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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

Participation

The Commonwealth should develop, in consultation with States, national goals for participation in all sectors of education and training, including higher education, aimed at placing Australia in the top group of OECD countries for overall educational attainment. 

If national higher education participation rates are to be maintained, the Commonwealth needs to commit to a return to funded growth in higher education nationally, from 2004. In Queensland, a minimum of 12 000 – 13 000 additional places by 2006 is required, rising to 15 000 if even a modest improvement in higher education participation is to be achieved. Provision of these places should start outside the triennial funding program with 1000 commencing places in each of 2002 and 2003, and 1200 commencing places each year thereafter.  

Funding 
The Commonwealth should increase overall funding by $1 Billion, with $500 Million for initial investment in university education programs, and a further $100 Million, cumulating, in each of the following five years to support both research and education, as proposed by the AVCC in its paper Our Universities, Our Future. The funding relativities between institutions, in the light of discipline mixes currently offered,  and institutional cost structures, should also be the subject of review.

Research Training and the Skilled Workforce

The Commonwealth should develop a strategy for growing the total pool of research higher degree places consistent with funded growth in undergraduate participation, and mechanisms to enable new and growing institutions to develop their standing, and their capacity to compete for places from the pool. 

Commercialisation of Research

The Queensland Government supports the Commonwealth’s initiatives for strengthening Australia’s management of intellectual property, including the proposal for the establishment of a centre for research and policy development in the field of intellectual property.

Income Support Measures 

The Commonwealth should seek to establish, in discussion with institutions and student groups, whether there is any link between higher HECS costs and student attitudes to study of science and technology-based courses.

The Commonwealth should commission an independent assessment, to be developed in consultation with universities and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander representative groups, of the specific program support arrangements necessary to encourage growth in ATSI participation.

The Future of Regional Institutions

Commonwealth authorities with responsibility for higher education and regional development, develop a strategy, including specific funding programs, to enhance the contribution of regional institutions to their regions through improved local infrastructure; funding for strategic research and development with identifiable regional benefits; and funding for regional workforce skills development.

Higher Education Policy Advice

 The Commonwealth should establish an independent source of policy advice and commentary on higher education, which recognises the partnership role played by State Governments in the development of the higher education sector, and is able to report publicly to the Parliament on the implications of major policy initiatives and their outcomes; and to provide a regular account to the Australian public of the health and performance of the system.

SENATE EMPLOYMENT, WORKPLACE RELATIONS, SMALL BUSINESS AND EDUCATION REFERENCES COMMITTEE

INQUIRY INTO THE CAPACITY OF PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES TO MEET AUSTRALIA’S HIGHER EDUCATION NEEDS

1.0
INTRODUCTION

Australia needs a higher education system which is able to assist the nation to achieve its goals to be a free, just, tolerant, democratic society, and to be a prosperous one, able to compete in the global knowledge economy by virtue of the skills of its population, and their capacity to discover, develop and apply knowledge in all fields of human endeavour.

These goals are mutually dependent, and are reliant on access to quality learning opportunities throughout a citizen’s life. Without high levels of educational attainment, prosperity in the global knowledge economy is unattainable. Without prosperity, a tolerant, free society will be impossible to sustain. 

The Committee’s inquiry into the capacity of Australia’s public universities to meet these goals is important and timely. Australia has never needed more from its universities. We are exposed to global competition in a way not previously experienced, and importantly we are competing with countries which have made a large strategic investment in the quality and growth of their higher education systems, some of which start with an advantage of centuries of accumulated wealth and infrastructure.

There are many recent published studies of the position of the Australian higher education system, including work on the nation’s science and technology capability, research and research training policies and performance, and relative levels of public expenditure on higher education, which are relevant to the terms of the Inquiry, and are readily available. The Queensland Government has expressed its support for the Chief Scientist’s discussion paper, The Chance to Change, and also endorses the general thrust of the AVCC paper, Our Universities, Our Future.

The aim of this submission is not to repeat that material, but to illustrate, with reference to conditions in the State of Queensland, some impacts of recent higher education policy, and some critical emerging needs, and to propose some possible parameters for reform, in the context of the Inquiry’s terms of reference.

2.0
THE ADEQUACY OF CURRENT FUNDING ARRANGEMENTS TO MEET INCREASING DEMAND (TERM OF REFERENCE (a) i)

Funding of Participation

Present levels of access and participation rank Australia eighth amongst OECD countries for tertiary attainment, but much lower (below OECD average) for overall educational attainment. Currently, 35% of Australia’s young people proceed directly from school to higher education, with a further 28% undertaking studies in vocational education and training. About a third of early school leavers take up apprenticeships, traineeships, and other vocational education and training. However, the Dusseldorp Skills Forum estimates that each year 35,000 students nationally neither complete their secondary schooling, nor subsequently complete any formal education or training qualification.  Young people not completing a qualification in their early adult years are increasingly vulnerable in their capacity to gain access to employment, and as many as a quarter of the 20-24 age group are not in full-time work or full-time education. Without access to employment, they represent both an opportunity cost, in terms of untapped skills and potential, and a real cost, in terms of the consumption of additional health and welfare services, to the community.

