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Suite S1.61 Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Dear Mr Carter,

Submission to Inquiry

Please find attached a submission from RMIT to the Committee’s Inquiry into “The capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs”.

RMIT’s submission approaches a number of sector-wide issues from our perspective as a dual sector and highly internationalised university. RMIT is one of the few Australian universities to encompass both vocational education and training and higher education, providing a distinctive perspective on the synergies and tensions between the sectors. Of RMIT’s over 50,000 enrolments, 30% of our higher education and 20% of our VET students are international students, studying both in Melbourne and offshore, among the largest proportions of any Australian university. 

The submission is structured as follows:

1. Corporate governance and universities (term of reference g)

2. Response to allegations raised by Associate Professor Kim Sawyer in his submission to the Inquiry (requested by the Committee)

3. Short discussion papers on key issues:

a) The University as a public institution contributing to the community (terms of reference a and f)

b) Academic revitalization (terms of reference a, b and e)

c) Employers’ voice: industry advisory committees and accreditation of programs by professional bodies (terms of reference b and g)

d) Assessment and standards in an international university (terms of reference a and b)

e) The consequences of the research “gap place” phase-out for emerging areas (terms of reference a, b and f)

f) Governance tensions between Commonwealth and State requirements (terms of reference g and a).

Thank you for the opportunity to comment. I also confirm that I am able to meet the Committee’s request that I appear before at the hearing on 15 May. 

Yours sincerely

Ruth Dunkin

Vice-Chancellor 
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1. Corporate governance and universities 

Introduction

The mechanisms and frameworks of governance and accountability reflect mixed origins. Where once universities were seen as a community of scholars, largely accountable to other similar communities and their constituent teachers and students, they are now commonly regarded as monolithic publicly funded or created organisations that owe accountability to external funding or ownership constituencies in similar ways to other statutory authorities or corporations. The means by which these new forms of accountability have been pursued have often clashed with the ideals and practices of traditional accountability to discipline and community. Further they have been pursued in a piecemeal way and within a context of evolving accountability regimes in both the public and corporate sectors. 

It is timely to reconsider corporate governance and accountability frameworks taking account of:

· what our communities want of universities

· what universities aspire to as communities and knowledge organisations themselves

· who provides funding to institutions and 

· best practice in other sectors of industry and government. 

Recent Changes to Governance and Accountability

Governance

The governance structures of universities have been formally changed as a result of State reviews. While the Commonwealth’s Hoare Committee made strong recommendations about the ways in which universities should be organised, governed and held accountable, in most cases it has been up to State Governments to enact the formal changes to composition of Councils. The Commonwealth Government has used its accountability requirements to seek changes to operational management approaches and the formal and informal practices of individual universities. Both these processes reflect the broader trends in public sector reform and corporate management and accountability models. However they have not been pursued in partnership. 

My own experience suggests that the process of ‘encouraged’ mergers also influenced the ways in which these changes were enacted. For example, the establishment of the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology Act 1992 had two major effects. The first was to establish the new entity as a statutory authority. Previously the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology had existed as a company under corporations law.  This history had influenced the nature of Council membership (although not the balance of membership categories) and how members perceived their role. Internal members were conscious of their fiduciary obligations even as they represented their respective constituencies. The second effect was to increase temporarily the membership of the Council to ensure appropriate representation from the various constituencies of the merged body, including the Victorian Parliament. Council committees re-emerged as a key way in which the Council conducted its business. 

The adoption of changes in Victoria to the composition of university councils saw the membership reduce again and the exclusion of parliamentarians. As the overall balance was retained as two-thirds external and one-third internal there was a consequent reduction in internal representation.

The appointment processes remain mixed. Six members are appointed by the Council; six are appointed by the Governor-in-Council on the recommendation of the Minister. A Membership Committee of Council comprising both internal and external members recommend to the Council, people to fill the Council membership positions. Terms are for three years with the possibility of recommendation for renewal. The Council recommends these appointments to the Minister. From time to time the Minister will indicate the Government’s desire to see a rebalance in the nature or background experience of members of Council. For example, under the Kennett Government there was a desire to see more people with business experience on university councils. The Bracks Government has indicated that it wishes to see more community-based individuals appointed. In addition, membership at RMIT is influenced by a commitment to gender balance and a desire to have a mix of professional and discipline skills. The role of the Vice-Chancellor in this process has historically been to assist the work of the Membership Committee and the Chancellor in exploring the suitability of particular individuals proposed and to supplement the list of those proposed. A paper to the committee recently proposed that this process be out-sourced to adopt practices generally used for statutory authority boards in Victoria.

The Council meets at least six times a year and has an active calendar of Committees, including Audit and Risk Management, Finance and Major Initiatives and the Planning, Quality and Performance Committee. A clear set of delegations covering financial, contractual and appointment processes is in place, guiding the business of Council. In addition the Council approves the Strategic Plan and budget annually (including those of RMIT’s companies) and receives regular reports on financial (including capital) and enrolment data. There has also been annual presentation against a range of performance indicators in the Strategic, Teaching and Learning, Research and International Plans. In addition there have been significant amounts of time allocated within Council agendas to explore and discuss the subordinate plans and performance of the university, including reports from Faculties. There is a commitment to continually improving the nature of the information flowing to Council. Recent improvements include the development of monthly Faculty “snapshot” reports and a comprehensive report of performance indicators for the university and the individual Faculties on the balanced scorecard model. 

