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The Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Western Australia (CCI) is the state’s peak employer organisation and represents the interests of 6000 direct members and thousands more affiliates and customers.

CCI advocates an education and training system that provides choice, promotes flexibility and is responsive to the needs of individuals and industry.

Education and training in Australia should provide all those who use the system, with the skills and attributes to contribute to an inclusive, democratic and prosperous society.

An innovative and comprehensive education and training system is an essential element of a strong economy.  Individuals should be empowered by the system to enable them to contribute through their individual efforts to the economic and social goals of Australia.

Industry requires an education and training system that responds quickly to emerging needs.  The system should provide highly skilled graduates who will provide industry with the skills and attributes it requires to allow it to compete successfully in the global economy.

All levels and sectors of the education and training system have a valuable role to play in establishing Australia in a favourable position for continuing economic growth.

In response to Term of Reference (a) – (i) (ii) (iii):

Under the current system, universities have little incentive to operate in a flexible and responsive way.  The needs of students, industry and the wider community are secondary to the needs of the universities.  Regardless of performance, universities receive an allocation of students from the Government and places are filled regardless of regional or economic need.

Those universities that work hard to improve performance and strive for improvements in quality and responsiveness are treated no differently than those universities that do nothing in these areas.  Both types of universities receive the same amount of income for undergraduate programs from Government funds and student contributions – there is no differentiation made between poor service and excellent service.

There is no real incentive for universities to adopt forward looking practices, reform the rigid administrative arrangements and staffing structures that currently exist, pursue opportunities for growth and respond quickly to the changing needs of students and industry.  Regardless of the practices they employ, the programs they deliver or the quality of the service they provide universities are guaranteed students and will be paid a fixed price for the students they enrol.

Unless the university sector reforms its practices, responds to the needs of its customers and improves its performance, the economic and social benefits that flow from a highly skilled and adaptable workforce will flow elsewhere.

In response to Term of Reference (b) – (i) (ii)

University places should be offered using a student centred funding model.  Individuals with the necessary entry prerequisites should be able to purchase a university course from the university of their choice using credits or vouchers.

A credit or voucher system should replace the existing HECs arrangements.

Student centred funding and the use of credits or vouchers does not promote disadvantage or inequality.  The principles underlying a funding model based upon student choice are the promotion of competition, consumer choice, personal advancement and equal opportunity.

The misinformed criticism that often follows any mention of a voucher system overlooks the positive results of the user choice initiative that has occurred within the Australian vocational education and training sector since 1998.  The criticism also ignores the work being carried out around the world under “funds follow the child” arrangements.  In many developing nations voucher systems have been used to ensure that children from the poorest families have access to a basic education.  Student vouchers do not promote disadvantage or inequality.  

When applied to the Australian higher education sector credits or vouchers will enhance the delivery of programs, improve the quality of graduates and allow universities to supply the numbers of graduates, in the disciplines required, to satisfy industry and community demand.

Education and training empowers the individual, supports industry and benefits the nation if it is responsive, flexible and guided by choice.

In response to Term of Reference (g) – (i)

There is a need for a national, externally measured, quality assurance system for the university sector.  This system will ensure the delivery of programs that satisfy industry and community standards.

The Australian Recognition Framework (ARF) (as applied to the vocational education and training system) provides a relevant quality assurance model.  Consideration should be given to the development of a system similar to the ARF in the university sector.

CCI advocates the achievement of nationally consistent outcomes and the use of standards to ensure the university sector operates at a level that may be considered as international best practice.

There are some valuable lessons to be learned from the recent experiences of the vocational education and training sector.

In the very recent past, TAFE colleges held a similar position to universities.  The colleges operated within a monopoly.  TAFE colleges provided the vocational and skills training required by industry and were funded by State and Territory governments to provide that training.  Private vocational training providers could only operate on the fringes of the system and could not access the public funds available to TAFE colleges.

In 1997 State and Territory Training Ministers agreed to the introduction of a user choice system.  User choice allows the clients of the system, employers and students, to select the training provider of their choice (be it TAFE or a private provider).  The public funds available then flow to the provider of choice.

A recent independent report commissioned by the Australian National Training Authority and conducted by KPMG into the operation of user choice found:

· Employers are positive about the effects of user choice and report that the performance of training providers has improved since user choice was introduced.

· User choice has improved the relationship between training providers and employers.

· Training providers accept that user choice has been an incentive for change and a lever for an improvement in the way services are provided.

Prior to the introduction of user choice, TAFE colleges operated within a supply driven environment where decisions on content, course structure, assessment arrangements, delivery methods and all other matters related to the provision of training were made by the supplier of the training.  User choice has introduced rigour and competition to the vocational education and training market and placed a far greater emphasis on the demand side of the equation.

All of these changes have occurred within the framework of a national quality assurance system which ensures the delivery of training programs satisfies acceptable industry and community standards.

The introduction of student centred funding through credits or vouchers will provide the same level of choice and flexibility in the university sector.

The development of a nationally consistent quality assurance system similar to the ARF will provide a degree of certainty over university outcomes.
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