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Introduction

ECU endorses the position of the AVCC in these issues, both in its submission to this inquiry and, more fully, in the discussion paper Our Universities: Our Future (AVCC 2000). In particular, as both the oldest tertiary institution in WA, and the youngest university, ECU strongly supports arguments for increased investment in undergraduate teaching and learning; the need to plan for real diversity in the system, and funding for quality.

The issue of diversity is probably one of the most important to face Australian higher education during the next couple of decades. At stake is whether weaker institutions will merely become pale imitations of their more powerful and notable brethren, or create their own excellence in different and varied ways.

There is nationwide agreement that higher education funding policy is in urgent need of reform—a fact acknowledged by the current Minister. Operating grants have been reduced by 6 per cent in five years; Commonwealth supplementation of academic salary increases ceased; strict enrolment targets set and policed; postgraduate coursework enrolments phased out from funded load; the impact on universities’ research capabilities, and the shifting balance between public and private sector funding are just some of the crucial issues all institutions are dealing with. 

However, in the face of these challenges ECU and other progressive universities are in fact ‘creating our own excellence in different and varied ways’. The prospects of further deregulation bring opportunities for change, and the younger institutions have the energy and flexibility not only to embrace change, but also to initiate and create it. ECU has a long and proud history in the West: we have both metropolitan and regional campuses and centres across the State, and we enrol more WA citizens than any other university. ECU is an asset in the West Australian and national higher education sector, and we will continue to position ourselves as an innovative and entrepreneurial university, systematically different from those that remain in a traditional mode.

This brief submission addresses two main issues:

1. Funding policy and diversity (Terms of Reference a, b, d)

2. Quality (Terms of Reference a, b)

The complex and urgent issue of funding policy reform is in fact the connective thread throughout the inquiry’s Terms of Reference. The AVCC’s Our Universities: Our Future presents able arguments for a range of funding policy options. ECU’s position endorses the AVCC’s call for reinvestment in university teaching, through a funding framework which maximises quality, constructive diversity and effective competition.

Funding policy and diversity

Terms of Reference a, b, d
The operating costs of a multi-campus institution are significantly higher than for a single campus university of similar size. The funding policy framework is formula-based and does not take into account fixed operating costs, as the federal government allocates funding proportionally for each type of course depending on the student load within each university’s profile. ECU has juggled with the resource pressures of maintaining and developing a range of offerings on each of our campuses, this being the single greatest cost of operating our four teaching campuses. Resources such as physical plant, student labs, network infrastructure, libraries, bookshops and other student services are replicated on each campus. Any reforms to university funding models must take into account the significant operating costs of multi-campus, multi-region institutions.

Universities are pressured to commercialise more and more of their operations at the same time as student-staff ratios have reached record levels, and the proportion of GDP spent on higher education has declined to less than 0.8 per cent. Across the sector, for every $1000 that universities have raised, operating grants have been cut by $2000
. The point is made, however, that alternative sources of revenue are treated as income but the ‘profit’ margin can be very small, and that these funds are invariably committed to particular activities, and not available to the core business of undergraduate teaching and learning.

The drive to commercialise is reflected also in increasing international student numbers, now over 12 per cent of the total, bringing in to the sector more than $800 million in revenue: this market, its opportunities and possibilities is of crucial importance to Australia. ECU and other universities work to the AVCC’s code of ethical practice relating to international students, which is uniformly referred to across the sector. Our international recruitment and admission processes are focused on strong entry criteria that are equivalent to our Australian students’ criteria and include a minimum English standard. This entry rigour is followed up by the provision of student support systems throughout the term of study. ECU’s international student cohort is slightly below the national average; an indication of the commitment to ECU’s high admission and progress standards required from all fee-paying students, that can be viewed as having a negative impact on our fee-paying revenue.

. . . unless there are major reforms, short term increases in government funding will not, in themselves, be sufficient to ensure that Australia’s universities provide an adequate foundation for a just and democratic society and a flourishing economy.

ECU supports the AVCC’s proposal for a distributive funding framework built on the principles of choice and diversity. The model provides the basis for planning for real diversity in the higher education sector, and has the effect of increasing institutional autonomy by allowing choice from a mix of strategies, including increasing enrolments and additional funding for improvements to teaching quality. We endorse the expansion of a HECS-type scheme to all fee-paying Australian students, and support the model for equity funding allocation. Bipartisan commitment is needed for a long-range higher education funding policy.

Funding for growth: the WA experience
Funding for growth has been a contentious issue in Western Australia for some time.

As a basis of comparison, Queensland has seven universities with a total fully-funded load of 76,720 EFTSU. WA has four universities, with a total 37,970 EFTSU.

· Curtin has 33 per cent of total students, and 32 per cent of EFTSU. ECU has 30 per cent of students and 30 per cent of EFTSU. Murdoch, 16 and 15 per cent. UWA has 21 per cent of total students, and 23 per cent of EFTSU.

· DETYA has forecast an increase in the level of unmet demand for university places out to 2002, with Queensland the highest, WA in the mid range with between 4 and 6 per cent of eligible applicants unsuccessful in gaining a place. Population projections for WA show that from 1997 to 2005, growth of 14 per cent in the 17+ age group is expected, compared to national growth of just under 10 per cent in that period
.