While the business of Council is generally shaped by the management of the university, the Academic Board (Higher Education) and Board of Technical Studies (VET) have a direct reporting relationship with the Council. The Chairs of the Boards (both elected from within the bodies of the Boards) are both on Council and speak directly to the business of the Boards brought before Council.

A key committee of Council has been the Audit Committee. Established in 1990, it has reviewed the internal audit program of the university, its financial management practices and oversees the preparation of the companies’ accounts. It has been an active committee, comprising external and internal members of Council and members external to the Council. Currently it is overseeing the development of a comprehensive risk management plan for the university, consistent with normal practice on corporate boards. The Internal Auditor, appointed in 1990, reports on all audits performed by his Office. That office has a staff of three professional auditors and is supplemented by a standing out-source arrangement with an external audit company. Together these professionals undertake the agreed annual audit program, encompassing compliance and efficiency audits. Although the Internal Auditor has historically reported to the Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Resources) on a maintenance basis, he has the right of direct report to the Council through the Audit Committee.

Accountability

External accountability

As a result of the public sector reform agendas pursued at the State and Federal levels, many changes to accountability frameworks have been instituted over the past ten years. They include detailed acquittal of funding received, the provision of student and staffing data to the funding bodies. In the case of dual sector institutions this is to both State and Federal Governments. Performance indicator information is also collected directly or imputed; strategic plans, research management, capital management and other plans have also been required, together with indicators of progress against targets. The new Australian Universities Quality Agency arrangements will provide another external overlay to the evolving external review processes.

The provision of the Annual Report to the State Parliament remains a key public accountability mechanism for the university. In Victoria the requirements are set out in the Financial Management Act 1984, the Tertiary Education Act 1993 and relevant decisions of the Public Accounts and Estimates Committee of Parliament, incorporating both financial and operational performance information. These requirements have been continually enhanced as accounting standards for public and private institutions have converged and been improved. Many now include details of the corporate governance arrangements within companies and institutions. 

In addition, to these governmental review and accountability mechanisms, there are the detailed forms of scrutiny applied by professional bodies as part of their accreditation of particular programs. These are generally detailed and consider many ‘input’ issues as well as the output of the programs. Further discussion of issues associated with the accreditation of programs by professional bodies is provided in Short Paper 3c, “Employers voice: industry advisory committees and accreditation of programs by professional bodies”. 

Internal accountability

Performance management

Increasing levels of internal accountability have matched the improvements in external accountability. These apply equally to managerial and academic functions and to the unit and individual level. Position descriptions, accountabilities and performance management processes have been implemented progressively through the last two decades. Between 1992 and 1994 a performance management system was implemented at RMIT, highlighting not only the achievements of individuals in relation to key change initiatives of the university, but also performance against financial management and staff management goals. These processes are currently being redesigned to better align with emerging imperatives, in particular the need for collaboration between RMIT units and with external organisations. The Remuneration Committee of Council considers annually the performance reviews of all senior executives.

While the performance management system has provided a basis of ongoing feedback to senior managerial staff during the term of their appointment, most such positions at RMIT have attracted five-year terms. The process that precedes any renewal of appointment requires a comprehensive review of past performance and prospective canvassing of the requirements for the next five years. Both renewals and appointments involve participation from external members of Council and ratification by the full Council. 

Student feedback and complaints processes

In addition to these processes of accountability, there are formal processes for student feedback. These have been strengthened in recent years by the development of a systematic approach to collecting and acting on student views. Student-Staff Consultative Committees are required in all departments as an input to course improvement. The minutes of these are subject to review by Faculty Boards. In addition there are formal processes for handling student complaints. Again these processes have been progressively reviewed and strengthened in the past few years. While the traditional academic appeals and disciplinary processes deal with academic issues, the formal grievance processes allow student complaints more generally to be addressed. The policy calls for complaints handling aimed at ensuring that complaints or concerns are dealt with as soon as they arise. This has required training of front-line staff across the university. Similar grievance procedures are in place for staff.

These processes are supplemented by the regular surveying of students. The annual Graduate Careers Council of Australia (GCCA) survey of graduating students is a major input into review of course performance by both management and the Academic Board. Within the university, surveys are conducted throughout the academic year about satisfaction with courses and the overall student experience. Data from these surveys, focus groups and Student-Staff Consultative Committees are collated into an annual report identifying the “Top 10” student concerns. These issues become the subject of budget consideration and improvement projects. A similar process is planned for staff.

Issues

I have attempted to outline the accountability and governance structures applicable to the university. These processes been changed and strengthened in the past decade. They will continue to evolve and be improved. However it would be inappropriate to indicate that they are currently perfect despite their extent. Some issues include:

a) Council membership
Changes to both the composition of the Council, together with changes externally to the accepted legal obligations of Council members, have meant that business issues have had a strong, but not exclusive, emphasis in Council agendas. Attempts to ensure a balanced oversight of the University’s activities is made more difficult by a lack of familiarity with the university and its traditions.

