Submission for:

The Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee

The capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs

· with particular reference to: the capacity of public universities to contribute to economic growth through research and development, both via the immediate contribution of universities and through sustaining national research capacity in the longer term

Before embarking up this submission, we asked the postgraduate students at Griffith University how they viewed the capacity of Australian Universities to cater to Australia’s changing educational needs. This was vitally important in order for us to determine the more pressing concerns around this issue within the postgraduate community. Following this, we consulted with a number of researchers and lecturers to add to the picture.

What came out of this research was the prevailing perception that science and technology is the way of the future, and the government is not recognising this, except in a rhetorical sense. In the scientific and technological research sectors, Australian Universities are drastically under-funded. This is more noticeable when compared to equivalent institutions in Japan, the United Kingdom, Germany, Singapore, the United States and Canada. According to one student: Australia is at the point where our future depends on our scientific and technical competence benchmarked against world standards. The government is certainly not blind to the importance of science and technology in ensuring and aiding Australia’s economic growth. Prime Minister John Howard highlighted this significance in his federation address and launch of Backing Australia’s Ability in January 2001. Although this initiative was good news for many within the science and technological fields, it is the prevailing belief that this is simply not enough. This initiative needs to be followed up with another, and funding for basic research must be increased, particularly in the physics, chemistry, biology, mathematics and computing disciplines. 

One solution that was offered was an increase in the value of scholarships. At present the number of science and technology postgraduates is low. This is concerning because these fields lay the path for national wealth creation. Basically, students who emerge from a science degree will earn more working than they would following up their education with postgraduate courses. The APA is simply not attractive to high-achieving students. In order to attract high calibre students to postgraduate study, one student has recommended lifting the value of the APA from $17 000 tax-free to at least  $30 000 tax-free. Also, scholarships with a stipend (say $5000) awarded at the completion of each year for students who do well should be awarded to those students studying basic science degrees which are accredited by their respective national institution. In order to obtain and maintain a high quality of research in our institutions, post-doctoral fellowships should be funded at a rate of $70 000 per annum. The current ones are dismal when compared to those offered in the United Kingdom and the United States. 

From students then, there are two clear messages. Funding needs to be increased in order to fund high quality undergraduate and postgraduate teaching programs. In real dollar terms, the funding to universities for HECS students has decreased since 1996 which has placed strains on teaching resources and led to increased student to staff ratios and less frequent upgrades to specialist teaching equipment in laboratories. Secondly, postgraduate study in the areas of science and technology needs to be more attractive to high quality graduates. John Howard’s desire to nurture a new generation of young scientific minds capable of achieving great things for their country needs to be realised and serious financial commitments need to be made by the government. 

A point that was brought to our attention by academics working within the university is the lack of continuing career prospects for PhD students when they graduate in Australia. One supervisor has bemoaned the fact that so many of his students have disappeared overseas, never to return. This is in direct contravention of John Howard’s plan to turn Australian ideas into incomes and jobs for Australians. His vision to bring together the skills of those in business, universities and governments to ensure the best Australian ideas can be transformed into products and jobs was echoed by an academic within Griffith University. The comparison was made with Singapore regarding the co-operation of universities and involvement of industries. Australia leads the world with its sporting success and teamwork. Singapore leads the world with its scientific success and academic teamwork. Australia needs to prioritise. 

Opinions are strong on this debate. The basic point comes through loud and clear. The government must make good on its promises and rhetoric. Universities are educational institutions, not educational corporations. They should not be profit driven, but should be funded in such a way as to respect where the strength of Australia’s economy lies in the future. The government needs to do more than recognise this; it needs to do something about it. 
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