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Australian Council of Deans of Science  response to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education Reference Committee
Terms of Reference:

1. The Principles of the Governments higher education package.

2. The effect of these proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities, with particular reference to:

· The financial impact on students, including merit selection, income support and international comparisons,

· The financial impact on universities, including the impact of the Commonwealth Grants Scheme, the differential impact of fee deregulation, the expansion of full fee places and comparable international levels of government investment, and

· The provision of fully funded university places, including provision for labour market needs, skill shortages and regional equity, and the impact of the “learning entitlement”.

3. The implications of such proposals on the sustainability of research and research training in public research agencies. 

4. The effect of this package on the relationship between the Commonwealth, the States and Universities, including issues of institutional autonomy, governance, academic freedom and industrial relations.

5. Alternative policy and funding options for the higher education and public research sectors.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The Australian Council of Deans of Science would like to express appreciation in being asked to make comments to the Senate Employment, Workplace and Education Reference Committee in their enquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation.

The Australian Council of Deans of Science has a membership comprising Deans of Science (there is some variation in titles across Australia) from thirty seven (37) Universities around Australia. 

The Charter of the ACDS is set out below and the response to the Senate enquiry will be limited to the expression of views within this charter.

	The purpose of the Council is to promote the development of science through study and research in Science Faculties/Schools/Departments in universities throughout Australia by such means as:

	· identifying and addressing national issues in science, education, research and scientific professions. 
· promoting science as a beneficial area of study for a wide range of people. 
· promoting funding, recognition and the conduct of research and research training in science. 
· contributing to the development of science policy and administration issues with a view to establishing national position statements. 
· undertaking regular consultation with Commonwealth ministries, associated departments and boards, and national bodies representing state and federal ministers. 
· improving the public perception of science and the scientific professions. 
· providing a forum in which the Deans of Science across Australia meet. [image: image2.png]



· collaborating with other organizations with interests in science with a view to providing a widely based representative voice on national matters associated with science. 


Science as an area is not clearly defined within Australia and the ACDS includes the following DEST classified areas. Each of these areas can fall within the responsibilities of Deans of Science within Australia. 

"SCIENCE" includes the following, grouped according to DEST Field of Research Classification:
     010000  Mathematical sciences
     020000  Physical sciences
     030000  Chemical sciences
     040000  Earth sciences
     050000  Information, computer and communication technologies
     060000  Applied sciences and technologies
     080000  Biological sciences
     111201-  Psychology
     111299

A recent publication—University Resourcing: Australia in an International Context, written by the Productivity Commission in 2003, provides an overview of the complexities of University funding and comparison of that funding between Universities around the world. Being aware of this complexity it is not the intention of this submission to go into great detail.

In the opinion of the ACDS there is a need for an injection of funding into the Higher Education sector. The ACDS interprets the Higher Education funding package as supporting this view. The need for an injection of funds is especially true in the case of Faculties of Science where basic infrastructure is in many cases very dated. There is general support for the ideas and directions outlined in the Chief Scientist’s report Time for Change and in the thrust of Backing Australia’s Ability. We believe that to fulfill the expectations of these documents further support is necessary. The thrust of BAA is towards the country capitalizing on the science and technology within the country. This can’t be achieved with ever aging capital and basic equipment infrastructure, or with diminishing resources due to lack of supplementation for salaries.  
As a further and related issue, Australia is currently earning a large amount through the instruction of fee paying overseas students. In order that this income stream continues the talents of staff and the infrastructure they use need to be ahead of or comparable with our competitors in this market. 

To the extent that there is the promise of extra funds coming into the sector the ACDS is supportive. The ACDS would also point out that the lack of indexation within the overall package means that the positive effects of any additional funds will lost over three to five years and Universities will be back in a state similar to the current situation.

1. The Principles of the Government’s higher education package. The four key principles of the package are:

· Sustainability—the ACDS is in agreement with the need for sustainability of higher education institutions. However it is asserted that “Universities must be freed from unnecessary constraints”. In fact the details of the proposals, to the extent they have been announced, indicate that this is a very intrusive, constraining proposal which rather than freeing Universities places them under tighter control from both Federal and State Governments.

