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Introduction
The Australian Academy of the Humanities agrees – with the Government, the Opposition, and virtually all commentators – that significant reform of certain elements of the Australian higher education sector is urgently required, and also that more hard funding is needed to keep up with the demands that the global economy and our increasingly complex society place upon our institutions of higher learning and research.

However, the Academy considers that some of the areas of greatest concern identified during the recent Review of higher education have been left unaddressed, while existing disparities have in some instances been accentuated in the proposed reforms.  The principles enunciated in the package – sustainability, quality, equity and diversity – are noble and relevant ambitions; however the Academy feels that some of the measures proposed to implement them will produce effects that are contrary to these principles.  

The Academy will limit its comments to four key elements of the proposed reforms that capture our chief concerns:  the health of the disciplines; student support; levels of funding; and communities of scholars.

The health of the disciplines

The Academy is gravely concerned that the central planning model of discipline-specific load funding entailed in the Commonwealth Grant Scheme (CGS) erodes the capacity of universities to offer instruction in vital disciplines to levels sought by students and demanded by our national interest.  The Humanities have been overlooked in funding formulae for some time, and it is a fear – born of extensive experience – that the agreements on ‘appropriate’ discipline mix will further erode the capacity of Humanities departments to make their contributions (despite student demand).  Such an outcome would further entrench the marginalisation of the human sciences in Australia’s teaching and research activities that is already conspicuous in the narrow set of National Research Priorities.  Furthermore the penalties that will apply, should universities decide to meet demand and enrol students beyond the small tolerance permitted beyond the mandated discipline mix, ensure that this measure restricts rather than encourages diversity, flexibility and responsiveness to community needs.  

Despite constituting a much larger actual proportion of the academic population in Australia, the Humanities are funded as only one of twelve discipline clusters under the proposed CGS.  The estimated Commonwealth course contribution for the Humanities (at $4180 per EFTSU) is just over half of the average across the system of $8113.  While the Academy recognises that our disciplines are sometimes less expensive to teach and to conduct research in, we would also note that the financial incentive to institutions of focussing their teaching efforts on other discipline clusters may, without the use of specific incentives to the contrary, contribute to further erosion of the number of Humanities places.

A topical example of the relevance and importance of the Humanities to the wellbeing of our community is the question of our knowledge and expertise in relation to Asia.  A bipartisan motion – scheduled for tabling in the House of Representatives on Monday 8th September 2003 –calls for renewed support for this threatened yet essential knowledge base, and recognises that ‘the national interest is served by the knowledge Australians have of their world and particularly of their own diverse, complex region’.  It draws attention to the report Maximising Australia’s Asia Knowledge: repositioning and renewal of a national asset, which highlights the stagnant or shrinking ‘Asia capacity’ of most universities and the small proportion of university students who study any aspect of Asia.  Any effective whole-of-government approach to the question of our knowledge of the world – and particularly of our corner of it – needs to feature a set of targeted initiatives to protect the viability of the Humanities in our universities.  The Academy understands that there are proposals in the pipeline designed to offset the detrimental impact upon the Humanities of current funding structures, and we look forward to the opportunity to contribute to their development.  Under the terms of the present inquiry, however, it must be said that the prospects are dire for some Humanities disciplines, which is difficult to understand given their manifest value to Australia’s national interests.  

Supporting students

While the Academy’s remit does not explicitly include student support matters, it is our belief that aspects of the proposed measures will adversely impact upon the sector.  The Academy holds to the principle of academic merit being the sole determinant of a person’s capacity to access and participate in higher education.  We are deeply concerned that proposed funding measures risk further entrenching disparities in access and participation that correlate with wealth disparities.  The capacity to pay does nothing to compensate for an incapacity to learn or research; conversely, the incapacity to pay does not diminish the potential value to Australian society of the individual in whom a first-rate education has been invested.  When fee-paying students gain access to courses they could not enter competitively on a HECS-basis, the Academy is concerned that there are insufficient safeguards in the Government’s package to ensure that students who fall below an objective threshold of ability are not admitted.  In the case of able students excluded on the basis of poverty or other disadvantage, the Academy considers that, if the extant HECS regime has had the effect of deterring participation by some students from disadvantaged backgrounds,
 then it seems likely that the proposed system will exacerbate this problem.