National policy on education and training should aim to place Australia in the top group of OECD countries, along with Canada and the USA, for overall educational attainment. Australia cannot afford to fall below this level, as it must nurture the skills required to add value to existing industries and develop new industries in the face of falling commodity prices, and diminishing resources. This requires a significant improvement in rates of completion of secondary schooling, enhanced pathways to and from VET, and improved rates of transfer to higher education. There is at present no explicit national strategy on desirable completion rates for senior secondary schooling, or on participation in higher education, and no strategy for financing progressive improvement on these key indicators of national educational attainment. Without addressing this issue, Australia will fall behind international competitors, and will find itself without the broad skills base on which its leading edge initiatives, such as the Backing Australia’s Ability action plan, are reliant.

Also central to the broad skills base is the development of seamless pathways between secondary, VET, and higher education. Planning for effective outcomes needs to take account of the cross-jurisdictional funding frameworks and attempt to take a national perspective.

The Queensland Government, in its Queensland State Education 2010 (SEQ 2010) strategy, has committed itself to improving completion rates in senior secondary schooling from 68% in 1998 to 88% in 2010, to place it in the leading quartile of OECD countries. Currently, 35% of students completing secondary schooling in Queensland proceed directly to publicly funded higher education in the State. Merely maintaining this figure, let alone increasing it, will mean an increase in demand for higher education places as senior secondary completion rates improve. Further, even at this level, one in eight young Queenslanders will not manage to complete what is widely regarded internationally as the minimum level of education required for engagement in the workforce. The system has no explicit strategy to respond to such planned growth in demand.

The participation of adults also needs to be addressed. The proportion of adults in the Queensland workforce who have completed a first degree qualification remains at 13%, still well behind the national average of 16%. Planning for participation needs to take account of the fact that an increasing share of adults, who already outnumber school leaver applicants for university entry by 1.3 to 1, will find themselves under pressure to undertake higher levels of study, either as first-time participants in higher education, or for up-grading present qualifications.

Action required: The Commonwealth should develop, in consultation with States, national goals for participation in all sectors of education and training, including higher education, aimed at placing Australia in the top group of OECD countries for overall educational attainment. 

Quantifying The Need 

Between 1974 and 1995, Commonwealth higher education funding failed to keep pace with population growth in Queensland, leading to a well-documented, and nationally acknowledged, shortage of funded opportunities in higher education in Queensland. Sustained pressure from universities, starting as early as 1981, and from the Queensland Government, culminated in 1996 in an agreement between the Commonwealth and the State Government to provide an extraordinary allocation of 4,700 additional commencing higher education places over the period 1995–1998, which have enabled participation in Queensland to reach the national average (in 2000, 47 per 1000 of the 15 – 64 age group) for the first time in two decades.

Since 1999, the Commonwealth has provided no additional subsidised undergraduate growth to the higher education system, and there is a real danger that, without funded growth, participation in Queensland will fall below the national average, to around 42 in 1000 of the fifteen to sixty-four age group – that is, to pre-1994 levels. 

While growth in the national youth cohort is expected to be low in the next five years, it is not so in Queensland, with the youth cohort projected to grow by nearly 10% in the period 2001-2006. By 2006, Queensland’s population will have passed 3.9 million. To enable higher education participation in the State simply to keep pace with existing levels, a minimum of around 12 000 – 13 000 additional students will need to be engaged in the system by 2006. To achieve even a modest increase in participation (to 47.6 per 1000 of the 15 – 64 age group), a target of around 15 000 additional students will be necessary.

Achievement of the target for increased senior completion rate of SEQ 2010 could be expected, if current rates of transfer from senior secondary schooling to higher education are maintained, to result in increased demand from young people alone for up to 3,500 additional places a year by 2006, and a total of a further 20, 000 places between now and the year 2010. 

The Commonwealth’s announcement in its Backing Australia’s Ability plan of an additional 2000 commencing undergraduate places for the next five years is specifically targeted. These extra places are not aimed at sector-wide growth, the kind that Queensland needs, and will not adequately address participation shortfalls.

Action required: If national higher education participation rates are to be maintained, the Commonwealth needs to commit to a return to funded growth in higher education nationally, from 2004. In Queensland, a minimum of 12 000 – 13 000 additional places by 2006 is required, rising to 15 000 if even a modest improvement in higher education participation is to be achieved. Provision of these places should start outside the triennial funding program with 1000 commencing places in each of 2002 and 2003, and 1200 commencing places each year thereafter.  