· Quality---the ACDS is in agreement with the need for high quality and accepts “a renewed emphasis on teaching and learning outcomes, particularly at the undergraduate level” is important. The ACDS would want to stress however that teaching and learning within discipline areas that fall under the rubric of science need to be informed by research in an environment where academic staff are actively involved in research. Here research implies the active generation of knowledge. This environment will ensure that students are presented with leading science and by necessity will be exposed to the latest techniques and equipment. It also should imply that being taught in an atmosphere of discovery will enable students to develop in way that the BAA intentions can be realized.

· Equity ---the ACDS is in agreement with the substance of this key principle. In many areas of science the intention of this principle will not be fully implemented until there is a focus on school teaching of science and technology to disadvantaged groups. The nature of science disciplines, and mathematics, requires knowledge to be systematically and sequentially built on strong foundations. The ACDS is willing to work with Government in this area.

· Diversity---the ACDS is cautious about this principle due to its lack of definition. Each University in Australia is currently different from every other in certain ways and similar to every other in certain ways. It is also the case that there is a deal of mobility in the sector with staff movements appearing to occur irrespective of the current grouping whether it be Group of Eight, Innovative Research Universities, or whatever. To increase diversity may put the possibility of this movement at risk and as well lead to further shortage of appropriately qualified staff within the sector.

2. The effect of these proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities, with particular reference to:

· The financial impact on students, including merit selection, income support and international comparisons.

The ACDS does not feel able to comment on this topic.

·  The financial impact on universities, including the impact of the Commonwealth Grants Scheme, the differential impact of fee deregulation, the expansion of full fee places and comparable international levels of government investment.

The Commonwealth Grants Scheme appears to be a radical change from the current system of Block grants. In particular the ACDS will look with interest on the way in which profile negotiations are handled by DEST with Institutions. The ACDS is concerned about the involvement of State Governments in profile discussions being convinced that no State bureaucracies have other than short term and usually dated information. The ACDS is also extremely concerned about the stated intentions of insisting that target profiles down to discipline level are met within the limit of 1%. The ability of Universities to achieve this degree of accuracy will vary across the sector but in most Institutions will be extremely difficult to achieve. Determining profiles down to discipline level in some areas of science will be extremely difficult and may have long term and undesirable consequences in areas that have suffered for many years. These are essential to the development of R&D and innovation in this country, and some ground work has been laid to strengthen them. It would be counterproductive to put the effects of this ground work at risk.

As an example of difficulties in target setting the recent down turn on the area of computer science, information technology etc is striking. Due to effects outside Universities control enrolments in these areas dropped by up to 18% in a way that was variable across the sector.

Universities by their nature have  important responsibilities to a variety of stakeholders and areas can’t be switched off at will. 

The magnitudes set for discipline areas within the Commonwealth Course Contribution Schedule 2005 will by their nature be fertile ground for special case pleading. The ACDS is strongly in agreement about the need for support for Education especially as this relates to the appropriate training of science and mathematics students. 
The ACDS believes that there is a case for looking at two areas within the Schedule—Computing and Behavioural Science. Computer Science as taught at a number of institutions, but not all, are very equipment and laboratory intensive. A number of universities have recognised this by the way in which they have applied the relative funding model. Behavioural Science is also recognised rightly within some institutions as being a high cost discipline. This is especially true where Behavioural Science is located within a faculty of Science.

3.  The implications of such proposals on the sustainability of research and research training in public research agencies.

The funding package as such doesn’t speak directly to the sustainability of research and research training in public research agencies other than in indirect ways outlined above. The ACDS understands that there are three reviews occurring currently which may have direct effects on the nature of research and research funding in this country. However, it has been a consistent policy of the ACDS that research excellence be funded where it is and not at a restricted number of institutions.
4.  The effect of this package on the relationship between the Commonwealth, the States and Universities, including issues of institutional autonomy, governance, academic freedom and industrial relations.

The ACDS doesn’t feel able to comment collectively on the issues raised here.

5.  Alternative policy and funding options for the higher education and public research sectors.

The ACDS doesn’t feel able to comment collectively on the issues raised here.

David FINLAY

Chair, ACDS
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