It has sometimes been difficult to orient new external members of Council to the core activities of the university. Induction processes need to be strengthened. More time needs to be allowed by external members to ‘learn the business’. This is not always possible for busy people, especially when the basis of their involvement is honorary.

b) Accountability of the Vice-Chancellor

While performance reviews of the Vice-Chancellor are undertaken by a committee of external members of Council, historically these have been seen as unsatisfactory from both the perspective of the members and the Vice Chancellor. There is a significant imbalance in information and understanding of the role and the university itself. This is linked to point (a) and is exacerbated by the current hybrid organisational form of universities. The basis of the performance review is far from settled and this reflects the transitional nature of the universities in Australia.

c) Grievance and complaints handling
Like all large organisations, the grievance and complaints handling processes of universities require continuous improvement. There are general perceptions of inflexibility and resistance to change. I suggest this is as much related to the size of the organisations as it is to attitudes. 

However, it must be acknowledged that there are difficulties caused by changing authority structures, both in moving from teacher-centred to learner-centred pedagogies and from collegiate structures to more managerial ones. It must seem to some academic staff that they are losing authority to students on the one hand and to managers on the other. 

Student and staff grievance procedures have been strengthened and streamlined over the past five years. However, they are still perceived by many as legalistic and imbalanced in terms of power, particularly in relation to the use of internal panels. There are also issues, not unique to universities, such as workplace bullying where it is difficult for a complainant to establish a level of proof because the nature of the complaint works against a case being made. 

While the Vice-Chancellor remains the key appeals court, all complainants do at the same time have access to external appeals bodies, such as the Administrative Appeals Tribunal, the Victorian Ombudsman and the Equal Opportunity Commission. The Visitor also remains as a last ‘internal’ court of appeal. Several universities have already adopted their own Ombuds function to assist perceptions of independence and transparency and RMIT will be doing similarly in the next two months.

d) Transparency of decision-making
Transparency of decision-making is a desired goal in all good organisational practice. It is particularly important in public sector organisations and in organisations, such as universities, that have a collegiate history. A significant literature attests to the organisational benefits of broad participation in decision-making, particularly in knowledge organisations. Yet much of the managerial reforms introduced to universities have assumed that universities should employ traditional command-control techniques and a strategic management approach. The collision of these techniques and approaches with more collegiate forms of decision-making has caused much of the tension within our institutions. 

Please see also Short paper 3f, “Governance tensions between Commonwealth and State requirements”. 

2. Response by RMIT University to Associate Professor Kim Sawyer’s submission to the inquiry

In respect of the specific matters referred to by Associate Professor Sawyer concerning RMIT University, the allegations he made were taken seriously by the university and were thoroughly and appropriately investigated.  No serious breaches of the relevant financial standards were established.  In respect of the financial matters, procedures in management control were corrected to deal with the identified issues.  In these cases, where action was found to be warranted, the action recommended to the university and the Vice-Chancellor was taken.

Associate Professor Sawyer’s allegations concerning financial aspects of the Department of Economics and Finance were subject to an internal audit and independent external audit by the State Auditor-General.  No serious financial irregularities were substantiated by either audit.  

In respect of the academic complaints by Associate Professor Sawyer, they were taken very seriously by the university and were examined.  They too were found to be unsubstantiated when investigated, and Associate Professor Sawyer was so advised by the then Vice-Chancellor, Professor Beanland.

No breaches of standards in relation to the academic complaint were substantiated.

The university’s response to the key issues raised by Associate Professor Sawyer is as follows:

The complaint concerning financial matters

Associate Professor Sawyer claims:

“When the Senate Select Committee on Unresolved Whistleblower Cases considered the RMIT matter, they concluded that “on the evidence received by the Committee, that RMIT chose to close ranks, to disregard the misuse of public funds and actively harass those who brought the mismanagement to notice.”  (Page 22)

He also claims:

“In the inquiry into managerial practices at RMIT, no reference was made to personnel procedures or to statutes which were devoted to misappropriation of funds. Nor was there any reference to the possibility of fraudulent claims under common law.”

The 1995 Senate Select Committee on Unresolved Whistleblower Cases Report reiterated the substance of Associate Professor Sawyer’s submission to it concerning his claims in relation to the Department of Economics and Finance, without giving RMIT University any opportunity to respond before publishing its report.  Neither the Committee nor Associate Professor Sawyer notified the university of the allegations against it and the Committee failed to seek or hear the university’s side before publishing the statements which Associate Professor Sawyer characterises as “findings”.  The university was not aware of the allegations made by Associate Professor Sawyer until the publication of the Committee’s report.

On the financial allegations made by Associate Professor Sawyer (which included his allegations in 1993 as to inappropriate expenditure concerning the Department of Economics and Finance at RMIT University), the internal audit finding, after full investigation, was as follows:

“The significant allegations made in relation to the department were incorrect and many of the other allegations could not or could not effectively be substantiated.”

In one case (involving less than $200), the audit found that an item of expenditure was inappropriately described and subsequently authorised. The responsible staff member was reprimanded and required to repay the amount. This is the item that Associate Professor Sawyer seeks to highlight as having been found by the auditor to be “concealed” (para. 2, page 20).

The auditors also made a number of recommendations concerning management controls in some areas associated with travel and similar costs and those recommendations were implemented across the university.