Funding Pressures

The single most pressing issue for the system is the declining level of funding per student. In addition to direct cuts to operating grant over the period of 1995-1999, an on-going efficiency dividend has been forced on institutions by virtue of static funding levels, and constantly rising costs.

Under the present regime, the funds available to public universities to teach undergraduate students, at around $11 000 per EFTSU, are less than those available to many private schools. Because of the much higher overhead costs of universities, the funds available to departments and faculties to apply to the “front-end” of teaching may be as low as $4 000 per student – making many preferred forms of delivery, such as small group teaching, a thing of the past - and posing a substantial threat to the provision of quality higher education. The first year experience which universities are able to offer many of the school leaver entrants falls short in terms of facilities and learning support, of what they have been used to in their schools. 

The current funding situation is also limiting the system’s capacity to respond to market opportunities, and to develop innovative teaching and learning methods, such as on-line education, which has high up-front development costs, and which requires a serious commitment of staff time and supporting resources  - the Open University in the UK spends around 1 million pounds sterling on the development of one semester of bachelor degree program materials. Students increasingly expect access to the flexible delivery provided by on-line learning, and new opportunities for this form of delivery are being developed by international providers. If the nation is serious about Australia having a presence in on-line education commensurate with its presence in international education, for example, a very significant level of investment to support this course development will be required.

In Queensland, the level at which growth in student places has been funded in recent times has been a particular concern. With growth funded at average level or lower, the capacity of institutions to develop new courses at the high-technology end of the relative funding model has been constrained, with universities obliged to direct growth to lower cost courses, or to deliver these high priority courses on an inadequate funding base. With Queensland institutions historically the most underfunded in the system according to the Commonwealth’s own relative funding study, this pattern of funding has built a further history of relative funding disadvantage, with the proportion of Commonwealth fund available to Queensland institutions falling below the proportion of total students participating.

Meeting the needs of Queensland’s highly distributed population is a challenge which Commonwealth funding has simply not been adequate to meet. While the branch campus structure put in place since 1987 has been very successful in improving regional access to higher education, it has come at a significant cost to the State Government, which has funded more than half (around $50 M out of $80 M) the cost of capital development on branch campuses. It has also come at an on-going cost to institutions, which operate in circumstances where distance, small populations and lower levels of infrastructure, all contribute an impost on basic operating costs. 

Action required: The Commonwealth should increase overall funding by $1 Billion, with $500 Million for initial investment in university education programs, and a further $100 Million, cumulating, in each of the following five years to support both research and education, as proposed by the AVCC in its paper Our Universities, Our Future. The funding relativities between institutions, in the light of discipline mixes currently offered, should also be the subject of review.

3.0 INCREASING RELIANCE ON PRIVATE FUNDS (TERM OF REFERENCE (b) i, ii, v)

Private funds available to the system include individual student contributions made through HECS, the fees of international students, and private income for research and consultancies. While these funds have been critical to institutional survival over the last five years, their contribution to meeting the costs of the core business of educating Australian students is limited. 

The AVCC paper Our Universities, Our Future points out that the funds collected through HECS have been used not to enhance the system, but to substitute for public funds. 

And while there are numerous benefits to the system arising from its involvement in international education, there are also additional marketing and services costs, and increased exposure to external market conditions which are difficult to foresee.

The engagement of universities with business and industry, both with a view to advancing the nation’s research and development performance, and the provision of teaching programs tailored to specific industry needs, has been one of the success stories of the system over the last twenty years. However, since privately funded work is associated with the delivery of quite specific outcomes, these funds make only a marginal contribution to the capacity of the system to deliver its core business.

The Production of Graduates to Meet Industry Need 
Universities play a unique role in the training of new researchers, through their research higher degree programs, and the availability of personnel trained to research degree levels is increasingly important to the location and fostering of new and competitive industries. 

Like other Australian States, Queensland is deeply committed to the development of new knowledge-based industries, and the Queensland Government has made a significant and sizeable contribution of its own funds to support enhanced research capacity, and related industry development.

The proportion of Research Higher Degree (RHD) places available in Queensland institutions, as a share of total student places, falls well below the national benchmark. According to Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DETYA) figures, in 2001 Queensland RHD places represent 4.6% of the State’s total funded student load, compared with 5.8% in New South Wales and 6.0% in Victoria. This situation reflects the historical pattern of development of Queensland institutions, including the concentration on  undergraduate growth  in the last five years. The situation has been exacerbated by the recent Commonwealth decision to phase out the so-called RHD “gap” places, requiring universities to surrender them to the competitive pool or convert them to non-research places. 

