VET students are able to claim what are effectively free places on the basis of financial disadvantage.  

The University has developed a fee-charging and enrolment program which combines the enrolment, invoice, enrolment confirmation and academic transcript for higher education and VET subjects studied as part of the same program, but the different fee charging arrangements are confusing to students and are an obstacle for a VET enrolment.  This however should not be interpreted as advocating the inclusion of VET in the HECS arrangements, a virtual impossibility given the breadth and complexity of TAFE qualifications, and the systems TAFE has evolved for exempting financially disadvantaged VET students from most fees.

Furthermore, the different fee charging arrangements for the two sectors are a source of potential anomalies.  The Australian qualifications framework provides that levels five and six (diploma and advanced diploma) may be offered by both vocational education and training and higher education.  It is therefore likely (although it is not possible at this University) that the same or similar subject is charged one fee when offered by a vocational education and training provider and an entirely different fee when offered by a higher education provider.  

Furthermore, it would be possible for any dual sector University or any higher education institution which completed the relatively straightforward process of registering as a training organisation to offer their students two alternative fees for the same subject: a VET fee and a higher education fee.  

The Commonwealth should at least integrate its training and higher education advisory and management structures within the Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, but it should also re-examine the relationship between its different co-ordinating bodies for each sector – DETYA and the Australian National Training Authority.  The Commonwealth should also start discussing with the States options for harmonising the different student fee charging arrangements between the sectors.

(h)
the nature and sufficiency of independent advice to government on higher education matters, particularly having regard to the abolition of the National Board of Employment, Education and Training.

The nation lacks sustained, deep and independent analysis of higher education policy and management (Meek, 2000: 29).  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 current alternative which seems to have been adopted by default is to run a continuous series of independent inquiries, but this is expensive and inefficient, is only really applicable for major issues and means the corporate memory is constantly lost.

One possibility is to re establish an advisory body such as the National Board of Employment, Education and Training; another is to establish a national higher education policy and management research unit; and yet another is to broaden the brief of, or establish a higher education policy analogue to the National Centre for Vocational Education Research.  The Commonwealth should commission a study of options to support sustained, deep and independent analysis of higher education policy and management.

The University would be happy to provide any elaboration or additional information that may be sought by the committee.

Professor Jim Falk

DEPUTY VICE-CHANCELLOR
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