The Auditor-General also fully investigated the complaints by Associate Professor Sawyer.  Whilst the Auditor-General found several other examples of transactions (involving approximately $350) which did not comply with university policy and guidelines, it was noted that the transactions identified did not result in direct financial gain to the employee involved.  The university as a result of these findings took appropriate action.  Importantly, the Auditor-General concluded that after examining all relevant material, the majority of the allegations, particularly those of a more serious nature, were not supported by the available evidence.

In relation to the affidavit from Professor James Scott (last para, p21), the claims made by Professor Scott were thoroughly investigated by the university’s Internal Auditor and the University Solicitor, and as a result the university’s procedures and internal controls were strengthened.  Under arrangements with the former head of the now disbanded Microelectronics and Materials Technology Centre, over award salary payments of $12,200 per annum were paid to staff members outside the university’s official procedures for approval of over award payments.  Professor Scott’s claim of expropriation of an amount of approximately $55,000 through the use of “bogus invoices” could not be substantiated.

The complaints concerning academic matters

Associate Professor Sawyer claims:

“When the Dean of Research and the solicitor of RMIT considered the academic complaint, they both found a prima facie case of misconduct. The solicitor stated that “there was sufficient evidence provided at this stage to establish a prima facie case that the Professor had breached the implied duties relating to academic research and publication, such as the duty to provide adequate acknowledgement of the work of others, duty not to mislead, and the duty to act honestly.””

The facts are that after having considered a detailed statement from the staff member, Professor Beanland determined that Associate Professor Sawyer’s complaint was not substantiated.  The initial view of the University Solicitor was based on the allegations alone, before having heard the “other side of the story” and was formed for the purpose of deciding whether the allegations were of a kind that warranted investigation.  It is mischievous and misleading to infer that there is some impropriety when the initial view based on Associate Professor Sawyer’s allegations was displaced when the full facts (including the response from the academic concerned) were placed before the Vice-Chancellor.

Associate Professor Sawyer claims:

“In the academic complaint at RMIT, Professor Beanland in his determination did not refer to the Research Code of Conduct (RMIT) or to the AVCC Research Code of Conduct, both of which were the basis of the complaint.”
The submissions made by Associate Professor Sawyer on issue of the “RMIT Research Code of Conduct” and the AVCC Guidelines on these issues, are entirely misleading and based on a false premise.

The fact is that, at the time of his complaint, the university was considering the formal adoption of a draft research code of conduct and was also considering the implications of the AVCC Guidelines for its own code.  It had in fact put a number of issues concerning research codes of conduct to AVCC for AVCC to further consider in developing its Guidelines.

At the time of the complaint, there was no RMIT Research Code of Conduct which had been approved by the university.

The issue was therefore considered and dealt with by Professor Beanland as Vice-Chancellor in accordance with proper general principles as to appropriate standards of academic conduct in respect of research and publication.

Associate Professor Sawyer asserts:

“Despite the fact that the solicitor of the university and the Dean of Research both found a prima facie case against the Professor, in June 1993 Professor Beanland deemed that “the allegations cannot be substantiated”.  I and six others were subsequently charged with serious misconduct by Professor Beanland, because we refused to reveal the names of persons to whom we had communicated the allegations.  The Professor remains at RMIT.”

The “prima facie case” issue is dealt with at para. 8.

As the allegations of Associate Professor Sawyer and others of academic misconduct were found not to be substantiated, it was entirely appropriate for the university to seek information from Associate Professor Sawyer as to the identity of persons to whom the allegations of misconduct had been communicated, so that those persons could be informed of the university’s determination.  In that context, the refusal by Associate Professor Sawyer to reveal that information warranted the step of charging him with serious misconduct in accordance with the procedures under the relevant industrial award.

3. Short papers

3.a. The University as a Public Institution Contributing to the Community

RMIT is committed to its role as a public institution. We believe that teaching and research should be seen primarily as investment in the creation and maintenance of social capital and the infrastructure necessary to prepare Australia for success in the knowledge economy. 

Public benefit

Australian universities are major direct contributors to economic activity whether at the national, regional or local level. They generate significant export income, are direct generators of employment and consumers of service. 

As an industry itself, total revenue for the higher education sector is projected to grow to $9.8 billion by 2003.  This represents a total increase of 19% or $1.5 billion since 1995.  University income from sources other than government grants and HECS will have risen over the period 1995 – 2003 by 53% or $1.2 billion. The fee income generated through international student fees grew to $613 million in 1998 (figures from DETYA).

Universities also represent significant elements within the infrastructure needed to underpin national and regional economic development. Their research contributions underpin innovation and technological development; their education and training underpins the take-up of these developments to ensure productivity growth. Existing studies document clearly that educational attainment levels correlate strongly with a nation’s capacity to innovate, adapt to change and to grow productively (OECD).

Moreover, higher education is not purely an economic good. It provides social benefit in terms of social cohesion. This is particularly important at a time of significant social and economic change and is not a role that private providers believe their responsibility to assume. Non-participation in post-secondary education leads to social marginalisation for individuals (Dusseldorp Skills Forum 1999). 

Both of these effects are of national importance, not individual importance and, I believe, warrant a reassessment of the perceived distribution of benefits between public and private good. In particular, it is important that both education and research expenditures are viewed as investments, not costs. 