It is a continuing and growing concern to Queensland that the Commonwealth has no policy proposal to address this shortfall. Indeed, the imbalance is likely to widen if the Commonwealth continues to treat the provision of undergraduate growth as totally separate from the provision of the pool of RHD places. While these places have been allocated on a competitive basis for many years, it is the State’s view that new and developing institutions, which are likely to find competition in the national pool impossible, should have a protected share of new RHD places to which they can bid, as a mechanism for developing their research base. 

In the last two years, several national reports, including the Batterham Report, have drawn attention to the relatively low level of interest in secondary schools in science and technology subjects, and in particular, to issues of the supply of information technology graduates.  Those reports have identified a number of factors contributing to these difficulties, including the levels of HECS applying to science and engineering courses, and the relatively low salaries in these fields in Australia. 

Action required: The Commonwealth should develop a strategy for growing the total pool of research higher degree places consistent with funded growth in undergraduate participation, and mechanisms to enable new and growing institutions to develop their standing, and their capacity to compete for places from the pool. 

The Operations and Effect of Universities’ Commercialised Research and Development Structures 

Over the last ten years, in spite of an increased focus on the need to source private funding through the commercialisation of research, universities have had limited success. For instance, world best practice for spin-offs from research institutions is of the order of 8–10 per US$100 million research budget, whereas Australian universities achieve an estimated 0.5 spin-offs. This reflects the need for the development of greatly enhanced commercialisation expertise. There are many initiatives in universities which now aim to develop such commercialisation skills across their disciplines.

However, one of the key difficulties for universities has been the resolution of ownership of intellectual property rights. There are several factors which contribute to universities taking less than full advantage of the results of their research, which include fundamental concerns about the ownership of commercial outcomes from publicly funded research, a preference arising partly from their public status, for low risk commercialisation arrangements, and the lack of commercialisation expertise. There is a need for a national debate on the balance between public and private ownership of intellectual property derived from public institutions, and on mechanisms for enhancing the commerciality of research and development. The inclusion in the Backing Australia’s Ability action plan of provision for a centre for the study of this issue is welcome. 

Action: The Queensland Government supports the Commonwealth’s initiatives for strengthening Australia’s management of intellectual property, including the proposal for the establishment of a centre for research and policy development in the field of intellectual property. 

4.0
THE PUBLIC LIABILITY CONSEQUENCES OF PRIVATE, COMMERCIAL ACTIVITIES OF UNIVERSITIES (TERM OF REFERENCE (c) )

Public universities are legally defined as charitable organisations, whose main purpose is the provision of a service or benefit to the public. As such, they are able to enter into “commercial” activities only inasmuch as those activities are relevant to their charitable purposes, and only on the basis that any funds they raise are directed to enhancing their capacity to fulfil those charitable purposes. The term “private commercial activities” of public universities needs to be considered in this context.

There are, however, many activities of universities which are aimed at raising non-government revenue – an inevitable outcome of the Commonwealth Government’s withdrawal from a commitment to full funding of the system, and indeed, there is increasing emphasis on the ability of institutions to exploit to commercial status intellectual property derived from their core functions.

As State Statutory Bodies, universities are subject to numerous oversight and reporting mechanisms which are enshrined in legislation, and include State Government audit of financial systems and processes; oversight of some financial arrangements, such as borrowings and investments; and appointment by State Governments of members of governing bodies. As the Commonwealth’s funds decline, so the nature of the regulatory environment in which universities operate to seek funds, increases in importance.

The regulatory frameworks applying to public universities are currently under pressure from the requirements felt by universities to engage in commercial activities, including trading off-shore, establishing and operating wholly-owned companies, entering into joint ventures, and out-sourcing components of their traditional business, such as the provision of student services. Some of these issues have been identified in reports of State Auditors General.

Because varying levels of regulation apply to institutions nationally, State and Commonwealth higher education authorities have agreed to a national project to examine the regulatory environment applying to universities, and in particular the commercial activities of universities, with a view to developing an appropriate set of national agreements as to suitable mechanisms to support the capacity of universities to exploit their resources commercially, while providing a sufficient level of protection of public assets. This project is expected to be completed later this year.
5.0
THE EQUALITY OF OPPORTUNITY TO PARTICIPATE IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Regional Access 

Very considerable progress has been made over the last ten years towards improving the access of regional Queenslanders to higher education, both through the provision of Commonwealth funded growth, and through the provision of predominantly State-funded branch campus infrastructure and other supporting frameworks.

More than 50% of Queensland’s population lives outside the capital city. In 1974, 84% of the State’s higher education students were enrolled in Brisbane institutions, and 16% in regional institutions. By 2000, regional places made up more than 40% of the State’s provision. 

Much of this improvement is attributable to the systematic development of branch campus opportunities in major regional centres, undertaken progressively between 1987 and the present, and resulting in a total of 26 campus sites where university education is available. The capital cost to government of establishing the branch campus infrastructure has been around $80 million, of which the State Government has funded more than half. It is a simple fact that Commonwealth funding arrangements alone would not have been equal to the task.

