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Response to Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education Committee Inquiry: Higher education funding and regulatory legislation
Introduction: Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education 

In Indigenous communities, education occurs in a context of health and social problems, including poverty and welfare dependence, which are symptomatic of communities undergoing rapid, enforced changes. As a group, Indigenous Australians continue to be the most impoverished section of the Australian population, and this disadvantage is reflected in the statistics relating to unemployment, income levels, life expectancy, morbidity, and other factors evidencing social trauma.

The younger age structure of the Indigenous populations in the NT and elsewhere results in differing social and economic needs, and costs of meeting those needs. Of course, the costs are even higher in remote areas. 

A significant feature of the remote areas of the Northern Territory is the small population spread over a large area. Of the total NT population, 75 per cent is in Darwin and Alice Springs: the remainder (about 40 000 people) is dispersed over an area of 1 346 200 square kilometres, in a large number of small and very small population centres (there are over 700 officially identified communities in the NT). 
This residential pattern provides little, if any, scope for benefits from economies of scale. As a result, the provision of educational services costs more in remote areas than for urban areas of the NT which, in turn, cost more than for many other parts of Australia. This is, in theory, factored into Grants Commission and other funding from the Commonwealth, but the reality of what can be done with the funding that is, in fact, distributed does not support this. 
Along with a large, sparsely populated land area, climatic extremes and different types of climate across the Northern Territory—extremes in temperature, rainfall, humidity, vegetation types—contribute to the situation in many areas of underdeveloped physical infrastructure and shorter than average life spans for existing infrastructure. This also leads to higher costs. 

It is this profoundly serious and probably deteriorating situation that Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education (formerly Batchelor College), a specialist institution providing higher education and vocational education and training (VET) to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people is determined to address with energy and effect.  

As stated in its Vision Statement, the Institute is committed to being a unique place of knowledge and skills, where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians can undertake journeys of learning for empowerment and advancement while strengthening identity. In this way Batchelor Institute can bring learning and tertiary education powerfully in the lives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, organisations and communities. 

By working to improve the education and training of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is ipso facto making a vital contribution to the larger cultural, social and economic development of Australia, thus defining the unique place and role of the Institute in the national tertiary education landscape. from an equity point of view, the national tertiary education system is as good as—or, on the other hand, as bad as—its worst-off client group, Indigenous students. For this reason there needs to be a substantial injection of resources and effort in addressing the short-fall in outcomes in Indigenous education and training. Batchelor should be a prime vehicle of this effort.
The general student characteristics of the majority of the Institute’s student reflect several factors:

· English is a foreign language for most students—for over 70 percent of Batchelor Institute students, English is a second, third or fourth language;

· the Western capitalist culture and systems are foreign to many students; 

· students bring with them teaching and learning systems which are not a close match with Western academic systems; 

· the students’ languages and cultures are foreign to most staff; 

· there is little tradition of formal academic education in most remote communities; 

· the age profile of students is higher than most tertiary institutions: the majority of students are 20–49 years of age, with the largest age group 30–39 years

· there is a background of economic and educational disadvantage in the communities to which most students belong; and 

· there is a high incidence of ill-health and disabilities among students and their communities.

Although the bulk of its students come from the Northern Territory, especially from remote areas, 15 percent of the Institute’s enrolment comes from interstate, particularly from the northern parts of Western Australia, northern and western Queensland and the northern parts of South Australia. So, Batchelor Institute is not simply a regional institution. it is uniquely positioned as a national centre for Indigenous training and higher education.

Although the Institute in its submission to the “Higher Education at the Crossroads” Review pointed to the uniqueness and scope of Batchelor as a specialist institution in the delivery of Indigenous training and education, the Reform Package gives little indication that these points have been fully appreciated. Given the abject condition of Indigenous training and education and the socio-cultural complexities of educational work in Indigenous contexts, it is tragic that more advantage is not taken of such an ideally placed institution as Batchelor Institute which with its long history, deep engagement and rapidly developing curriculum palette is now perfectly placed to become a major driver of education and training in and with Indigenous students and communities.  

Term of Reference 1. The principles of the Government’s higher education package. 
There can be little argument with the principles of sustainability, quality, equity and diversity which, as outlined in the policy statements, underpin the higher education package. However these principles should not apply the Australian higher education system only; they should also apply to the Australian community as a whole, and in terms of these principles it is surely clear to all that it is Indigenous people and their communities who are least sustainable, experience the least quality in most aspects of their lives, receive the least equity, and have their sociocultural and linguistic diversity thoughtlessly ignored or brutally overridden.