When the investment in education by Australia is compared with those nations that are seriously pursuing the innovation agenda, achievement of the knowledge economy, we find Australia’s investment significantly lagging. Australia’s public expenditure on educational institutions from school to tertiary level is currently 4.3% of GDP, behind the OECD mean of 5.1 % and even further behind innovation leaders like behind Finland (6.3 %) and the USA (5.2 %).  Only 42% of the Australian population has post-school qualifications, ranking us in the bottom half of OECD countries. Similarly, in research and development, Australia’s investment lags the leaders. With the adjustments flowing from the White Paper on research, this level of investment declines further, although levels will be lifted again somewhat by the impact of the Innovation Statement. 

Increasingly, universities are becoming engaged in local economies, both urban and regional, as part of the innovation network. This role is neatly summed up in a recent DETYA study:

What is new, and what is becoming increasingly attractive for both universities and regions, is the prospect that university engagement with the regional communities within which they are located can generate economic development outcomes, based around knowledge core business, that go far beyond those traditionally seen as possible. For Universities and regional communities, the competitive economic development benefits from engagement revolve around the creation of human capital, social capital and the realisation of employment, investment and income generating economic development priorities within a knowledge creation and transfer framework. 

[Engaging Universities and Regions – Knowledge Contribution to Regional Economic Development in Australia, by Steve Garlick, Southern Cross Regional Research Institute, Southern Cross University, EIP, DETYA, December 2000, page 3 – 4] 

The many examples of innovations in universities’ community involvements in applications under the Institutional category in the last Australian University Teaching Awards are testimony to this engagement.

RMIT has strategic involvement in several regional areas of Victoria, in particular East Gippsland and Hamilton.

The Gippsland Lakes region is an important area for tourism, commercial and recreational fishing, agriculture and industry within Victoria. A 1998 CSIRO review highlighted a large number of water quality problems in the area. In 1999 in a bid to address this issue and to assist the region to achieve ecological sustainability, RMIT made a $900,000 commitment to the area by awarding 18 research scholarships to look at issues relating to the sustainability of the East Gippsland Lakes ecosystems. In 2000, RMIT launched its new Research by Project (Masters and PhD) program in and for East Gippsland at Lakes Entrance.  The program provides a framework for innovation and the development of professional practice within the workplace.  It uses real workplace based projects that have tangible outcomes for participants from the East Gippsland Institute of TAFE (EGIT), their profession and the Gippsland community. In 2001 RMIT launched an Aquaculture Research Facility located at South East Australia Maritime Education Centre (part of EGIT) in Lakes Entrance, East Gippsland.

In Hamilton, the RMIT University Flexible Learning Centre will play a major role in developing the university’s quality education and training system. It will focus on preparing learners to live in a global economy by providing them with knowledge, skills and expertise in their local environment. The RMIT University Centre for Regional and Rural Development also at the Hamilton site will develop an intensive approach to issues facing rural and regional communities and build on RMIT's expertise and experience to provide creative solutions that are sustainable locally and transferable globally.

Since 1993, more than 200 international students from nearly fifty countries have visited families in the Woodhouse/Nareeb region near Hamilton. Known as the RICE program (RMIT International Community Exchange) program, it aims to promote understanding, appreciation and co-operation between peoples of different cultures.

3.b. Academic revitalisation 

There has been much discussion some of aspects of universities’ transformation over the past decade, in particular changes in management practices (financial systems, planning, marketing, performance management) and diversification of funding (eg Marginson and Considine 2000 The Enterprise University, Cambridge). Less attention has been paid to the significant programs that have been adopted by many institutions to “stimulate the academic heartland”. The concept and practice of scholarship is being renewed through professional development, new programs and new partnerships.  

Most universities have teaching and learning strategies or plans. These approaches came from the recognition that massification of the system had put significant pressures on quality of learning and that in the move to university status, former colleges had focussed more attention on developing research than teaching. Simultaneously, the introduction of new technologies and new players into the global education market has exerted pressure on Australian universities to enhance and renew teaching and learning capabilities. The challenge is to provide excellent learning experiences for students within a mass system. 

The new providers have reorganised their teaching processes, using new technology. New levels of service have been reached in student administration function. They have disaggregated the teaching process into a series of specialised functions. Separate teams carry out program design, teaching and assessment. This is a cost-efficient way of delivering programs, putting pressure on traditional institutions to follow suit, but it also deepens the underpinning of education. 

RMIT has used a combination of approaches to meet these pressures, building on and enhancing the traditional roles and capabilities to stimulate the academic heartland. We have invested in developing capability in all areas of teaching and learning, including educational design and use of information technology. This has involved supplementing academics’ skills and using specialists to provide additional support. However, RMIT’s current human resources strategies leave intact the traditional roles for academics and reaffirm the importance of scholarship. 

We use the Boyer model of scholarship to integrate our teaching and research activities [EL Boyer, 1990, Scholarship reconsidered, Carnegie Foundation]. Boyer’s model proposes four forms of scholarship:

· discovery - creating new knowledge;

· integration - knowledge put into a social and intellectual context;

· application - applying knowledge in useful ways for individuals, industry and institutions;

· teaching - facilitating student learning and developing scholars in all areas.