Also contributing to regional access was the establishment of the University of the Sunshine Coast, which has received $21 million in Commonwealth funds towards its establishment augmented by $13.45 million of State funds. This expenditure compares starkly with funding for new universities built elsewhere in the 1990s: University of Northern British Columbia (Canada) - $150 million; Florida Gulf Coast University (US) - $150 million; Lincoln Campus of the University of Lincolnshire and Humberside (UK)  - $100 million; and Hong Kong University of Science and Technology - $1.3 billion. 

An important supporting feature for the regional structure in Queensland is Learning Network Queensland, a network of more than 50 learning support centres, which provide access to higher education and training in communities scattered across the state’s smaller regional centres. This infrastructure is funded primarily by the State Government, but has been successful in attracting a range of Commonwealth Government grants to enable it increasingly to meet basic education and access needs in these communities. The Network, which meets a range of educational needs, and provides for access, bridging and lifelong learning needs, provided services to more than 40 000 clients, and 20 000 hours of student computer access in 2000.

The Role of Technology in Addressing Access Needs 

Because of its population patterns Queensland has a long history of involvement in distance education, and Queensland institutions continue to pioneer flexible and on-line delivery modes, technology-based delivery across branch campus networks, and novel physical infrastructure in new campus developments – such as the Logan campus of Griffith University, the Ipswich campus of the University of Queensland, and the networked branch campuses of Central Queensland University. 

However the current profile of students choosing to study by flexible delivery modes raises some questions about the capacity of technology-mediated delivery to be the panacea for all access ills which it is sometimes expected to be. Queensland has one of the highest proportions of its students (18%) enrolled as distance education students, although increasingly, this distinction is irrelevant, as on-campus students make use of flexible delivery modules, and “distance” students make use of branch campus services. Of this category, however 78% of current enrolments are more than 25 years of age, and 44% already have some experience of higher education study. This pattern has not been much changed over a long period, and invites questions about the capacity of technology-mediated delivery to meet the learning, and social needs of school leavers. This concern is supported by experience internationally, which suggests that the chief value of on-line delivery is as an adjunct to on-campus delivery for adult learners.

The Effects of Differential HECS 

A number of submissions to the Batterham review identified the introduction of differential HECS as a deterrent for some students to take courses in the higher cost ranges. While a number of studies have investigated the effects of HECS on access, and some the effects of differential HECS levels, there is unfortunately, no independent national framework for monitoring and reporting on these outcomes.

Action required: The Commonwealth should seek to establish, in discussion with institutions and student groups, whether there is any link between higher HECS costs and student attitudes to study of science and technology-based courses.

The Adequacy of Income Support 

Access to higher education remains an issue for Queensland. While 91% of school leavers who applied for tertiary entry this year were offered a place in a course for which they had expressed some level of preference, more than 25% of school leavers are not eligible for a tertiary entrance rank, and application rates are depressed in those regions where higher education is less accessible, and particularly in rural and remote communities, and low socio-economic communities.

For many, this is a process of self-selection which is entirely realistic. Access to income support is limited. In the 1970’s around two-thirds of full-time students were in receipt of government living allowances. This proportion has declined to around one-third. International students are advised that it will cost them in the vicinity of $11 000 a year to live simply, but not uncomfortably, in Brisbane. With the average adult income for the State estimated at around $38 000 annually, of which over half is committed for basic living costs such as housing, transport, food and health, the cost of moving away to study is clearly beyond the reach of many domestic students and their families. 

For students of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander background, whose average adult income is around three-quarters of the State’s overall average, the implications of changes in income support arrangements appear to have had an even more significant, and for some, a traumatic impact.  Between 1991 and 1995, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participation in higher education grew by 46% nationally, to reach 1.3% of all enrolments. Since 1995, Indigenous participation has grown more slowly, and indeed, declined in 2000.  In Queensland, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people make up 3% of the total population. Their representation in higher education as 
1.4% of all students is well below acceptable levels, and a matter of deep concern to Queensland.

Action:  The Commonwealth should commission an independent assessment, to be developed in consultation with universities and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander representative groups, of the specific program support arrangements necessary to encourage growth in ATSI participation.

6.0
THE CAPACITY OF PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES TO CONTRIBUTE TO ECONOMIC GROWTH (TERM OF REFERENCE (f) i, ii)


Contribution of Regional Institutions 
Universities make a significant contribution to the Australian economy. A recent study estimated the full benefits to the nation to amount to some $22.1 billion per year. This economic contribution consists of a range of inputs and multipliers, and is in addition to less quantifiable contributions of universities in terms of community service obligations and the provision of social infrastructure. When located in a regional area, where services, commercial activities and infrastructure are less developed, a university assumes considerable significance to, and a position of support in the community.