As a college of Australia’s most eminent scholars, the Academy is deeply concerned that the Learning Entitlement proposal is certain to deter many of our most promising students from undertaking the full education preparatory to a career in scholarship.  Those without access to private funds will simply be unable to undertake, in five years, the combined undergraduate and postgraduate study required to commence full and active careers.  Many will be forced to go offshore, and many of those will not come back.  Others will contribute to the already record levels of national indebtedness, at significant cost to their personal prospects.  Others still will simply be unable to continue studying, at great cost to Australia’s intellectual life.  Those who are looking to re-skill – an exercise that is increasingly instrumental to both individual opportunity and the performance of our economy – will be penalised for making this contribution to the diversity and depth of our national skill capacities.

Levels of funding

The funding increases committed in the Budget announcements accompanying the review outcome, while certainly welcome, are not sufficient to underwrite Australia’s teaching and research capacity to the levels required to meet even a modest estimate of our future needs.  The Academy acknowledges that extra funding is always difficult to supply, but points to the extra resources recently committed to the Defence sector after its demonstrations of need.  We argue that our sector’s demonstrations have been equally genuine, and that the contribution of higher education – including the Humanities – to the future safety, harmony and prosperity of this country is no less significant.

The Academy applauds the Government’s recognition that regional institutions – facing higher per-student delivery costs – have struggled with insufficient funding for some time.  We do not believe that the mitigation of this problem should be conditional upon these universities agreeing to conditions that their urban and outer-urban counterparts have not had to accept.  If the playing field has been tilted, then it must be levelled without special conditions applying, whatever their nature.  Similarly, if the Government recognises that public universities require access to greater funds to fulfil their missions, it should fund them accordingly without attaching special conditions (beyond those already applying to the appropriate use of public funds).  To make necessary funding contingent upon adherence to specific governance and industrial relations conditions is unfair to students in particular, who must suffer the consequences but have little say.  It also imposes a potential penalty upon universities pursuant to statutory matters that are the responsibility of their state or territory legislatures and hence outside their control.

Communities of scholars

The reform package overlooks the essentially collegial nature of universities, a structure of organisational identity that is an inherent part of the capacity of universities to deliver the manifold services that the community expects in return for its support:  educating its young people, re-educating its older people, conducting vibrant, internationally recognised and relevant research, and taking a leadership role in the life of the community.  In the interests of the valid ambition of improving the corporate and financial performance of universities, some of the proposed reforms nevertheless risk doing violence to a system of institutional organisation that will compromise the very coherence of the university enterprise.  

Universities are multi-million dollar enterprises, as the Government notes, and it is appropriate that they conduct themselves accordingly, while observing the rigorous requirements of spenders of public monies.  However universities are much more than this, as their prominent place in the community imagination demonstrates.  Indeed, one enduring understanding of the nature of the university is that it is its community – its scholars, students and alumni.  University structures are constitutive of their institutional identities, and hence their capabilities.  The collegiate model’s role in the very considerable contribution that universities have made to society should not be disregarded.  The Academy believes that measures that seek to diminish the role of collegiate decision-making risk compromising the long-term effectiveness of universities as institutions of higher education and research.  Expert business advice is certainly welcome, and can be hired (as staff) or co-opted (as members of governing bodies) under existing powers – indeed, we know of no university that does not already utilise this expertise in these ways.  However, the business aspect of the contemporary university is far from being the most important component of its identity.  The role of the academic community in determining the conduct, mission and direction of a university is not anachronistic, but is even more relevant to today’s university than it has ever been.  

Similarly, the Academy would not like to see the active role of student groups being diminished through the imposition of legislation that over-rides a university’s own statutes.  The Academy believes that a university’s governing body is itself in the best position to determine its conditions of enrolment, including membership of organisations that contribute to the life of the university as a whole.

Conclusion

The Academy would not wish the Committee to take away from this response the impression that it considers the Review outcomes or the budgetary measures to be without merit.  The recognition of the existence of a previous funding shortfall, in particular, along with some of the policy proposals, are genuine advances in the management of a crucial system that has been disregarded for too long.  However the Academy does harbour concerns that some of the proposed measures are unhelpful, while others may just not quite have the balance quite right.  We trust that this submission has assisted the Committee to understand the Academy’s view of the likely impact upon the Humanities of elements of the package, and thank members for the opportunity to address these concerns.

Professor Iain McCalman

President

� Just as the relative inexpensiveness of research projects in the Humanities leads to the under-valuing of their conduct in a funding regime focussed on grant-dollar acquisition.


� Yew May Martin and Tom Karmel, Expansion in higher education during the 1990s: effects on access and student quality, DEST 2002.