The realities of catering for, and harnessing the advantages of, diversity include increased resources in terms of quantity and complexity. A feature of improved quality must be the ability of higher education institutions to adapt their offerings and delivery to individuals and groups of students. Current ‘mainstream’ education and training systems have emerged from Western academic traditions of Anglo-Australian society. Systemically, they have disadvantaged people of cultures different from the ‘mainstream’.
Under current arrangements, and these proposals, Indigenous Australians, especially those from remote areas, are discriminated against in higher education provision. While most governments maintain that all citizens have the same opportunities for education, if the barriers to accessing education resources are too great for the individual to overcome, or if undertaking higher education means individuals must ignore their own cultural and social context (in a way that is not expected of middle-class Anglo-Australians living in metropolitan areas), then equality of opportunity—and equity—do not exist. 

To be effective, not only the programs but associated support provisions such as Abstudy must provide realistically for the fact that, for the most part, more is required of this target student group than ‘mainstream’ students to succeed in education and training programs. They must not only acquire the required underpinning knowledge of the program, but the broad technical context within which that knowledge is embedded, the English language with which that know-ledge is articulated and the broad social context within which the language and the knowledge is framed—in fact, they must engage and learn within a completely different value system.. Additional accomplishments require additional resources, including time and money. 

Indigenous people welcome an Australian higher education system that is truly accountable to principles of sustainability, quality, equity and diversity. Perhaps at last we are to be provided with educational systems that are not mere tokens, systems that enable Indigenous students to forge new levels of social and economic sustainability for themselves and their communities. Perhaps at last we are to be provided with educational systems that are underpinned by robust quality infrastructure and systemic redundancy in order to tackle the challenges of remoteness, cultural difference, multilingualism, lack of basic schooling and community ill-health. 
Perhaps at last we are to be provided with educational systems that seriously intend to be substantively—not just formally—equitable, systems that can genuinely acknowledge and redress the years of wasted and misspent efforts of the past, systems that are determined to do 'whatever it takes' to turn the situation around with the support of Indigenous students, families and communities. Perhaps at last we are to be provided with educational systems that acknowledge the social, cultural and linguistic diversity of Australians and values the difference Indigenous people can bring to Australia as a knowledge-based economy in the twenty-first century.

Term of Reference 2a. 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 effect on students of the proposals will vary according to each student’s circumstances. Batchelor Institute is unique in that all its students belong to at least one equity group—Indigenous Australians—and many belong to one or more of the others targeted in government programs. 

Assistance programs for Indigenous students and other equity groups are vital to maintaining and improving Indigenous participation in higher education. Ideally, this support would encompass strategies which aim to: 

· overcome educational disadvantage resulting from students’ schooling backgrounds;

· overcome educational disadvantage resulting from students locations;

· bridge the different value, cultural and language underpinnings of the western scientific and Aboriginal(Indigenous) Knowledge systems.

· develop culturally appropriate courses, materials and delivery methods; and 

· facilitate the development of teaching/learning materials appropriate for the physical locations in which they will be used. 

The Institute has noted the disincentive effect of the HEC Scheme, particularly when combined with the changes to ABSTUDY several years ago. For students from remote areas in particular, the potential liabilities incurred under the HEC Scheme result in a retention rate that is far lower than optimal. A high proportion of unexpected community and family commitments arise after the enrolment census date and, often, students who incur HECS debts for a unit from which they had to withdraw for unexpected family reasons, re-enrol only after considerable assessment of the possible financial consequences—and this may take several semesters.  

The proposed increase in the repayment threshold, coupled with an increase in course costs, will have a minimal impact on students who are generally very wary of incurring debts of the size in question. This is exacerbated by the time limits outlined for assistance. As noted earlier in this document, factors such as the health status of many Indigenous people and the lack of infrastructure in many remote communities increase the likelihood of forced withdrawals. Further, to bridge the linguistic and value/cultural divide between the two vastly different knowledge systems is extremely complex and time consuming for the learner. 
Thus, this is one possible area for reviewing the ‘one-size-fits-all’ procedures for assistance programs as, if equity and sustainability are to be achieved, much more needs to be done. If HECS-HELP is not to be a mechanism for exclusion of potential students, a more realistic matching of requirements and target groups is necessary. 

Living allowances and other practical incentives—including scholarships and cadetships—which address the actual deterrents to continuing study would improve the retention rate of students who, often, are long distances from home in the midst of a foreign environment. Also needed are appropriate and strong study and pastoral support services.