The lack of access to education and the consequent unavailability of a skilled work force is a major impediment to economic development in regional areas. Participation in higher education by regional communities is estimated to be one third lower than in metropolitan areas, and there is a stronger relationship between secondary retention rates and access to higher education. While the factors influencing low participation in higher education in regional areas are varied, they include tuition costs, travel costs, living-away-from-home costs, and, in the case of farming and small business families, the cost of losing family labour.

Universities earn income, spend, and attract students and staff who spend, all of which have a multiplier effect on local economies; their research and development activities often have a local focus and local spin offs; the local workforce gains higher skill levels; and social and cultural amenity is enhanced.

The contribution of regional universities is particularly critical to Queensland as the nation’s most regionalised mainland state. James Cook University estimates that it contributes $283 million annually to the economy of far north Queensland, and that without its presence, the local economy would contract by more than 4%, and the labour force by greater than 6.3%. JCU provides direct value–adding to local industry through its environmental and ecological research, and is strongly placed to capitalise on tropical bio-medical innovations. In addition to a similar economic input, Central Queensland University provides essential value–adding to the agricultural industry, and through its Gladstone and Emerald campuses provides critical support to the mining and minerals processing industries. The University of Southern Queensland directly injects $114 million per annum to the local economy, and is involved in a number of business partnerships in the region including training services and e-commerce. The USQ Wide Bay campus is directly involved in the development of a technology park. The nation’s newest university, the University of the Sunshine Coast, has already established itself as a strong economic and cultural catalyst, influencing the plan for a new integrated district township development featuring a major technology park, and an Innovation Centre located on University land. The Australian Catholic University, a regionally dispersed institution, is expanding its technological infrastructure so as to enhance its community outreach to the year 2003 and beyond. With the increasing importance of information technology to regions, universities have become the critical providers of access to communications nodes and bandwidth, although this is still underdeveloped.

In fulfilling their central role in regional development, Queensland universities face a number of obstacles and limitations to their operations. It is estimated that the costs of service delivery for regional campuses is 30 to 40% higher than for metropolitan campuses. Lower population bases, per capita income, and achievement of high school leavers means less demand for high cost courses, particularly in the fields of science engineering and technology. Regional universities cannot afford to offer the full range of disciplines, as they do not have the funds to cross-subsidise less popular courses. Although regional institutions have had considerable success in developing niche areas of research specialisation, they are limited in the strategic alliances that can be forged with local industry to attract competitive research funding, and because of their relative youth, do not have the necessary research output record to bid for sufficient research higher degree places to further develop a research profile. The remote locations of Queensland’s regional institutions also present particular difficulties with access to crucial communications technologies and infrastructure. All these factors militate against Queensland’s institutions offering a full range of educational, research and infrastructure services to their regional communities.

The current Commonwealth funding arrangements of block operating grants for a specified level of student load do not take account of the different circumstances of institutions and ultimately disadvantage regional universities. A report entitled Time Running Out: Shaping Regional Australia’s Future concludes that “regional universities warrant special support” and recommends that the Commonwealth “should review the formula for regional universities’ funding to take greater account, relative to research outputs, of regional universities’ contribution to regional economic development ”. The report on the Economic Contribution of Regional Universities that formed part of the West review concludes that “There are few if any government activities that would be able to better universities in delivering a positive impact to a regional economy”. If regional universities are to prosper and continue to provide positive impetus to their communities, Commonwealth policy must become more flexible and supportive.

Action required:  Commonwealth authorities with responsibility for higher education and regional development, develop a strategy, including specific funding programs, to enhance the contribution of regional institutions to their regions through improved local infrastructure; funding for strategic research and development with identifiable regional benefits; and funding for regional workforce skills development.

Higher Education As an Export Industry

The contribution of the higher education sector to national export earnings is in the region of $1.6 billion. While there is evidence that the potential of this market is considerable, there is also evidence that a limiting factor for the education export industry, including higher education, is the availability of adequate capacity to respond to the level of opportunities in the market, and in particular, the availability of strategic investment funds to enable institutions to undertake the course development and redevelopment necessary to enable them to take advantage of these opportunities. One purpose of additional funding, as proposed by the AVCC, is to create a degree of flexibility for institutions to take advantage of these opportunities.

Knowledge Acquisition

There is widespread agreement that it will be a capacity to innovate, and to add value to manufacturing and primary processes, which will characterise the successful economies of the future, and that higher education clearly has a pivotal role to play in developing and advancing a knowledge–based economy. 