This understanding of scholarship as a continuum of practices departs from the traditional conception of research and teaching as separate activities, brought together only when teaching staff pass on the fruits of their own research to students. RMIT also believes that this wider view of scholarship links us better with the needs of industry for knowledge and skills in all of the four scholarships. It is essential to the quality and relevance of our programs that staff engage across the range of scholarships, and the format for academic and teaching workplans has been rewritten to reflect this.  

The Boyer model also provides a framework for revitalising our VET programs and to developing the skills of VET staff, which have been eroded over the last 10 years of reform. For example, a VET staff member’s engagement with new materials in construction - if approached in a particular way - could become the object of research, which in turn could develop links with industry, which could lead to consulting and increased income which helps further research.  Meanwhile it all helps to keep teaching content and courseware current.

External drivers are also pressing universities to reorganise the ways in which they manage research. These drivers include greater accountability expectations from funding bodies, leading to emphasis on outcome related research; demonstrated critical mass in expertise and research infrastructure in selected areas; and a need for more effective contributions to the commercialisation of ideas and research outcomes.

Responding to these drivers involves specific investment approaches – developing key areas, supporting cross-disciplinary approaches, capacity for commercialisation and quality of supervision. It also requires deepening the expertise in both research approach and discipline field. Both are key to rejuvenating academic life. 

3.c. Employers’ voice: industry advisory committees and accreditation of programs by professional bodies. 

Effective vocational and professional education needs to be relevant to the work place in terms of both conceptual understanding and practical skills. It cannot be purely utilitarian, as universities have a responsibility to develop students’ potential and to provide them with conceptual frameworks, “learning to learn” skills and motivation that underpins their ongoing development, beyond the first job. 

Traditionally, there have been two mechanisms used by RMIT and other similar universities to understand the needs of employers and the requirements of self-employment and to ensure relevance and practicality in vocational and professional education programs.

The first of these is Course Advisory Committees, which have included industry representatives and teaching staff, working on development and incremental improvement of courses, both at the higher education and TAFE levels.

The second is accreditation of programs by professional bodies. About one third of RMIT’s undergraduate and postgraduate coursework programs are accredited by such bodies. 

These mechanisms have served well to provide advice specific to different industries and professions. However there are a number of factors at work which require a reassessment of the structure of RMIT’s formal industry links and a response from the university:

1. The changing nature of many industries for which we provide graduates, particularly in emerging industries or industries undergoing rapid change (such as information technology and communication);

2. The strengthening of links between industries or sub-sectors of industries previously considered as separate, e.g. transport and logistics, food production;

3. RMIT’s discipline-based structure, which may retard linkages with industry and the reflection of industry trends in course development;

4. The changing nature of employment – i.e. graduates are now more likely to move across various sectors within an industry and to be self-employed;

5. The importance of lifelong training and the development of a skill set by graduates which will enable them to update their skills, developed as part of the course structure.

Emerging issues

In the context of these changes, the existing mechanisms for industry consultation have advantages and disadvantages. The major advantage is that the change that industries are experiencing can be reflected through the advice provided by professional bodies and Course Advisory Committees. 

Course Advisory Committees 

The current Course Advisory Committees are based around existing disciplines and industries. At a time of change, this does not provide good guidance about emerging jobs, disciplines and industries.

There are also differences between small to medium employers, who want immediate job ready graduates, and larger employers who stress more generic skills. These differences become a tension within course design. 

In order to address these issues, we are undertaking a series of industry reviews and a review of Course Advisory Committees. These supplement existing industry statements of requirements as articulated through industry groups (eg ICT Skills Taskforce) and Industry Training Advisory Boards. 

The terms of reference for these review teams are to identify, for a particular field:

· likely developments in industry in the fields of product development and research;

· likely requirements of graduates for industry; and

· to critically assess current courses in terms of fit with industry trends and to make recommendations to the university.  

The nature of course advisory committees arisen in these industry reviews conducted to date and in general, the suggestion has been that course advisory committees be replaced with industry committees, which will take a broader view of industry trends which will be then fed into the course renewal process in a broader, more policy focussed way. 

Accreditation of courses by professional bodies

The process of accreditation of academic programs by professional bodies provides validation of standards and ensures that programs provided by individual universities do not stray from the mainstream of the discipline. However at a time of change they too have some limitations. 

For example, such accreditation processes generally focus on auditing inputs rather than outcomes or learning experiences. Such inputs reflect a teacher-centred educational model, rather than the more flexible and self-directed styles of learning RMIT is working to develop. The requirement to comply with the accreditation process can act as a brake on this change. 

In relation to content, professional bodies are often concerned with specific content whereas employers are more interested in employment related skills. 

Example: Chemical Engineering
Engineering bachelor degrees are accredited by professional associations having a charter from Government to accredit such programs and which represent the collected views of the Engineering profession.  For all Australian engineering programs, the accrediting body is the Institution of Engineers, Australia (IEAust), but chemical engineering degrees are unique in that they are also accredited by the Institution of Chemical Engineers in Australia Inc (IChemE).  In this paper some differences between the accreditation guidelines are highlighted– the IEAust being less prescriptive than the IChemE.

