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Inquiry into Research Training and Research Workforce Issues in
Australian Universities

Submission by Southern Cross University
Introduction

While many of the issues canvassed in the terms of reference to the inquiry relate to
the university sector as a whole, it is important to recognise the specific issues faced
by a small, relatively young regional university. This response to the inquiry
highlights the particular issues Southern Cross University faces in relation to research
training and workforce issues in the context of broader sector concerns.

SCU does not have the resources to invest in research across the entire spectrum of its
activities. Rather it preferentially supports research in designated areas of research
strength, which are broad areas of research strength designated for the purposes of
providing an umbrella for Higher Degree Research (HDR) training.

‘These areas include research into: natural plant products; environmental science and
management; children and young people; regional tourism; creative arts practice;
sport, exercise and related health issues; indigenous research; change, innovation and
organisational development; health promotion and disease prevention; and peace and
social justice.

Southern Cross University provides a rich research training environment in these
areas, producing graduates that have a broad skills base especially relevant to industry
and the professions. The University has focused on producing industry-ready HDR
graduates, through targeting industry-funded scholarships (from CRCs, ARC-
Linkage, and direct from industry), and involving co-supervision with industry
partners, mainly in the sciences.

Southern Cross University has also developed a Graduate Certificate in Research
Management (GCRM) designed to enhance the skills and employability of HDR
students. The success of its professional doctorate programs, particularly the Doctor
of Business Administration (DBA) program, demonstrates a commitment to
producing graduates with professional skills and connections with industry.

As aregional university, SCU focuses its research in a way that has relevance for our
particular region but is also globally significant. A recent example is an ARC
Linkage project with the regional dairy farming co-operative, Norco, which has a PhD
scholarship attached.

Southern Cross University continues to strengthen its research profile, achieving
significant milestones, both on a national and international level. For our size, we are
now the number one university in Australia for research income from Cooperative
Research Centres and are consistently ranked in the top three of all universities for
overall student satisfaction in the Postgraduate Research Experience Questionnaire.
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1. Research Training

(a) The contribution of research training programs to Australia’s
competitiveness in the areas of science, research and innovation

Postgraduate research training programs and professional doctorates both play a vital
role in Australia’s competitiveness in science, research and innovation. Research
training programs not only contribute to the creation of new knowledge through
original research but cultivate innovative thinkers and outstanding leadership and
management skills, particularly when such programs have a professional component,
such as SCU’s GCRM and DBA programs.

As well as creating the next generation of researchers and knowledge workers, our
postgraduate research and professional doctorate students make a major contribution
to ongoing research. In disciplines such as environmental science and plant genetics,
they are the research workers for our most outstanding researchers, essential to the
momentum of our research programs and the co-authors of many significant
publications.

(b) The effectiveness of current Commonwealth research training schemes

Research Training Scheme (RTS)

Since the RTS was introduced in 2001, the total pool of funded places has not kept
pace proportionately with the increase in enrolments and completions. This has
impacted on Southern Cross University (SCU) to the extent that, like other
universities wanting to meet demand and increase completion rates, we have had to
significantly over-enrol postgraduate students: currently we have 232 equivalent full-
time enrolments for 166 funded places which means our funding per capita is
inadequate, with serious implications for the resources we can provide to postgraduate
students. This is in a context when other universities are struggling to fill their RTS
places. We recommend an increase in the number of RTS places available to
Australian universities which can fill them.

We would argue that while our rate of completions is very competitive (according to
2006 data, SCU ranked 10" out of 36 universities and 1% out of regional universities),
we have difficulty in attracting the levels of research income that partially drives the
funding formula for RTS places (23" out of 36 universities; 4™ out of the regionals).
If the RTS is to continue as a major funding source for postgraduate research training,
we recommend a review of the funding formula, with a higher proportion
determined by completions, e.g. an increase from 50% to 60 or 70%, especially for
smaller, regional universities which are less well-placed to attract competitive grants,
but are more able to provide focused postgraduate support.

The full cost of providing quality supervision and infrastructure falls far short of the
funding made available through the RTS. This shortfall in a small university can be
particularly difficult to manage. We recommend that funding should reflect the
full costs of HDR student support.
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The system of payment of RTS on completion makes it difficult for investment in
research training in new areas of research. For instance, SCU is one of the few
universities with a commitment to Indigenous research, but because so few students
have yet completed, there is no funding to pay either for supervision or infrastructure
support for postgraduate students. Thus the university has to subsidise research
training in this vital area. We would therefore recommend a review of the system
of funding RTS places on completion.