A highly educated workforce attracts investment and helps develop national and international industry linkages. Further, Australian trained overseas-based business people play an important role in supporting Australian business in international markets. The Queensland Government has acknowledged the economic importance of education through its Smart State policy initiative which aims to build a highly skilled and adaptable workforce which meets current and future needs and raise general educational standards with a focus on whole-of-life skills.

Effective higher education is directly dependant upon the quality of teaching and on the research that informs teaching in universities. There is a perceived problem in Queensland of attracting and retaining high quality teaching and research staff, due to factors including salary levels and the adequacy of infrastructure. This was an issue of concern flagged in submissions to the Chief Scientist’s discussion paper. While the Commonwealth has not directly addressed the matter, the UK government intends to spend 50 million pound in 2001-2002 on strategies to recruit and retain top academic staff.

7.0 
THE REGULATION OF THE HIGHER EDUCATION SECTOR IN THE GLOBAL ENVIRONMENT (TERM OF REFERENCE (g) i, ii, iii)


Accreditation Regimes and Quality Assurance

Since the dismantling of the Committee for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (CQAHE) in 1994, the Australian higher education sector has been without an independent quality assurance framework. Ironically, this coincided with the establishment of Australia as a major player on the international education scene, and an increased international focus on issues of independent quality assurance of higher education. 

While our standing in this market is of economic significance nationally and to individual institutions, the preservation and enhancement of the international reputation of Australian universities is also crucial to the global recognition of research undertaken by the institutions, the standing of graduates, and the country’s ability to attract leading staff, and business and industry. In this climate, the sector has been open to question regarding the maintenance of standards.

The recent establishment of the Australian Universities Quality Agency is therefore timely. AUQA should provide the necessary framework for scrutinising quality assurance procedures in the sector. There will be both on-going processes to address, at a systemic level, issues such as the recent spate of allegations of ‘soft’ marking in universities. AUQA audit reports will be publicly available and failure by institutions to respond appropriately to negative reports could result in Commonwealth funding sanctions or regulatory action by relevant State or Territory authorities. These provisions will be the ‘teeth’ of the Agency. 

The Agency also has a significant mandate to examine State and Territory accreditation practices and procedures that apply to new universities, non-university higher education providers, and overseas institutions, giving it a role in quality assuring the private segment of the higher education sector as well as the publicly funded segment. The private provision of higher education is experiencing rapid growth, placing pressure on individual accrediting jurisdictions. Underpinning this aspect of the Agency’s work has been the development and adoption of a set of National Protocols for Higher Education Approval Processes. Endorsed by MCEETYA in March 2000, the protocols have been developed through close cooperation between the State, Territories and DETYA, and together with AUQA represent a major breakthrough in setting up a consistent national quality framework. A crucial aspect of the framework has been the willingness of institutions and the State and Territory jurisdictions to invite scrutiny of their procedures and practices. 

There are a number of affirmative actions which should be fostered with a view to demonstrating the quality of the sector to the international community. These include student exchange and study abroad schemes, international benchmarking initiatives and reciprocal recognition agreements. Queensland has taken positive steps in developing networking relations with the Council for Higher Education Accreditation in the USA, the Quality Assurance Agency in the UK, the New Zealand Qualifications Authority, and the Lembaga Akreditasi Negara in Malaysia to build international benchmarks for its accreditation procedures.

8.0
THE NATURE AND SUFFICIENCY OF ADVICE TO GOVERNMENT (TERM OF REFERENCE (h))

While recent Commonwealth science and education policy initiatives have delivered a well targeted and comprehensive set of programs for research and innovation, the Commonwealth has not delivered any clear framework for undergraduate participation, the enhancement of teaching and learning, or for the strategic financing and development of the system into the future. An observer could be excused for thinking that research was the main function of universities, when in fact, teaching represents 90% of the system’s use of public funds. 

Public higher education policy needs to be much more attentive to support for the whole range of university activities, and in particular, to the enhancement and support of high quality teaching and learning practice in Australian universities. It is worth noting that the UK government has committed a total of 89 million pounds annually for programs whose purpose is teaching quality enhancement, against $A1 million for similar purposes in Australia, a system approximately one third of the size of the UK.

The policy framework for the system also needs to be attentive to the needs of all institutions. The requirements for delivering higher education from Townsville, Cairns or Darwin, to remote and scattered populations is very different from delivering higher education in the ACT, just as the research infrastructure needs of former CAE’s are quite different from those of institutions which have been engaged in research for a major part of their history. A policy framework which recognises institutional diversity is a priority.

Policy also needs to take a cross-sectoral view in planning strategies to achieve effective outcomes in the crucial areas of life-long learning and innovation, and foster cooperative approaches between secondary, VET and higher education.

National Advisory Mechanisms

In the last five years, the Commonwealth Government has operated higher education policy without a specialised advisory structure. 