The provision of scholarships which, while welcome and valuable assistance for many students, cannot address the aspirations of all potential students. The restriction of the Commonwealth Learning Scholarships to full-time students will exclude many Indigenous students. The majority of Batchelor Institute students are technically part-time students, a reflection of their academic backgrounds, as well as the reality that most are mature adults with family and community responsibilities.
Further, although it is not yet clear what the Federal Government defines as ‘academic merit’, its use for the proposed scholarships ignores the role of Higher Education for many Indigenous students and their communities. The ‘communal good’ aspect of Indigenous students’ participation in Higher Education is arguably stronger in remote Indigenous communities than in the Australian mainstream, and this should be taken into account in any consideration of individual benefit and ‘user pays’ levies. 

Term of Reference 2b. 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 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 deregulation and ‘freedom’ implied by the package may make for easier income generation by some institutions but this is not necessarily an advantage for the whole sector or the nation. Higher Education has a vital role in individual and community capacity building and thought needs to be given to the longer term consequences of reducing public investment in this national resource area. 

Private funding through tuition fees or other contributions from students needs to be carefully considered in the context of the effect on the affordability of the contributions for particular groups, and the messages such charges send about access to the sector. 

One danger in deregulation is that government expectations of a certain level of institutional revenue through student fees could, through corresponding reductions in operating grants, could cripple institutions such as Batchelor Institute. Even if some capping were introduced, there is a risk that, through funding controls, some courses will become available only to fee paying students, thus denying less wealthy students the opportunity of undertaking those courses. This is a major concern for communities within Australia who are just now beginning to gain access to a system which will provide the knowledge and skills to find their own answers.

On the figures published in press releases, most other institutions appear to benefit from the change to the proposed Commonwealth Grants Scheme; but this increase appears to be short-term only as there is no indexation or other mechanism to cover increasing operational costs. However, this may well be because institutions are expected to cover these through the deregulated areas. The economic disadvantage of most of the Batchelor Institute’s student base precludes full-fee paying places as a revenue source for the foreseeable future and, again, foreshadows a decrease in real funding if the government follows through on these plans.

The changes will have a significant negative impact on Batchelor Institute’s operational funding, and the proposed transition fund will cover only one year. Estimates indicate a drop in the region of 29 percent; and this is after the proposed regional loading is taken into account. There appears to have been little attention to the actual costs of delivering Higher Education to Indigenous students in and from remote areas and the figures for the Commonwealth Grants Scheme do not take cost differentials into account. 

The Institute is pleased to note the continuation of the Indigenous Support Fund. Batchelor Institute’s funding under this program is a set figure which has remained the same since 1997 although the total funding under this program has risen. The Institute has received no CPI rise in its ISF since this agreement began and therefore in effect has had annual cuts in its funding. Further, at this stage there is no guarantee that this figure will not drop, let alone provide for any increase in funding. 

The proposed increase in funding under the Higher Education Equity Program (HEEP) is welcome. Many Batchelor Institute students fall within the five equity groups covered by HEEP; and it is disappointing that eligibility has not been expanded to enable an Indigenous institution to access assistance specifically for the other equity groups thus far. With the growing issues of ill-health for Indigenous students and their communities, we strongly urge that these funds are also made available to the Institute. 

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

While the Institute supports strategies to address rapid changes in labour market needs, the information so far raises questions about the method for determining the discipline mixes, the areas for additional support and even whether support for additional student places is the best way of addressing particular skill shortages. There is also little information about collaboration, if any, with State/Territory and local jurisdictions in this area: after all, ‘local’ priorities do not always show up as ‘national’ priorities, but are no less urgent for that. There needs to be caution in this area as market needs may not be articulated prior to their emergence and collaboration does not always provide the answer. 
For effective planning by institutions, uncertainty about changes to discipline mixes and priority areas needs to be minimised. Similarly, the differential ‘pricing’ of disciplines provides institutions with an incentive to focus on the most lucrative, and disadvantages institutions whose discipline offerings address real individual and community capacity strengthening needs but have not made it into the priority funding list. 

This is more likely to have an impact on regional institutions and the disadvantage will not necessarily be addressed by the proposed regional loadings. The package proposes that Batchelor Institute, along with the Northern Territory University, receive the highest regional loading of 30 percent. However, this is not 30 percent of total cluster dollars but of the national average cost per EFTSU; and does not cover the shortfall from other funding. In reality, this is a carrot (a considerably weakened carrot as previously indicated) and not a strategy for sustainability for those communities on the cusp of new futures.

