Submission no: 391

Received: 16 August 2003


	[image: image1.png]



	ACADEMY OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES IN AUSTRALIA
Promoting the Social Sciences


15 August 2003
The Secretary
Senate Employment, Workplace Relations& Education References Committee

Suite SG.52, Parliament House

CANBERRA, ACT 2600

Senate Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation
The Academy of Social Sciences has more than three hundred and seventy Fellows. Some of our Fellows, for example Bruce Chapman, have helped design the instruments underpinning the HECS scheme. Others, for example Peter Karmel and Simon Marginson, have analysed government policy on higher education. Presenting a unified Academy view on the complex issues involved in higher education funding is not always possible. But I believe that this submission, which draws on the ideas of some of our Fellows on matters of higher education policy, captures the views of the majority.
1 The principles of the Government’s higher education package.

We endorse the principles stated in the Higher Education at the Crossroads Ministerial Discussion Paper (p. 2-3). The principles are a worthwhile framework for government initiatives to support a complex publicly funded higher education system. The key principle is greater sector and institutional flexibility to serve the higher education constituency and the nation. A flexible system is essential to implement the other principles contained in the package. 
ASSA strongly supports efforts to strengthen the tertiary education system. The system is now seriously under funded and in danger of falling behind international benchmarks for excellence. Many of our best teachers and scholars are leaving for overseas positions. Few have incentive to  return while opportunities and conditions in Australian universities deteriorate. The Government’s higher education package offers some prospect that the higher education sector as a whole will gain increased resources and that at least some of our universities will rank in the world’s top 100. No foreseeable funding regime will allow government to support thirty-seven world class universities. It is sensible to aim for several world-class universities with broad discipline and subject offerings, a select undergraduate population, strong research foci, and significant postgraduate teaching/research capabilities. This will be realised best by increased  funding to a select group of centres of excellence rather than  attempting to provide every discipline/teaching/research opportunity to all thirty-seven universities. The Government’s package should give greater recognition to this reality.
2 The effect of [these] proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities.

We endorse the views of ASSA Fellow Bruce Chapman on the need ‘for limited fee deregulation’ and his case for the merit of access to income-contingent loans. 
In regard to the issue of labour market needs and skill shortages, we maintain the importance of maintaining knowledge and not compromising that principle in a quest for utility. We endorse the views of ASSA Fellow Simon Marginson in regard to postgraduate training, ‘if the balance is lost and the work becomes simply driven by external clients (or government as proxy for those clients, using reductionist indicators of utility) then the horizon of imagination contracts, standards of academic excellence tend to be displaced, and the scope for autonomous and creative research and teaching is diminished’ Marginson also warns that [universities] ‘cannot determine the pattern of demand for professional labour; they can only affect the quality of its supply. When labour market demand falls, graduate employability goes down, regardless of the contribution of the university….’ 
3 The implications of such proposals on sustainability of research and research training in public research agencies

The proposals to strengthen universities are consistent with building partnerships for research and research training in public research agencies.  Examples are seen in the collaborative research grants scheme between CSIRO and University of Melbourne, and proposals under consideration for CSIRO and the Academy of Social Sciences to collaborate in developing and delivering a summer/winter school for early career researchers in CSIRO. 
4 The effect of this package on the relationship between the Commonwealth, the States and universities

In regard to institutional autonomy, we support the case made by ASSA Fellow Peter Karmel for re-establishment of a statutory body along the lines of the Australian Universities Commission (1959-1976) as a buffer between government and universities and to advise on higher education policy and administer higher education programs (see Peter Karmel, Reforming Higher Education, ASSA Occasional Paper Series 2/2000, p14). Karmel develops this view in his submission to the Higher Education Review where he argues ‘the new body would be able to address objectively and knowledgeably issues such as those relating to student numbers, standards, quality, university management, and diversification’.
We wish the Committee well in its important work.
Yours sincerely,
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