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1. Introduction and Recommendations

The University of Newcastle is Australia’s leading regional University.  It is an exceptional achiever in research, being ranked just outside the great eight metropolitan research universities, with an international reputation for expertise in innovative approaches to teaching and learning.  

A regional University with major campuses in both the Central Coast and Hunter Regions of New South Wales it serves around a million people.  The University attracts students and staff of high calibre and more than 19,000 students are enrolled in a comprehensive and diverse range of courses characterised by a commitment to quality in all of the programs offered.  

Our mission is to achieve international excellence in education and research and to work, through partnerships, for regional, national and global enrichment.
This submission contains six main sections to assist the committee in its deliberations.  These are:

2. Plans for the future;

3. University commercialisation: an essential element of the modern University;

4. Ensuring suitable standards for admission and assessment;

5. Regulation of higher education in a global world;

6. Access, affordability and income support for students; and

7. Independent advice to government on higher education.

In summary, The University of Newcastle recommends to the Committee that it:

· Provides separate growth places targeted for the Central Coast, specifically 200 places in 2002 culminating in a total increase of 2000 places in seven years.

· Provides salary supplementation.

· Supports industry-sponsored research.

· Retains enabling programs.

· Preserves institutional autonomy when considering quality assurance in the global context.

· Reduces or eliminates HECS for equity groups or targeted groups such as nurses and science teachers.

2. Plans for the future 
The overall question facing the Committee is the ability of Australia’s universities to contribute to Australia’s future through teaching, research, and the contribution to issues of public importance.  Universities are losing their ability to carry out these roles effectively due to Australia’s under investment in university education and research.  This is now recognised as especially so in regional and rural Australia.

Since the release of the AVCC’s Our Universities: Our Future
 both the Government and Opposition have announced new initiatives to increase investment in higher education.  These go some way to meeting national needs but they leave significant areas untouched and do not address the fundamental structure of university funding and the difference in mission and needs between universities.

The Government’s initiatives

The Government’s Backing Australia’s Ability package provides a much needed stimulus to Australia’s research and innovation capacity.  It partially meets the need to invest in research and innovation by promising to double funding available to the Australian Research Council, increase funding for university research infrastructure, and fund many other smaller programs that encourage Australia’s research and innovation effort.  The focus is on science and technology and whilst this area needs a boost, it is important that these funds also support the social sciences and humanities.

It partly addressed the disincentives and inequities created by fee based courses by creating HECS like loans for fee paying Australian students of non research graduate courses.  However, it still places the major burden on students to pay the costs of their education.  Many talented people will thus not be able to participate and their potential contribution to the wealth and well being of Australia will be lost.

Labor initiatives – on-line teaching

The Australian Labor Party has proposed a number of initiatives such as:

· Improve education and training at all levels. 

· Encourage innovation and boost investment in research and development. 

· Reverse the ‘brain drain’ by doubling the number of research fellowships in our universities and creating fellowships to attract the world’s best researchers. 

· Ensure the benefits of information and communications technologies are shared by all Australians.

The Labor Party has also promised to maintain regional universities as vibrant centres of research by creating a pool of 400 new fully funded HECS-exempt research training places especially for regional universities.  These will be available on a competitive basis, based on universities' areas of research excellence.  This is a very important initiative for the country.

The Australian Labor Party also proposes to establish the University of Australia Online (UAO) through funding a further 100,000 new online undergraduate places by 2010.  The weakness in this proposal is that it assumes HECS charges for these places will be halved.  This seriously underestimates the cost of providing quality on-line education and the proposal is not at all well researched or argued in terms of the needs for such places, their relevance to students new to higher education or their place in meeting the diverse range of professions and disciplines needed in the 21st Century.

Our Priorities for the future

· The University of Newcastle, like other universities, currently has a fixed number of places for Newcastle and the Central Coast Campus.  The number of places is inadequate as it covers the high growth area of the Central Coast and the current policies mean the growth at the Central Coast is to be at the expense of Newcastle and the Hunter Region.  Further to this, the existing places are not funded sufficiently to allow high quality learning to be provided to the full range of students enrolling in the University’s Central Coast Campus.

· The current pay levels for both general and academic staff are unacceptably low and are falling well below salary comparability with the private sector.  Without adequate indexation of government grants, universities have been forced to provide appropriate salaries through staff reductions.  The quality of teaching/learning and the contribution to knowledge through research and scholarship are being eroded through this process.