Further, the use of EFTSU, particularly a national average which does not give full recognition to the costs of remote delivery compared to regional or metropolitan delivery, disadvantages this institution. There is little, if any, cost difference in providing teaching services to a part-time student in a remote community than to a full-time student. However, because of the study patterns required for most students to successfully complete higher education studies, a group of 20 Institute students might constitute only three or four EFTSU for the purposes of funding. The fundamental issues here arise from students’ coming from different cultures and languages, with huge schooling gaps, low levels of success in western learning institutions and remote and isolated areas. 

The proposed Learning Entitlement system is difficult to comment on in the absence of details about eligibility and, at this stage, the Institute reiterates a point made in its Crossroads Review submission: An equitable and effective system of learning entitlements would require quite complex administration processes. It is unlikely that flat rate entitlements—administratively the simpler base—would be equitable, given the range of student circumstances and aspirations and the differences in institution locations and provisions.

The establishment of an Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council would be a positive step, provided the implementation ensures the new body is not a token and is not designed to undermine. Many of the issues associated with the proposal, and possible solutions, have been canvassed by the National Indigenous Higher Education Network (NIHEN), of which Batchelor Institute is a member.  As an Indigenous higher education institution, however, Batchelor Institute contends with some issues which are not shared by the Indigenous Higher Education Centres in universities (and vice versa); thus the Institute would seek direct representation on the new advisory council but this must grow out of NIHEN.  

The package includes an annual program of five one-year scholarships for Indigenous staff. While the initiative is welcome, five scholarships per year will, for some time, result in a minimal impact on the academic needs of Indigenous staff in higher education institutions. Right now there is a desperate need for professional control and this can only be obtained through a critical mass gaining Masters and Doctoral level studies and, thus, the limit of five should substantially increase. There are several issues to do with selection criteria and processes which need to be resolved to enable more informed comment on this proposal.
Term of Reference 3. The effect of these proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities, with particular reference to the implications of such proposals on the sustainability of research and research training in public research agencies. 
Research and research training are core activities of the higher education sector and, increasingly, the VET sector. However, funding programs tend to favour well established research organisations and units and, in recent times, fields which have commercial potential. This is not to Australia’s long-term advantage as the basic knowledge-generating research, of the type which underpins many of the current glamour research projects, becomes more difficult to fund. 

The research focus of the proposed package is generally confined to the areas of western science and technologies, particularly in areas which have revenue generating potential. The package seems to overlook the potential of research as an integral part of an institution’s teaching; and does little to foster excellence in Indigenous and other non-science areas of research and research training which could challenge presently known paradigms and enhance Australian research. 

Indigenous research is an evolving field in which many issues are still contested. Developments in this area are necessary to build Australia’s capacity to undertake all forms of research; and a robust Indigenous research sector with increasing numbers of Indigenous researchers is required to enhance the outcomes of research which impacts on Indigenous people’s lives. 

Batchelor Institute’s efforts to raising its own research profile are hampered by inadequate resources for staff research training and research-specific activities, and this is probably the experience of other organisations with an Indigenous research focus. The traditional sources of funding support are less accessible to non-traditional researchers—decisions about which proposals will be funded are generally made from traditional research perspectives. 

More flexible eligibility guidelines that address the needs of emergent research bodies, as well as of Indigenous ways of knowing and doing, will assist the development of Indigenous research. Initiatives could include programs of small and large grants for current and potential researchers in this field, and incentives for established institutional and independent research organisations to collaborate with and support less experienced organisations and researchers. 

Increasing the proportion of contestable research funding is not the solution to increasing Australia’s research capacity. The resources required to contest funding place newer and smaller institutions at a disadvantage in the competition; and the outcome of economic and political realities seems to be that innovative projects, particularly in humanities and social science areas, are less likely than ‘normal’ science proposals to be funded. 

There is a case to be made for less public funding to be allocated to research that is also funded by industry, encouraged through taxation and other incentives. This would provide scope for more funding towards social and other research in which business is not interested but which is a necessary component of a world-class research infrastructure.
Term of Reference  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. 

One of the more noticeable features of the proposed Higher Education package is the contradiction between the affirmations of deregulation and the introduction of Commonwealth control over the activities of governing bodies. While Batchelor Institute does not foresee problems complying with most of the proposed requirements, items such as an 18-member maximum for any institution seem to indicate little acknowledgement or awareness of the diversity among Australia’s Higher Education institutions. Further, because most institutions are established under State/Territory legislation, changes would need some level of support from that area.  

The negotiation of discipline mixes as a basis for recurrent funding allocations has the potential to impinge on an institution’s academic freedom as well as its autonomy. While the proposal to link recurrent funding to staff employment conditions is not surprising in the light of the Federal Government’s industrial relations philosophy, to create an additional link with workplace agreements strengthens the impression that the Commonwealth Grant Scheme is more a tool to support this position, rather than a mechanism for the nation’s investment in Higher Education. 

