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Campus View – 18 July 
The battle for fair funding for universities has become serious. Now that the official government figures are out in the open, we know which universities will be advantaged and which universities will be disadvantaged by the proposed new funding arrangements.

The Prime Minister has joined the Minister in assuring the public and the universities that that no university will lose out. And I have no doubt that the increased transitional funding will help those universities – and that includes UNE.
So UNE’s near future is not in jeopardy. But thinking long-term I need to raise questions about the assumptions in the base funding proposed by the Commonwealth.

Fields of study are divided into 10 bands, starting with Law and ending with Agriculture plus two ‘national priorities’, Education and Nursing. In its proposal, the 

Government has slightly increased its contribution to these two areas and has ‘frozen’ the students’ HECS contribution at a very low rate to encourage increased enrolment in teaching and nursing.
The Government has on the whole retained the relativities of the so-called Relative Funding Model of about a dozen or so years ago. Some disciplines have a value of 1 – Law; Accounting, Administration, Economics, Commerce; and the Humanities; and others have higher weightings, with the highest for Agriculture, Dentistry, Medicine, and Veterinary Science with a weight of 2.8.
The total course funding will consisted of two components: the Commonwealth’s contribution and students’ HECS contribution. The total course funding in those areas with a value of 1 will be in 2005, according to the Government’s calculation, between $7,936 and $ 8,034, while those with a weighting of 2.8 would attract between $21,849 and $21.884.
What is the logic of this? These relativities are not based on current costings of delivering a course. They are dated relativities and do not in any way reflect the real cost. There was a time when staff and students in Law or Commerce might not have needed computers or computer skills. But nowadays, certainly at UNE, all staff and students are expected to be computer literate – the employers of our students would expect them to have information literacy skills, and indeed we do.
Similarly, for twenty years or so we have been trying in Australia, often through teaching and learning centres, to encourage academics to use innovative teaching methods which engage students in meaningful learning, not rote learning. This applies to Law as much as it applies to Medicine.
So why would the government only provide a course contribution of $1,509 for Law, but $4,180 for the Humanities? The teaching costs are very similar in all of these areas, as they are in Mathematics and Statistics which attract $4,937 from the government,
Clearly, there is a political agenda.

The government expects Law students to largely fund their own course. In their proposal, students would fund, via HECS, 81% of the total course funding! And this is at the normal HECS rate, without the 30% top up which some universities (eg Sydney) want to charge.
Compare that with 29% for Dentistry, Medicine, Veterinary Science and 25 % for Agriculture.
These are huge inequities and very unfair to students.
For teaching, the proposed HECS component is 35%, for Nursing 28%. These are national priority areas, and salaries of graduates are not high.
The government’s rationale for putting Law into the highest HECS band was that lawyers will be top earners. But Law is not only a professional degree, many students use is as a generalist degree.
Every year the Graduate Careers Council of Australia provides a comprehensive overview of earnings in Graduate Starting Salaries. The recently released report shows that average starting salaries for law graduates were below that of teachers! 
Law students – rise up and protest!

What about UNE with its huge enrolment in the Faculty of Arts, and Faculty of Economics, Business and Law? I believe we cannot gain long-term under the new funding regime unless the Government changes its Course Contributions in these areas to the level of, say, Mathematics and Statistics. The Government would be short-changing very large numbers of students in the face of its espoused commitment to quality, if it stayed with the minimalist funding for some of our core fields of studies.
We need your help to get that message across to the decision-makers.
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