· Libraries are a critical component of research infrastructure that has suffered dramatic deterioration as evidenced by a 20% decline in purchasing power for the University of Newcastle across all scholarly information resources in 1998-2000. Despite additional funds made available by the University, Faculties will have half the funding for books and inter-library loans in 2001 compared with the previous year. The $246 million made available  over the next five years in the Innovation Action Plan for research infrastructure may fund some collaborative initiatives but it will not remedy the problems created by the 37% decline in the Australian dollar's value since 1996, the rise in cost of information resources outstripping the CPI and the transition costs of the shift to a digital information environment.

Library collections especially of research materials are under severe stress in a number of ways (1) journal costs are increasing in cost at greater than inflation rates each year and (2) the Australian dollar exchange rate. There are some initiatives occurring around Australia but the matter is critical.

· The shortage of school leavers undertaking studies in science augurs badly for the future.  Science and technology need to be developed in society starting with appropriately preparing the secondary school teachers.  It is not in the best interests of science that students preparing to be secondary school science teachers pay a higher level of HECS than teacher trainees in other fields when they will ultimately receive the same salary level as other teachers.

· Quality and diversity is challenged under the current funding arrangement and no allowance is made for the specific mission/regional needs of each institution.

· There is a large and unmet need for infrastructure for regions eg increased band width.

3. University commercialisation: an essential element of the modern university
Australia’s universities and private funding

The University of Newcastle is keen to attract more industry-sponsored research however opportunities are extremely limited for new and regional research, therefore more support in the form of incentives and in government projects from the government is needed.  Even the CSIRO still relies mainly for sponsored research upon government projects.

Regional universities make a very important economic, social and cultural regional contribution.  More direct attention should be given to our role in industry incubation and economic growth.

Regional Universities such as The University of Newcastle are excited by the possibility of commercialisation of its IP especially for the benefit of the economic well being of the region. If government had an established and clear policy for decentralisation rather than allowing the major cities like Sydney to become bigger and bigger the task of attracting, or establishing new, high technology industry in regional centres would be easier.

The University of Newcastle Research Associates (TUNRA) was incorporated in 1969 as a company limited by guarantee by the Council of The University of Newcastle, to provide a broadly-based research and specialist education service to industry and the community.  TUNRA is financially self-supporting and does not receive government or University grants or subsidies.  TUNRA has access to the extensive facilities available to the academic staff.  The University is the sole beneficiary of any surpluses TUNRA achieves on its operations.  The success of TUNRA should be built upon by tax incentives, industry subsidies and other forms of government support to enrich the region and to provide further benefits to the University.

Students now contribute a substantial part of the costs of their education and the majority graduate with HECS debts.  There are limits to further increases to undergraduate fees.  Postgraduate fees cannot be used to subsidise undergraduates.  DETYA is predicting that the limits for fee paying overseas students are being reduced.  Bequests and donations are very limited, particularly in newer and regional universities.  The time has come for governments to realise the need to invest in education and training.

4. Ensuring suitable standards for admission and assessment 
During the first months of 2001 there has been extensive media coverage of allegations of poor standards in university admission and assessment.  The Committee has been highlighted as one forum where these allegations will be considered.

Entry standards

At the University of Newcastle, entry standards for local students are rising due to increased demand.  We use similar standards for overseas students.  Courses now cater for a very diverse range of people including school leavers, people with vocational education qualifications, university graduates, people wishing to transfer from other university courses, and mature age applicants.  With limits on how many places can be offered, the University endeavours to distribute places fairly among applicants using various ranking mechanisms as well as keeping places for particular groups of applicants.

There is also still a need for enabling programs in this region and many others to bring applicants up to required standards of entry.  Any attempt by government to reduce or withdraw funding for enabling programs will deny many able people an opportunity for higher education or will result in some entering higher education ill prepared.

Assessment standards

Assessment standards need to be, and to be seen to be maintained.

For example, we can cite the quality of indigenous education and point to The University of Newcastle’s experience with Medicine.  Over half of Australia’s indigenous medical practitioners are graduates of The University of Newcastle.  This program is now nearly 20 years old producing approximately five indigenous medical practitioners each year providing an excellent model of selective admission and additional support to achieve the highest standards.  The lessons learnt from this program need to be extended to other programs/professions.

Allegations of soft marking to retain fee paying students or in return for financial benefits

The University of Newcastle refutes these allegations – in marking assignments/exams the University asks students to submit anonymously (using student number rather than name).  It is essential that standards of assessment and marking are high and seen to be so.

5. Regulation of higher education in a global world 
The University of Newcastle is in favour of quality assurance and assessment from independent bodies however it is essential that institutional autonomy be preserved so that Universities can serve their region’s needs.  It must be noted that there are many different universities with quite different missions.