Scholarships

Southern Cross University is encouraged by the recent federal budget announcement
that the government will double the number of new Australian Postgraduate Award
(APA) scholarships. Demand for applications has long exceeded supply — SCU
generally receives applications from up to three times the number of eligible
applicants than there are scholarships available. According to 2006 data, SCU ranks
18" out of 36 universities in the number of APAs as a proportion of Operating Grant
and 2™ out of nine regional universities. However, increasing the number of available
scholarships does not the address the issue of the inadequacy of the stipend which has
failed to keep pace with cost of living rises and other income sources. At around
$20,000 per annum tax free, the value of PhD stipends paid under the scheme is
insufficient to meet the living expenses of students. At Southern Cross University,
almost every student on an APA scholarship supplements their income with part-time
work, which severely compromises their capacity to commit their full attention to
their studies. Furthermore, students on CRC scholarships, for instance, are receiving
stipends of around $30,000, which means that these students are much less likely to
be working part-time to supplement their income. In effect, this creates a two-tiered
scholarship system in which APAs are considered poverty income compared with
more generous and realistic industry funded stipends. The APA (Industry) program
enables the links to industry but lacks the potential for cohort development and
support afforded to CRC candidates.

Our experience is that the duration of the APA is too short to allow for students to
complete in a reasonable time, particularly if coursework and other enhancement
components are contemplated (such as our Graduate Certificate in Research
Management as part of the Government’s Commercialisation Training Scheme —
discussed below). We recommend that: (a) APA stipends are increased by at
least 30% per annum tax free and are appropriately indexed; and (b) that the
duration of APA funding be increased to 3.5 years with a further six month
optional extension.

International students

Australia is not competitive in offering attractive scholarship packages to the best and
brightest students around the world. While SCU has a relatively small cohort of
international postgraduate students, they are essential in bringing depth to our
research programs, often bringing skills not available in Australia. In some areas of
research, particularly in CRCs, it has simply not been possible to fill scholarship
places from within Australia. Southern Cross University receives significant numbers
of applications from international students every year, but we only have 2
International Postgraduate Research Scholarships (IPRS) available. On 2006 data,
SCU ranked 23" out of 36 universities and 4™ out of the 9 regional universities in the
number of IPRS scholarships allocated. We have not availed ourselves of
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international scholarships offered under the Endeavour program which is complex and
poorly targeted. Internationally, many countries are offering scholarships that offer
payment for tuition fees as well as a stipend and without this incentive, it will be
difficult to be attractive to the highest quality international students. SCU therefore
recommends an increase in the number of IPRS awards to reflect the growth in
the international student cohort and that each award fully funds the fees and
living allowances payable by the student.

(c¢) The adequacy of current research training schemes to support Australia’s
anticipated future requirements for tertiary-qualified professionals in a wide
range of disciplines

Postdoctoral positions

Australia is not keeping pace with other OECD countries in regard to the number of
PhD graduates per capita. As well as the inadequate levels of support available for
candidates, the current Australian employment market and availability of high salaries
for commencing graduates makes it difficult to attract quality candidates, as discussed
above. Undergraduate enrolments in enabling disciplines (especially science) have
been steadily declining for a number of years, creating a supply problem for research
candidature. At SCU these issues are exacerbated by the undersupply of post doctoral
positions (and consequently supervisors) and low research income. We would argue
that there is no clear career path post-PhD and this is why nationwide there is
difficulty in attracting PhD students, and why there is a dearth of adequate PhD
supervision. We would recommend that the Federal Government investigate a
funding scheme targetted at post-doctoral positions.

Graduate Certificate in Research Management

Southern Cross University recognised the gap in the training of PhD students that
meant they have been underprepared for work in industry and the professions. To
address this long-felt need in the Australian industry/higher education environment,
SCU developed a Graduate Certificate in Research Management to overcome the
perceived barriers to the employment of University trained PhDs. Since its inception
in 2005, over 115 students have enrolled in the Graduate Certificate, and completed
301 units. Building on SCU’s success in CRCs, the largest uptake of the course was
initially by employees of the industry and core partners in the CRCs that became
sponsors for the program. This enabled us to broaden the appeal of the course,
including the running of customised workshops for particular CRCs.

When DEST introduced the Commercialisation Training Scheme (CTS) for selected
PhD students for all participating Universities, SCU was approved as a Higher
Education Provider based on the success of the Graduate Certificate. The University
has agreements with five other universities to enrol their students under the CTS.
This has underpinned the viability of the course, and will allow us to expand our
offerings. It also means that now the bulk of the students currently doing units in the
Certificate are PhD students. For SCU, the CTS has been a valuable scheme. An
evaluation of the effectiveness of our Graduate Certificate in terms of its capacity to
improve the employment capacities of doctoral candidates is currently being
designed.
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