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SUBMISSION TO SENATE INQUIRY INTO HIGHER EDUCATION

The University of New South Wales is one of Australia’s major research and teaching universities.  As a member of the Group of Eight research universities UNSW fully subscribes to its Principles for Policy Reform and commends these to the Senate Inquiry.  This submission complements the Group of Eight submission and aims to highlight specific concerns within UNSW.

While much of this submission focuses on the pervasive funding difficulties in the sector, it should be acknowledged that in the past three months, certain brighter signs have appeared, largely emerging from the Government’s Innovation Statement, ‘Backing Australia’s Ability’.  Specifically, the provision of increased ARC grants over the next five years (resulting in the doubling of available research funding); additional funding for University Infrastructure Grants; the provision of additional places for science, mathematics and IT training; the availability of HECS-type loans for postgraduate coursework degrees; and the extension of the CRC Program.

Clearly, the Government has begun to recognise the value of research and development to the nation’s future prosperity, and this is to be applauded.  However, the over-arching condition is one of continuing difficulty for Australia’s universities, as outlined below.

Proper public funding of Australia’s Universities is essential for the wellbeing of our nation.

Over the last decade there has been steady erosion of public funding, an erosion which has accelerated in the last four years.  This absolute decline in public funding of the essential teaching, research and community responsibility of universities has occurred even after allowance is made for the HECS contributions that students make towards the cost of their education, a contribution which goes not to the universities but to the Commonwealth government.  Since 1996 government funding to universities for general operating purposes has been reduced 6% in real terms.  In addition, government has indexed grants by an average of around 1.5% per annum, less than half of the minimal salary increases paid by universities to their staff.  And it should be emphasised that ambient salary movements in the university sector have been anything but grand.  All of this has occurred at a time when other governments in OECD countries have increased the level of public funding to their universities.  Australia’s level of government funding per student is now in the lower half of that for all OECD countries.  Furthermore, the funding of Australian universities is now identifiably less than that of most of the major state universities in the US and Canada.  Australia’s public funding of universities is in decline at the very time countries in the Asia region are making fundamental policy 

decisions to invest public funds in higher education.  Singapore, Taiwan, South Korea and Malaysia have all made a renewed commitment to public funding of all levels of education, including universities.  In these countries there is recognition of the vital importance of public investment in universities for the economic, social and cultural future of their countries.

The increased public funding necessary to enable Australian universities to have any chance of maintaining high standards in teaching and research is considerable.  To bring government expenditure to the OECD average would require an immediate annual increase of 20%.  This would still only bring Australian universities to the average level; and to be average is to be ordinary in this setting which is hardly good enough.  If Australia truly aspires to be an ‘innovative society’ or a ‘knowledge nation’ then public investment far greater than this on an annual recurrent basis is essential.

The greatest threat to quality is the unwillingness of government to fund universities properly.

Inadequate public funding for Australian universities has led to:

· high student / staff ratios  - in the last four years student/staff ratios have worsened considerably, significantly reducing the amount of time academic staff have for direct contact with students, let alone the individual attention needed by many.

· increased teaching loads for academic staff – there is now less time for reflective thought and research, which seriously affects both teaching and the possibility of major breakthroughs in research.

· overcrowded classrooms and student facilities.

· uncompetitive salaries for academic staff - for some time it has been almost impossible to recruit staff from the US or Canada, where average salaries in many disciplines are often 50-100% higher (a problem compounded by the condition of the Australian dollar).  UNSW is now experiencing the drain of major researchers to the US and Europe, attracted not only by considerably higher salaries but also by considerably greater money for research and far lower teaching loads.  Major universities in Asia are also now taking advantage of the straightened circumstances of Australian universities by recruiting our staff.

· inadequate teaching and research infrastructure - in many technological and scientific areas teaching is carried out on equipment generations removed from current industrial usage or the common usage of US universities.

· reduced student services due to sharp reductions in general staff members.

· cutbacks in library holdings and services.

