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Introduction

This submission has been prepared on behalf of the Australian and New Zealand Association for the Advancement of Science (ANZAAS) Inc.  For over 100 years ANZAAS has sought to promote the development and maintenance of Australia’s capacity to conduct scientific research and the public appreciation of science.  

ANZAAS welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Inquiry.  We were heartened by the response to our submission of March 2001 to the previous inquiry of the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee of the Senate of Australia into the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs.

Over the past decade the university sector has been subject to major change and uncertainty.  The continuation of uncertainty adversely affects morale within universities, and gives rise to confusion amongst potential students and their parents.

ANZAAS is firmly of the view that a strong public tertiary education sector is an essential national asset.  Funding of universities should be viewed as investment in the future, not as a cost.

ANZAAS has a particular interest in promoting science but the university sector needs to be strong and diverse across all disciplines.

Diversity in science

It is a matter of concern that there has been a decline in interest in science, both in secondary schools and universities, in recent years.  This is not a phenomenon unique to Australia but is widespread in the western world.  Despite this decline in interest, and, in some sectors of society, increased antipathy to science, our every day lives are more and more influenced by the outcomes of scientific research.  The recent report of the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Science and Innovation “Riding the Innovation Wave” has demonstrated the potential for capitalising on new science and has made a number of recommendations for increasing the value to be obtained from innovation.

However, over the medium to long term, opportunities for innovation will decline without new, enthusiastic’ well educated science graduates.  We have, in previous submissions to various recent inquiries, stressed the need to reinvigorate university science and promote diversity between institutions.

The Government has stressed the need for diversity between universities.  However, it is not clear that diversity is being considered in relation to national long term needs.  Knowledge evolves, discipline boundaries change, new disciplines emerge and areas of interdisciplinary research develop:  any university system needs to retain flexibility and the ability to respond to such changes.  Some of the changes may result in declines in, and even loss of, some existing disciplines.  It will also be the case that not every university could, or should, support every discipline.  However, we would contend that there are national interest concerns in ensuring that there is an appropriate level of retention of particular disciplines within the national university system.  We have in submissions to previous inquiries draw attention to the need for maintenance of such subdisciplines in the biological sciences as plant pathology and entomology – similar specialisations could be identified in other sciences.  Clearly it would be inefficient and inappropriate if every university were to offer majors in entomology (for example) but there should be at least one centre for teaching and research in this area.  Maintaining teaching may require innovative approaches to distance education, permitting students at other universities to incorporate, for example, a distance entomology course, within their home based biology degree.

We would not underestimate the difficulties in determining which disciplines should be retained, and which institutions should host them.  Leadership from the Commonwealth will be required and this is not currently readily apparent.  Our concern is that the current ‘market driven’ model for rationalization may throw the baby out with the bathwater, and reduce rather than enhance diversity.

While we would see greater differentiation between institutions in terms of specializations it is essential that any institution teaching science has a core of the major scientific disciplines.  There is considerable debate as to the nexus between teaching and research.  We are strongly of the view that the distinguishing feature of a university is its involvement in research, and that the educational experience is considerably enhanced by exposure to active and committed researchers.  While not every topic of teaching will be linked to research, the concept of teaching only institutions, or even schools within institutions, is not one which we would wish to see developed.

The type of diversity envisaged by the ‘Higher Education at the Crossroads’ report seems to be a return to the division between Universities and Colleges of Higher Education.  We would prefer to see diversity within institutions where some schools would have national or even international standing and others would have supporting roles.  In this model, provincial universities could exploit their local advantages to develop centres of excellence.

Accesssibility

Access to university should be determined primarily by ability.  If there is greater diversity between institutions then consideration should be given to greater support for travel to distant locations and living allowances.  Further investment in residential accommodation by universities may be required.

The effect of differential HECS on patterns of enrolment is difficult to ascertain.  Anecdotally, however, there is an impression that science is perceived as a less favourable choice, both because of the size of the debt and perceptions of limited career options.  While recognizing that laboratory based subjects involve extra costs we would favour a level playing field in terms on incurred HECS debt.  We would also urge that there be greater efforts by government, universities and the professions, to promote the relevance and advantages of scientific careers.
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