The IEAust expects that engineering programs will be judged on student learning outcomes. Their accreditation manual states: 

… Programs should become less content-packed, provide more scope for reflection and self-directed learning, and develop the capacity and motivation for the lifelong learning that will be essential whatever the context of the first degree.  They should give prominence to social, economic, environmental, interpersonal and management issues, as well as scientific and technical. …

… All programs must ensure that their graduates develop to a substantial degree the generic attributes or capabilities, set out in the Policy:

(a) ability to apply knowledge of basic science and engineering fundamentals;

(b) ability to communicate effectively, not only with engineers but also with the community at large;

(c) in-depth technical competence in at least one engineering discipline;

(d) ability to undertake problem identification, formulation and solution;

(e) ability to utilise a systems approach to design and operational performance;

(f) ability to function effectively as an individual and in multi-disciplinary and multi-cultural teams, with the capacity to be a leader or manager as well as an effective team member;

(g) understanding of the social, cultural, global and environmental responsibilities of the professional engineer, and the need for sustainable development;

(h) understanding of the principles of sustainable design and development;

(i) understanding of professional and ethical responsibilities and commitment to them; and

(j) expectation of the need to undertake lifelong learning, and capacity to do so.

[Institution of Engineers, Australia, Manual for the Accreditation of Professional Engineering Programs, October 1999]

By contrast, the IChemE guidelines are based on content delivery, to the extent that fundamental discipline areas are named (heat transfer, fluid mechanics, mass transfer, thermodynamics & equilibria, reaction engineering, process control), and expected relative weightings are proposed.  There is relatively small attention paid to the generic graduate capabilities, for example:

“The teaching of the course must: … (h) include training for effective oral and written communication”

[Institution of Chemical Engineers, Letter to Heads of Departments of Accredited Courses Outside the UK, 10 March 1998].

The difference between these two bodies has impacted on program design at RMIT University.  All four-year engineering degrees have 36 credit points of free electives so students can choose some subjects that are particularly relevant to them, but to meet accreditation by IChemE, the free elective choice in chemical engineering is limited to 24 credit points. This means that Chemical Engineering students have less opportunity than other engineering students to broaden their education by undertaking subjects outside their core discipline. 

3.d. Assessment and standards in an international university 

The recent controversy over the quality of higher education and allegations of special treatment of international fee-paying students has served to focus the attention of universities on the complex set of factors which have a bearing on the issue of quality and standards in assessment. 

The expansion of higher education has necessitated that universities develop teaching and learning strategies for a student body that is larger and more diverse than ever before. The knowledge economy’s need for lifelong learning is creating demand for education and also driving the recognition that learning can be gained in a number of arenas other than tertiary institutions.  Yet this rapid change within universities towards a more entrepreneurial culture and more student-centred educational practice has created ambiguity for some staff. There is evidence of negative effects on understanding of and commitment to core academic values. 

Universities have been told that we must be more responsive and flexible in the pathways we create for access to tertiary education, in selection criteria, teaching and learning strategies and assessment regimes. At the same time, we need to reaffirm the importance of core academic values and demonstrate that responsiveness to learners’ needs and academic standards are interlinked. This involves attending to selection criteria, curriculum, quality assurance, professional development and grievance processes.

Selection criteria and practices for both domestic and international students at all entry levels must be aligned to ensure satisfactory educational experiences and outcomes for students. They must also be transparent and defensible. Current issues include:

· the need to continually review entrance criteria so that they remain consistent with changes to curriculum and to desired graduate attributes

· the lack of research into the relationship between selection criteria and the subsequent academic performance of students

· the re-negotiation of articulation and credit transfer arrangements following the introduction of training packages in the VET sector 

· appropriate English language competence standards for international students, and the implications of the new Education Services for Overseas Students (2000) Act’s mandating of International English Language Testing System (IELTS) bands as the single standard. 

The appropriateness of current assessment mechanisms is being reconsidered in light of changes to curriculum. Appropriate tools for assessing capabilities in Higher Education are being informed by the assessment of competencies in TAFE. Similar issues arise in recognising knowledge gained from outside formal structured award programs. 

In some cases, government regulation is also an issue. There is tension between TAFE competency-based curriculum, which does not prescribe particular learning experiences, and government requirements for attendance and progression for international students, as per the National Code of Practice which will come into full effect in June 2001.

Many universities are undertaking significant professional development to better accommodate diversity in learning styles. Contemporary educational practice demands recognition and accommodation of diversity in learning styles and the cultural context of learning experiences. Linked to this is the challenge of developing students’ confidence as self-directed learners, particularly for students who have been operating in a teacher-centred environment.

There is also a need for robust mechanisms to ensure that assessment standards are educationally defensible and appropriate. This includes benchmarking with appropriate partners, for external validation of assessment standards that are cost effective and achievable. It is also important for both staff and students to be empowered and protected to raise and have resolved matters of concern in relation to assessment and other academic issues.

3.e. The consequences of the research “gap place” phase-out for emerging areas 

The recent changes to higher education research training have removed approximately 3,500 funded research places. RMIT is concerned about first, the reduction in the number of researchers available to Australia, and secondly the impediments that the current incentives create for emerging or new research disciplines. 