Without an independent source of advice, the capacity of the Government to develop a longer term, strategic view of the system’s needs, development and performance is limited, and parts of the agenda can be captured by unproductive, short-term contingencies, or by particular groups. The capacity for national planning and policy on participation across all educational sectors, and for public reporting and analysis of system-wide data, independent of Government, is essential to the system. 

This capacity could be provided through a range of possible models such as: an independent national body with university and non-university membership, and a primarily advisory role; a ‘think tank’ which provides research, commentary, and policy reflections; or a body with program responsibility along the lines of the Higher Education Funding Council for England. Whatever the model, such a body must have clarity regarding its relationships with Government and the higher education sector, and the partnership role played by State and Commonwealth Governments in regulating, and supporting the system. 

The functions of such a structure might be to recommend major priorities for system development in the light of international directions and local needs; to report publicly to the Parliament on the implications of major policy initiatives and their outcomes; and to provide a regular account to the Australian public of the health and performance of the system.

The university system is the benchmark of quality for our education system internationally. It is the major generator of new knowledge, and is the foundation from which all sectors of education and training, including private higher education, derive their staff and curriculum. In discharging its responsibility for such an important public resource, the Government should have the best possible sources of advice on the university system’s needs, functions and achievements, and this advice should be public.

Action: The Commonwealth should establish an independent source of policy advice and commentary on higher education, which recognises the partnership role played by State Governments in the development of the higher education sector, and is able to report publicly to the Parliament on the implications of major policy initiatives and their outcomes; and to provide a regular account to the Australian public of the health and performance of the system.

NOTES

The Adequacy of Current Funding Arrangements to Meet Increasing Demand

International comparisons are from Education at a Glance. OECD Indicators. Paris, OECD, 2000.  

Other data sources are:

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). Transition from Education to Work, May 2000. (Catalogue 6227.0) (including unpublished data for Queensland).

Commonwealth Productivity Commission. Report on Government Services 2001. 2001. <http://www.pc.gov.au> (March, 2001)
Dusseldorp Skills Forum. How Young People are Faring. 2000. <http://www.dsf.org.au> (March 2001) 

National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling, University of Canberra. The Cost to Australia of Early School Leaving. Report for the Dusseldorp Skills Forum. 1999. <http://www.dsf.org.au> (March, 2001). 

Population projections are from:

ABS. Population Projections Australia 1999-2101. (Catalogue 3222.0). Canberra, ABS, August 2000.

The Equality of Opportunity to Participate in Higher Education 

University student data is from DETYA’s annual Higher Education Student Collection. 

School leaver tertiary applications for 2001 from QTAC Schools Update, March 2001. Queensland Tertiary Admissions Centre Ltd.

Other tertiary entrance data is from Annual Reports of the Queensland Tertiary Admissions Centre Ltd.

Information on student income support in the 1970’s is from:

Marginson, S. Young Adults in Higher Education. Paper prepared for the Dusseldorp Skills Forum’s Australia’s Young Adults: the Deepening Divide. 1999.

 <http://www.dsf.org.au/papers/dl/margin/margin.pdf > (March, 2001)

Information on current student income support is from the 1999-2000 Annual Report of the Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services. <http://www.facs.gov.au/facs_ar2000/> (February, 2001)

Income data is from the following sources:

ABS. Year Book Australia 2000. (Catalogue 1301.0). Canberra, ABS, 2000.

ABS. Year Book Australia 2001. (Catalogue 1301.0). Canberra, ABS, 2001.

ABS. Average weekly Earnings, States and Australia, May 2000. (Catalogue 6302.0). <http://www.statistics.gov.au > (18 January 2001)

ABS. Australian Social Trends 2000. (Catalogue 4102.0). Canberra, ABS, July 2000.

ABS. Australia in Profile: A Regional Analysis 1996. (Catalogue 2032.0). Canberra, ABS, December 1998.

Increasing Reliance on Private Funds

Data on commercialisation of research is from the discussion paper by the Commonwealth Chief Scientist

The Chance to Change (2000)

The Capacity of Public Universities to contribute to Economic Growth 

The estimate of the economic contribution of Australian universities is reached in the report: 

Institute for Research into International Competitiveness (IRIC), Curtin University of Technology. Of Dollars and Cents: Valuing the Economic Contribution of Universities to the Australian Economy. Melbourne, Business Higher Education Round Table, 2000.  

Other references for this section are:

House of Representatives Inquiry into infrastructure and the development of Australia’s regional areas. Time Running Out: Shaping Regional Australia’s Future. 2000. 

Quotes on p. 10 are from pp. 278, 281 of TRO

<http://www.aph.gov.au/house/committee/primind/rdinq/report/contents.htm> (December, 2000). 

Centre for International Economics

Assessing the Economic Contributions of Regional Universities. 1997

Paper commissioned by the West Review of Higher Education Finance and Funding.
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