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Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission to the Senate Inquiry into Public Universities. I have addressed several of the terms of reference, and have indicated in each instance the reference to which I am referring.

Two main points underpin my submission:

· First, access to lifelong learning is a condition for the individual exercise of citizenship and for building tolerant, inclusive and prosperous communities. Participation in lifelong learning, particularly post-compulsory education, is essential to equip individuals with the skills, knowledge and attributes they need to participate in work, and to participate in their communities and in society. Communities, regions and the nation require an educated population able to respond to global markets, and to develop social capital as a foundation for a tolerant, democratic, inclusive, culturally diverse and caring society. The provision of universal access to, and participation in, post-compulsory education is consequently the key challenge facing government.

· Second, the current structure of tertiary education cannot meet the challenge of lifelong learning. The formal structuring of tertiary education into two sectors (higher education and VET) with two missions (adhered to in the breach and not in reality), and different levels and types of funding, reporting and accountability to two levels of government is the most important obstacle to developing a flexible and diverse system, one that is able to meet the range of learning needs of the Australian population. The current stratified system leads to stratified outcomes for graduates from each sector, as each is required to work within inflexible and constricting parameters. Higher education graduates have much better outcomes than TAFE graduates.  The sectors are also structured socially internally. Graduate Destination Survey data show that graduates from the ‘sandstone universities’, already privileged when they enter the university, develop and extend their privilege upon graduation compared to graduates from the newer and poorer universities. Students from low socio-economic backgrounds and women do not do as well in the TAFE system as other students.

(a)

the adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to:

(i)
the capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand,

Increasing demand for access to higher education has led to a more diverse student population, with differing levels of academic preparedness for undertaking study at that level. Students come from diverse backgrounds, many with family and job responsibilities, who must also study in different modes (full-time/part-time, on-campus/off-campus, online learning/face-to-face etc). 

School leavers from private and elite public schools who have parents who can support them financially throughout tertiary study are more likely to be found in the ‘Group of Eight’ universities. They are more likely to have the ‘cultural capital’ to undertake their studies, acquired from generations of access to higher education studies. These students arguably do not need higher levels of support, and nor do their universities.

Students at the newer universities (like Victoria University of Technology) are more likely to come from a low socio-economic background, from a language other than English background, and are often the first in their family to attend tertiary education of any sort. Yet VUT and other similar universities are not funded to provide learning support to these students to assist them to effectively undertake their studies. 

(ii)
institutional autonomy and flexibility, 

My research into cross-sectoral collaboration in Australia leads me to believe that there is not the necessary autonomy and flexibility in either TAFE or higher education to create new institutional types and structures to create learner centred institutions and programs. The current funding arrangements make it almost impossible for learner-centred programs to be put in place, and instead the reporting and accountability requirements of institutions drive education programs and student access.

The House of Representatives Standing Committee on Employment, Education and Training 1997/98 inquiry into The Appropriate Roles of Institutes of Technical and Further Education held the co-location model of post-compulsory education provision as an exemplar of cross-sectoral collaboration, one able to meet the learning needs of particular regions, and specifically cited the Coffs Harbour education centre as the prime example. The assumption underpinning this was that each sector would benefit through co-operation, leading to better student outcomes. Moreover, this was cited as an example of institutional flexibility.

However, during a visit to that campus in 2000 I came across separate structures located on the one campus. In the student administration area there were separate queues for secondary students, TAFE students and higher education students, all of whom were served by separate staff. I went here to resolve a problem, and three staff (one from each sector) attempted to assist me at the same time (they could not). Computers in student administration and in the library were designated by sector. Access to email and internet services likewise were designated by sector. 

Dual-sector universities must spend considerable resources aggregating and disaggregating funds to meet funding and reporting requirements, and are hampered in creating true ‘seamlessness’ for students in moving between sectors, or in developing courses that draw upon both sectors simultaneously. Dual-sector universities have the potential to be an important vehicle to provide access to, and to meet the continuing education needs of students, particularly those from non-traditional backgrounds, but this relies on much greater freedom to construct courses that draw from both sectors, and less passport control on the borders of each. 

(b)
the effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs, including its effect on:

(i)
the quality and diversity of education,

The privatisation of higher education is increasing the inequities of access for groups with different financial resources.  Thus, the proportion of women and people from low socio-economic backgrounds enrolled in postgraduate courses has fallen even further below parity since Commonwealth policy has forced institutions to replace HECS-based places with full fee-paying places.

Increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour disadvantages the newer universities in comparison to the sandstone universities. Newer universities do not have the same capacity to raise private funding, and are disadvantaged in the market by the long, slow, publicly funded cultural capital the sandstone universities have accumulated through their historical monopoly of university education before the Dawkins’ reforms. This situation is creating similar levels of stratification in higher education between universities as that found in secondary education when wealthy private schools are compared to publicly funded schools. It has consequences for the quality and diversity of education that can be offered, and for the infrastructure that can be developed.

(d)
the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including:

(i)
the levels of access among social groups under-represented in higher education,

Equity policy needs to be reconsidered in light of current levels of access to, and success in, higher education. While students from a low socio-economic status (SES) background make up 25% of the population they are only 14.6% of all higher education students (DETYA, 1998). Access is not evenly distributed among universities. For example, using DETYA national SES indicators, in 1997 some 7.7 per cent of students at the University of Melbourne were from a low SES background, compared to 23.4% at Victoria University of Technology.

Moreover, student outcomes are different, and are related to SES. Tertiary Entrance Rank (TER) is used to select students to higher education, yet is associated with SES. In Victoria, around 50% of the lowest achieving students apply for a place in a higher education course, but only 12% of these receive offers (Kirby, 2000: 69). While there is a general 30% attrition rate in higher education, students achieving a lower TER are more likely to leave than students achieving a higher TER. TER is a significant predictor of course completion. Of those students commencing degrees in 1992, 78% of students who scored in the top TER decile completed degrees compared to 55% in the bottom decile (DETYA, 1999: 15). There is a fundamental difference between students from low and high SES backgrounds who do not complete degrees: students from lower SES backgrounds who do not complete degrees are more vulnerable than those from higher SES backgrounds in obtaining employment or in entering another program of study.

Research at Victoria University of Technology suggests that the non-English speaking background (NESB) designation requires rethinking as an equity category, and that it is not identifying students who are experiencing the greatest levels of disadvantage (Wheelahan 2001). National research shows that NESB students are over-represented in higher education and that their results are comparable to other students. DETYA defines a student as coming from a non-English speaking background as one who has arrived in Australia from a NESB country within the last 10 years at the time of commencing their course and who speaks a language other than English at home. However, since that definition was adopted government immigration policy has been re-oriented to admit the most educated and most wealthy immigrants, who are likely to do well in higher education. 

However, language continues to be a significant barrier to success in higher education. At VUT we found that students who come from a language other than English (LOTE) background but who would not necessarily be classified by DETYA as fitting the NESB criterion, have substantially reduced outcomes compared to students from an English-speaking background (ESB). LOTE students have pass rates that are substantially below ESB students. This is compounded by the intersection with SES: 67% of VUT’s commencing higher education students in 1999 who came from a low SES background also came from a LOTE background. This suggests that research is needed to determine if these results are unique to VUT and derived from the university’s socio-economic mix, or if these results apply at other universities, particularly those with similar demographic characteristics.

(h)
the nature and sufficiency of independent advice to government on higher education matters, particularly having regard to the abolition of the National Board of Employment, Education and Training.

The demise of NBEET has had a serious adverse impact on the quality and level of advice provided to government. While I do not necessarily agree with the advice NBEET offered government, it nonetheless considered lifelong learning and the systemic requirements needed to underpin it. It focussed on the relationship between the sectors and how students could be supported to access both. Its advice was overly oriented to the labour market to the exclusion of the broader social and cultural needs of the country, but it at least had a ‘helicopter’ view of the system. There is no body providing such advice to government. Even DETYA reflects the division of the sectors, with separate VET and higher education divisions. Each of the peak bodies (the AVCC and ANTA) considers issues from the perspective of their respective trenches. There is no source of advice to government on post-compulsory or tertiary education as a whole.

While this Senate Inquire into Public Universities is to be welcomed it too suffers from being too focussed on higher education. We have had different parliamentary inquiries separately examine higher education and VET, reinforcing the ‘Balkanisation’ of the two sectors, and the lack of a coherent lifelong learning policy in this country. The development of lifelong learning policy, and the development of a learner-centred system requires consideration of each sector in relation to the other, and serious questioning as to whether the binary divide between the two sectors is in the interests of students and of the nation. 
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