Senate Inquiry into the Capacity of Public Universities to meet Australia's Higher Education Needs.

Submission by Emeritus Professor Mairéad Browne

Introduction:

This submission is confined to term of reference (f) section iii which deals with the capacity of public universities to sustain our national research capacity for the longer term.  It is written in a private capacity but against the experience of 25 years in higher education, with close to four as Dean of the University Graduate School at University of Technology, Sydney.

The issue to be addressed:
The purpose of this submission is to draw the Committee's attention to a serious strategic error which has been made in the implementation of the White Paper ‘Knowledge and Innovation’ specifically in the implementation of the Research Training Scheme from 2001.  If this error is not addressed immediately there will be long-term consequences for Australia's capacity as a player, let alone a serious player, in the generation of research-based knowledge and the application of knowledge for national economic and social benefit.

The issue arises from what might well become a classic case for the study of policy failure.  The situation is characterised by one government department acting on behalf of the Minister responsible for higher education to drastically cut back the numbers of postgraduate research students in the Australian system.  At the same time another government department is developing a strategy to enhance Australia's capacity for innovation which requires a massive re-development of our capacity for research and development.  The net effect is of two policies pulling in opposite directions. If the Prime Minister’s  recent innovation agenda is to be achieved it will be essential to restore the capacity of the higher education system to produce the graduates who will drive the innovation.

In terms of this submission the error can be traced back to the Green, and later to the White paper ‘Knowledge and Innovation’.  These papers flagged an intention to strengthen research education (albeit referred to with the UK label "research training").  The basic idea was to encourage innovation  in research degree provision, enhance career prospects of graduates and extend their potential to contribute to national research efforts especially in the application of 

knowledge.  At the same time the White Paper also indicated changes in conditions under which research  degrees might be completed e.g. a shortened candidature period was introduced which had the effect of discouraging innovative or bold research initiatives.  But most significantly, from the national point of view, the White Paper indicated that the number of higher degree students in the system would be reduced from 25,000 to 21,500. 

The White Paper was not at all convincing in demonstrating a logic behind the decision to reduce national capacity at a time when our competitors continue to invest heavily in research education efforts. Even more curious was the policy decision to give effect to the reduction of overall numbers by phasing out a complete category of research student - those who occupied HECS-liable places.  The singling out of this category of student has meant, in effect, that the newer universities where it can be demonstrated the major innovative research education is being provided can no longer recruit students in the numbers hitherto possible.  This is because the newer universities have historically had substantially fewer HECS-exempt  places than have had the older universities.  

The second component of the White Paper strategy to reduce student numbers which impacts differentially on the newer universities is the set of formulae for calculating funding entitlements for research and research training activities.  These are weighted in such a way that universities without disciplines attracting high-end research funding (e.g. for medical research) are immediately disadvantaged in their capacity to retain even existing quotas of HECS-Exempt (now known as Research Training Scheme or RTS) places.  

The net effect of these decisions is that those universities who are providing the very kind of research degree experience - and outcomes - that ‘Knowledge and Innovation’ said were desirable are being cut out as research educators. The decade from 1990-2000 saw a significant improvement in the variety of skills and opportunities being provided to postgraduate research students.  In the future we will see both quantitative and qualitative differences in the researcher workforce to drive the Australian economy.

In summary, while the intention of the White Paper was strongly supported in the higher education sector, the implementation was fatally flawed and has produced the opposite effect to what was argued as the goal of the new policy on research education.  The  outcomes which are of particular relevance to the Senate Committee are:

1
there is a substantial diminution in Australia's overall capacity to support research efforts in the medium to long term.  If the matter of overall numbers of research degree graduates being produced is not remedied then the issue of the brain drain will go away -  hardly the way to this to solve that problem.

2
there has been a stifling of innovation in research education programs which set out to produce graduates who can undertake work in the application of knowledge in research and development settings and in leadership of their professions.  



If Australia is to remain internationally competitive in terms of overall national research capacity terms two changes are needed:

1
 the numbers of postgraduate research degree students in Australia needs to be restored to a minimum of the 2000 level at 25,000 EFTSUs.

2 
in restoring the number of places the government needs to ensure that there are different types of opportunity provided to on the one hand encourage individual research students in the direction their research takes and on hte other hand encourage institutions in the provision of innovative research education programmes tuned to national needs

How Might the System be Shaped?
The following give some ideas as to how the (restored) population of postgraduate research students might be configured to enhance national capacity for research and development.  The basic idea is that there should be different types of places:

1
 RTS (formerly HECS-exempt) places.  The 21,500 places now allocated to the RTS should continue as a present but the formulae for allocating of funding for these places should be revised to ensure that the places are available to students wishing to pursue innovative and well- supported programmes across the spectrum of our universities.  This will require more than the use of quantitative formulae such as the examination of the quality of direct support to students to develop generic skills; quality of supervision; general infrastructure as well as the potential for individual research programs to produce the kinds of researchers Australia needs. 

2
Industry-linked (HECS-exempt) places.  These (new) places should be provided for students undertaking industry-based projects as part of their research degrees with a major emphasis being  the application of knowledge.  (Industry is defined in the broadest sense to 

include professions, community, public sector and so on).  The projects undertaken by these  students might, or might not be,  funded through government or industry  although APA(I) scholarships would sit comfortably here.  The key to attracting such places would be a case mounted by an individual institution outlining the national and strategic importance of the work which students would be undertaking.  A university might, for example, make a case for 30 places to introduce a research degree such as a professional doctorate in technology application. .

3

HECS-Liable places.  These places are no longeravalable for postgraduate students but should be re-introduced as they provided a valuable avenue for students and employers who were  prepared to partially fund their research degree studies.  Cases for numbers of these places would be negotiated between DETYA and individual universities on the basis of demand and demonstrated support and infrastructure provided for the students.  These negotiations would ensure that the places are resourced to at least the level of the other two categories of student places described above.  Again, quantitative formulae would not be an adequate basis for the negotiation of numbers so that reference to, for example, Research and Research Training Plans would be essential. 

Conclusion:

Two recent government policy initiatives are laudable in their intentions as individual policies.  However the flawed implementation strategy of the ‘ Knowledge and Innovation’ paper has seriously undermined national capacity generally as well as our capacity to achieve the initiatives outlined in the Prime Minister’s ‘Backing Australia’s Ability’ statement of early 2001.  Consequently immediate action is needed to restore the numbers of postgraduate research degree student places and to introduce strategies to encourage the production of a new breed of entrepreneurial leaders to work alongside the graduates of more traditional research education programs
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