There has been much discussion in recent months about standards and the perceived quality of university teaching.  It should be recognised that universities have performed remarkably well in the last decade to maintain high standards despite the indifference of governments.  The fundamental issue here is inadequate public funding for more than a decade; pressures have built to the point that high workloads and low morale are denying to Australia the full potential of a quality system.  If this is not changed - and changed quickly - the damage to universities will become embedded and will take decades to repair.  

To put the key message in another form, the academic profile is aging, many of our best researchers are moving overseas while those left are often demoralised by the ever-growing demands on their time.  The current position of universities - inadequately funded by government yet tightly regulated - is simply unsustainable if Australia aspires to have universities capable of teaching and research to world standards.

Need for a bipartisan approach for a substantial improvement in public funding of universities.

Regrettably, there is no sign yet that either major political party will provide adequate levels of public funding to revive Australia’s universities, enabling them to maintain high standards in teaching and research and to be competitive with universities in North America and Europe, and be among the best universities in the Asia region.

Higher education is a long-term investment.  A bipartisan approach on increased levels of public funding will guarantee the long-term quality of higher education for the next generation of Australians.  It will also ensure the continued global competitiveness of Australia’s basic and applied research on which its future economic and social prosperity depends.

If inadequate public funding persists, then universities must be given the freedom to manage their own affairs in the interests of the nation.
UNSW already enrols a small number of full-fee paying Australian undergraduate students.  In 2001 there are 320 effective full-time students enrolled in this category, which represents a steady increase over the three years since the university decided to enrol fee paying local students.

It is important to understand three essential points about fee paying Australian undergraduate students enrolled at UNSW.  First, all were made a HECS offer, either at another university for the same course or at UNSW for a different course.  Second, academic and administrative staff in the Schools and Faculties of UNSW are blind to the fee paying status of Australian students and treat each equally, in all respects.  Third, their  performance generally is on a par with students admitted to a HECS place (and many subsequently transfer to a HECS place).

In the absence of significantly increased public funding, the only way to ensure a quality university system in Australia is to give universities the option to charge ‘premium HECS’ fees, and for them to retain the difference between the ‘premium’ and the ‘standard’ HECS.   If driven to exercise this option, UNSW would, I believe, set ‘premium HECS’ fees in a responsible way, with due regard to equity groups, especially those from lower socio-economic backgrounds.

It is acknowledged that the introduction of a ‘premium HECS’ scheme would result in the further differentiation of universities as not all universities would be in a position to charge a premium fee.  However, there is already considerable differentiation within the university system and this is not a bad thing.  A ‘premium HECS’ scheme would provide greater choice for students, would heighten the process of differentiation between institutions already apparent and would enable Australia to have at least some universities able to compete in the Asia-Pacific region and beyond as major research based teaching institutions.

In summary, the government – any government - is faced with a stark alternative if it wishes to sustain quality universities in Australia.  It must either substantially increase public investment in universities or it must widen the options for universities to charge fees.

Australian universities should be supported in commercialising educational services and intellectual property.
Major universities in North America and Britain have for decades enriched their own societies and the wider world through the provision of high quality educational services on a commercial basis.  Much of this activity has required capital investment, often provided through their fully or partially controlled entities. This has served to generate greater flexibility and to separate core research and teaching from commercial activities.

Some examples are an educational testing centre at Princeton University, a highly respected worldwide examination system through Cambridge University and the external and continuing education arm of UCLA.  Many high profile universities now offer full degree programs through distance provision.

In a globalising world Australian universities will face serious challenges from offshore, and should be encouraged, even more than now, to offer high quality educational services on a commercial basis, as well as commercially viable, distance delivered degree programs.

On the research front, many universities in North America and Britain have long been involved in the commercialisation of intellectual property arising from research carried out in their institutions.  It is vital that Australian universities also commercialise their research, working in cooperation with industry.  It is not in Australia’s interests for our universities to be inward looking.  Rather, they should be encouraged to work in partnership with the corporate world to maximise the benefits of the educational and research expertise of their staff and to enhance the wellbeing of society.  Ivory towers are an anachronism.
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