The Commonwealth has recently formally recognised that “success in the twenty-first century will depend predominantly on the innovative capacity of nations, their industries and their research and educational structures.” (Backing Australia’s Ability – An Innovation Action Plan for the Future, p 2). In this context, the Commonwealth is backing Australia’s human capital formation in building a more highly skilled workforce to increase the opportunities for the creation and commercialisation of new ideas.

At the same time, the Commonwealth’s Knowledge and Innovation statement, which announced a new policy and funding framework for higher education research and research training, removed approximately 3,500 funded research places from the innovation system (December 1999). This reduction in the number of researchers in training comes at a time when Scandinavian and European countries that have embraced the knowledge economy are experiencing there is an emerging shortage of researchers. 

The remaining research places are now in a “contestable pool” with funds released to those who perform best against a set of criteria largely driven by the elements of research income and completions. The incentives are to build critical mass and excellence in existing areas of strength.

For RMIT, this means that research concentrations have been built through the integration of specialisations and the linking of areas of excellence across departments and faculties. Nevertheless, an associated outcome has been that new emerging research areas (often those which have not traditionally attracted high industry support in terms of income) will need to progressively map into the identified areas of research strength.  

The university requires greater recognition by the funding agencies of the value of some of the non-traditional outputs arising from some of the emerging research disciplines as key drivers of Australian innovation.  In this sense, RMIT is not peculiar; these imperatives are the same for all Australian institutions which have taken a proactive role in responding to the emerging needs of industry as they arise.  This research work is of high value, not in terms of the income attracted, but in terms of the contribution to the innovation cycle of enterprises. It is often undertaken by part-time students already employed in industry and working at the forefront of discovery. 

A hallmark of these emerging disciplines is that they do not have a track record or established research tradition. While the existing incentives strengthen and enhance the drive to excellence and critical mass needed to underpin Australia’s research performance, it impedes the evolution of research in the new and emerging disciplines. For example, it is widely believed that absence of content is hampering the potential of new technologies in many areas. New approaches are being built out of existing creative disciplines but these initiatives struggle to find support for the research base needed. 

The emerging areas are predominantly in creative arts research, where a diversity of skills underpin and enable a whole range of technology outcomes.

The following provides a snapshot of examples of the demand in some of these emerging research areas and the present dilemma in terms of satisfying this demand.  

Fine Art 

Approximately thirty applications received of which twenty were worth serious consideration.  Only three places available.

Media Arts

Sixty-three applications received of which forty-five were worth considering.

Only interviewed twelve of these, as only two places available.

Creative Writing

Sixty applications.  No places available.

Animation and Interactive Media

From approximately thirty to forty registered inquiries, interviewed sixteen people who met the requirements in terms of prior study, and a satisfactory draft research proposal relevant to the discipline.  Four places available.

Graphic Design

Six applications.  Two places available.
3.f. Governance tensions between Commonwealth and State requirements

Public universities in Australia experience tensions and impediments in governance due to tensions between Commonwealth and State requirements. The State of Victoria provides RMIT’s legislative existence. There are resultant accountabilities including being subject to the scrutiny of the Victorian Parliament and the Auditor-General. This is exacerbated in the case of a dual-sector institution, where the state’s role includes funding for VET while higher education funds and associated accountabilities are governed by the Commonwealth. Examples of the consequences of these tensions are provided below. 

Example 1:

The Victorian Department of Education, Employment and Training recently embarked on a “Review of Policies and Procedures for the Approval of Universities in Victoria”.  The overall direction of the report provides an endorsement of the ongoing commitment to performance criteria and quality assurance requirements and recommends that Section 10 (3) of the Tertiary Education Act be extended to include

the commitment of the institution to research and scholarship and the systematic advancement of knowledge

as a key criterion for providing approval for an institution to operate as a university in Victoria.

Note that, in response to the current climate of diminishing Commonwealth resources and increased market competition, Universities are being urged to specialise both their activities and disciplines. With ongoing pressure in this direction from the Commonwealth, Victorian institutions could face opposition from the State Department of Education, Employment and Training which denounces the notion of creating “teaching only” institutions and continues to look for delivery across a comprehensive range of disciplines. 

Example 2:

The Commonwealth still controls higher education system through the power to determine the number of subsidised places overall and for each university each year. The Commonwealth has redirected places from States which have lower demographic growth to those that have higher growth. Yet this takes no account of State policies that have encouraged greater participation rates in higher education, creating uneven patterns of demand nationally.

A second example is that the Commonwealth appears to provide only tentative support to the State push for maintaining nurse education, through a quasi enrolment target included in the annual Profile documentation. 

Example 3:

Universities are being encouraged by the Commonwealth government to support commercialisation of research and to generate spin-off companies. There have even been proposals that the number of spin-offs should become a performance indicator for universities. Yet the recent report of the Victorian Auditor-General about the sale of Melbourne IT by the University of Melbourne questions this policy goal and State legislative requirements for company formation and investments make such developments difficult. 

Example 4:

The Commonwealth Government has been unwilling to confirm its present obligation to meet the unfunded superannuation liabilities of Universities to the satisfaction of the Victorian Auditor-General. As a result, the Victorian Auditor General has provided a qualified audit opinion for the university's annual financial report. This affects the credibility of Victorian universities as they seek to operate within marketplaces. The alternative treatment, which would see significant weakening of their balance sheets, would jeopardise their business credibility and reputation even further. 
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