Such conditions appear to ignore the reality of industrial relations in the Higher Education Sector and are likely to cause disruption to the operations of institutions, rather than increase efficiency. Although institutions may have differing opinions about the level of detail which academic unions and other industrial organisations want to be involved in, this is yet another area which falls within the ambit of institutional autonomy. Although Batchelor Institute works with employee unions, it is acknowledged that such aspects of the modern higher education systems are completely foreign to Indigenous knowledge systems and need to be addressed in ways that do not disadvantage students or staff and that protect sustainability and diversity. 

Institutional autonomy and efficiency are also issues for the proposed Higher Education Information Management System (HEIMS). Although the details have yet to be provided, it appears that the responsibility for and costs of administering student support funding will be passed to individual institutions. 

The administrative and financial impact of such cost shifting on Batchelor Institute may well be severe, as smaller institutions require a greater proportion of their existing resources to handle new demands. The proposed allocation of $200 000 per institution will not offset the recurrent costs, especially if the new Commonwealth requirements necessitate measures to ensure Batchelor Institute retains control of its records. In addition, bandwidth and other infrastructure issues will need to be resolved before the Institute is in a position to extend its activities in this area. 

It is pleasing to see the proposed establishment of the three-year Collaboration and Structural Reform Fund as, in terms of academic engagement and the logistics of delivery particularly in the remote and regional areas of the country, collaboration and cooperation between institutions is more efficient than allowing the forces of a patchy market to prevail. It is arguable, however, that three years is insufficient time to introduce a culture of collaboration among institutions which, in most cases, are still required to compete with each other for other funding. 

Conclusion

The proposed Higher Education Package contains far reaching changes which will have varying impacts on institutions and their ability to achieve their missions. The “traditional” model of Australian higher education has undergone significant changes and more can be expected if Australia’s higher education system is to better reflect the aspirations of an increasingly diverse population and range of activities. The proposed Higher Education Package contains far reaching changes which will have varying impacts on institutions and their ability to achieve their missions. The changes are total system changes which will ultimately disadvantage small institutions and particularly Batchelor Institute, which is also remote and working for the most disadvantaged in this country.

Our main concerns about the proposals are outlined above. As occurs with most national and even State/Territory programs, the effort to contain costs against a quantifiable output results in structures which suit the majority, or which suit a particular segment of program targets. In this case, it seems that few of the proposed changes will benefit Batchelor Institute and Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander students from remote areas. 

Specialist institutions such as Batchelor Institute continue to meet the higher education needs of a particular group of Australians for whom mainstream provisions have generally not been appropriate or accessible. Appropriate education programs for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, especially those from remote areas, are those designed to support each community’s culture and, as far as possible, operate within the student’s cultural context while providing access to the Western academic knowledge and skills necessary for participation in the wider society. Such provision, although leading to “ends” not dissimilar to those of mainstream institutions, entail “means” which are often quite different from those used elsewhere. 

The differences often necessitate a higher level of resources on a per student basis, if only because there is little opportunity for economies of scale in innovative, developmental activities. In addition, the demographic context of our work demands increased resources to address environments and circumstances rarely encountered in most areas of the higher education sector. 

The cost of higher education development and delivery in remote areas is inevitably high, but the continued development of such programs can only enhance the ability of universities to meet the higher education needs of all Australians. For the foreseeable future, the cost can be met reliably only through public funding. 

Although Batchelor Institute and other specialist institutions have greater resource requirements, they occupy no less a place in higher education than traditional institutions; and have an integral and valuable role in Australia’s higher education sector. On the grounds of equity and social justice, and on economic grounds, specialist provisions must continue and be expanded for Australians who have commonly been excluded from higher education. Further, activities such as Batchelor Institute’s have potential benefits for all institutions, and for Australia’s international standing, through the development and piloting of teaching, learning and research initiatives which might escape the notice of the mainstream. Obviously, better resourcing would facilitate improved outcomes.  

But, ultimately, any discussion of costs comes down to a discussion of equity and the arguments which aim to ensure that the funds available for education are distributed in a manner which is objective, fair and reasonable, and which does not further disadvantage the disadvantaged. Introduction of the proposals without addressing their shortcomings will not enhance equity of access to and outcomes from higher education for Indigenous students. This, in turn, will limit the diversity and quality of the Australian higher education system and, ultimately, its sustainability. 

VERONICA ARBON

Director
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