· What this means is that an additional 9100 places would be required in WA by 2005 to ensure that the higher education participation rate equals the current national rate.

· The Queensland Education Minister recently made a strong argument for up to 15,000 new university places by 2006
, to maintain existing levels of participation. Regional Queensland contributes to that state’s improving participation rate. A point we are sure would be supported by the Western Australian State Education Minister is the importance of decentralisation to Queensland’s strengths in university access and participation. Assuring that WA has at least average funded participation rates has important implications for the regional development much needed in Perth’s northern metropolitan corridor, and the rapidly growing South-West region.

Undergraduate teaching

Undergraduate teaching is of prime importance in the higher education sector. There was virtually no mention of undergraduate teaching and learning in the federal government’s recent Innovation Statement. Teaching and learning is our core business, and has come under threat through:

· Cuts to libraries, particularly acquisitions, across the sector due to funding restrictions

· Quality maintained at the expense of student services

· Unfunded salary increases

· Rising student numbers, declining real $/EFTSU

· Emphasis on vocational and industry-ready outcomes, at the expense of real student choice and well-rounded lifelong learning skills

· Emphasis on ‘profitable’ programs, at the expense of low-enrolment courses essential to both the nation and to the individual—eg. some of the pure science areas (physics, maths, chemistry), or philosophy and creative arts.

Diversity and autonomy

· Traditionally the largest and oldest universities in each state (plus the ANU), labelled the ‘sandstones’
, have exercised a dominant influence on higher education in Australia, and have been less affected by market pressures than other universities in the system. 

· Post-Dawkins all segments—the ‘wannabee sandstones’, ‘techs’ and ‘new’ universities—aimed to offer a wide range of professional preparation and offered broadly comparable courses in core areas; all sought research funding from ARC and all competed in the international market on much the same basis. We now see unnecessary duplication across the sector, the development of barriers to real cooperative arrangements between universities and, critically, the lack of a coordinated policy approach to Australia’s entry into globalisation
.

· Current funding policy does not provide the basis for diversity and innovation. The dominance of the sandstones and the universities of technology makes real innovation in the other segments, particularly the new universities, too high a risk. Traditional paradigms of funding and prestige have consistently undervalued the resource needs of the newer universities, and the value of their contribution to the system.

· CQU’s Professor Lauchlan Chipman raised the notion of the Commonwealth transferring load from regions of declining demand (eg. South Australia) to address Queensland’s unmet demand. 

· To realise such a position, we support the AVCC’s argument that the national load allocation should shift from rigid targets for student places to a range, funded at appropriate per student rates. This move would provide for more students overall, with distribution determined by demand. In policy terms the paramount need is for managed change, with initial limits reducing any immediate impact on universities’ budgets. Universities would have increased autonomy to make internal allocation decisions based on demand, flexibility and data-driven planning.

· A related argument is the need for institutions themselves to manage the balance of their undergraduate and postgraduate load. A regular criticism of the higher education bureaucracy is the centrally determined priorities, where ‘the Government has come to treat [universities] as agents serving its national objectives’.
  Universities are forced to conform to national priorities laid down centrally. The ability to cater for local demands, making local judgements will certainly lead to better outcomes for universities, and the communities of which they are an integral part. 

Recommendation 1: 

Support bipartisan agreement on 10 to 15-year funding framework that provides a balance within the system between the competing responsibilities in teaching, research and community service, supporting universities as they extend beyond their traditional roles, and maintaining a diversity of missions to meet the needs of the sector 

Quality

Terms of Reference a, b
· Quality in the first sense we use is about ‘customer’ satisfaction. For some time there has been growing unease about the use of performance measures like the CEQ data, and other imperfect measures of teaching excellence. There has similarly been resistance to the greater use of performance-based incentives at the institutional level, arguing against the use of ‘dirty data’ to rank and rate institutions in the push for reform. 

· Performance indicators extracted from a system-wide exercise are summarised and published with little effort to interpret or qualify differences in the information. Used this way the information is potentially, or has been found to be, misleading, easy to manipulate and tends to obscure desirable differences and similarities between institutions. Of course performance indicators should be measured. PI s enable institutions to compare their own performance against their own criteria, their own goals, and take whatever action is necessary.

· ECU’s strong focus on our distinctive position is thoroughly supported by a rigorous look at our strengths and weaknesses, assessments of how able we are to meet the expectations of the strategic areas and niches we are targeting, and the planning mechanisms needed to add or, if necessary, phase out courses or services. Part of this strategy involves benchmarking to encourage continual improvement.

· ECU also differentiates itself in the sector by asking each school within a faculty to develop its own quality assurance system—this encourages staff involvement in a system they call their own, and within the University’s policy framework, contributes to our rising quality indicators of retention and student satisfaction.

· Quality in the second sense is about the above efficient processes and systems. The Australian University Quality Agency (AUQA) has had a delayed start, but there is generally goodwill within the sector for the stated aims and mission of the agency. However, it is crucial that the paradigm for quality adopted is able to take us into the future, rather than be influenced by vested interests with traditional views, that are clearly best suited by maintaining the past
. 

Recommendation 2: 

Support the Australian University Quality Agency and provide access to additional performance-based funding to improve the quality of teaching and learning, while encouraging universities’ pursuit of their individual missions
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