Within the current Australian university quality assurance framework are five main elements:

· regulation by State Governments

· reporting to DETYA on a range of performance indicators

· reporting to State parliaments and authorities

· external audit by Australian Universities Quality Agency

· internal processes.

Within The University of Newcastle the internal process consists of external reviews of faculties and divisions at four-year intervals; the preparation of The University of Newcastle Institutional Strategic Plan as a rolling five-year plan; and last year there was an external review of the University’s organisational structures and administrative arrangements.  Courses and programs are reviewed over a three year cycle and random audits are conducted annually.

6. Access, affordability and income support for students 

Access

The University has always been mindful of its responsibilities towards its surrounding communities and, given the diverse nature of these communities, has made equity principles an integral part of its student recruitment and its teaching and learning philosophies.  Whilst the University has implemented various strategies to ensure that people qualified for university admission have equal access to University, it must be noted that funding for students with high levels of disability is becoming a serious problem.  The number of such students is increasing at this University because of the steps we have taken to make all our facilities accessible and to give special support to disabled students, eg the blind, however proper infrastructure to support these students is very expensive and no targeted funding is available from government.

The following examples illustrate regionally specific issues and programs that should be recognised in the funding of this University.  Other institutions have their own specific program.

For people from a low socio-economic background the following University of Newcastle initiatives apply:

· Unilink program – this program involves introducing secondary students to the University through workshops, student role model visits to the school, campus visits and shadowing days to students from disadvantaged schools.

· Retrenched BHP Employee Initiatives – this retraining program is also available to other unemployed workers in the region

· HECS-liable equity places in full-fee paying postgraduate coursework programs for disadvantaged groups and for professions other than teaching and nursing (which are already catered for)

For people from rural and isolated areas

· Regional and rural preference scheme – this program assigns a notional four additional UAI points to school leavers who completed their HSC at a school in the Hunter or Central Coast region or to the northern or western borders of NSW.

· Reach out – as there is a large number of rural students in the University’s secondary catchment area, the University conducts outreach activities in rural regions to increase awareness of higher education options.

· Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences 

· BMed rural/remote entry scheme

· Discipline of General Practice rural program

· ‘Connecting at Uni’ Workshop – assists students from outside the local area to meet other commencing students

· Unilink and Rural Student Orientation Workshop

· Peer group meetings – targeting commencing rural and isolated students and students from disadvantaged schools, particularly ‘first generation’ students, however open to all students.

· UniConnect-ion Project and Careers Mentoring Program – a student care program aimed at international, rural and isolated students

For women in non-traditional areas of study

· Diversity in Engineering Project – aimed at women and other targeted equity groups

· Women in construction Project

For people with a disability

· Careers mentoring/employment strategies

· Notetaking research project

· School liaison

· Staff disability awareness workshops

· Tutoring program for students with dyslexia

· Adaptive Technology Centre

· Special facilities arrangements for alternative examinations

For people from non-English speaking backgrounds

· The Language Centre

All equity target groups

· Bridging and Enabling Courses 

· Newstep – for disadvantaged youth 

· Open Foundation – for people over 20

· Yapug – for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people interested in health related area

Affordability

Changes to the HECS arrangements in 1996 which saw the introduction of differential HECS and the low income threshold are deterring enrolments, particularly in the sciences, where students are paying a higher rate of HECS, but will receive the same salary if, for example, they pursue a career in teaching as students graduating in the humanities.

The low threshold above which repayments are required of $22,346 means that students are forced to repay their loan when first establishing themselves in the workforce after graduation rather than when they are in receipt of incomes that clearly demonstrate the advantage of university qualifications.  Students should at very least have an option to delay, even if interest is charged, the repayment of HECS.  The University of Newcastle recommends reduced or no HECS for equity groups and from time to time targeted groups eg nurses, science teachers

Income support

Students should have access to sufficient income to live on while giving prime focus to their studies.  Under present arrangements students’ income comes from a mix of employment (part-time and full-time), family support and government income through Youth Allowance, Abstudy and Austudy.  Students at The University of Newcastle can also apply for student loans under a scheme which provides interest-free emergency loans on a short-term basis to students who demonstrate a genuine need and whose continued study may be placed in jeopardy if assistance were not available.  Given the high number of students from a low socio-economic background enrolled at The University of Newcastle, assistance for income support to students is required.

7. Independent advice to Government on higher education 

The University of Newcastle supports the AVCC submission on this point.



Professor Brian English



Deputy Vice-Chancellor
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