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Introduction

Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to the Committee's inquiry into the capacity of public universities to meet Australia's higher education needs.  I was appointed as Vice-Chancellor of Griffith University in 1985, and my experience in this position over the past sixteen years informs the views expressed in this submission.  They are, however, my own views and do constitute an official statement of Griffith University policy.  The findings of this inquiry can be expected have a positive influence on the direction of higher education, and I would therefore encourage the Committee to take a broad view of the role of modern universities in Australia, encompassing their economic and social functions, as well as their research and teaching activities.
Public universities are an essential part of Australia's social and economic infrastructure.  A well-resourced, diverse and broadly-based higher education sector supplying the research outcomes and educated workforce essential to enhancing social and economic welfare, and the development of knowledge-based industries, is vital if Australia is to secure a strong, viable place in the "new" global economy. 

It has become common both in Australia and overseas for universities and higher education to be valued primarily on their economic contributions.  Yet, as generators and disseminators of knowledge, universities deliver both public good and private benefit. A recent report prepared for Universities UK, the British equivalent of the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee, recommended that 

“the following need to be considered in devising a broader conception of the benefits of tertiary education:

· higher levels of education have a positive impact on the readiness to learn of successive generations; those who benefited from higher education for the first time in the 1960’s also wanted their children to benefit.

· a wide range of possibilities for full and part-time study, open to men and women of all ages, reduces differences in inter-generational opportunity and enhances social justice.

· there is a clear negative correlation between educational level and criminal conviction.

· higher education encourages a longer time perspective, essential to assessing the significance and recognising the origins of an issue or problem.

· overall, educational level is positively correlated with the cultural tolerance and understanding that are necessary (if not in themselves sufficient) conditions for harmonious social life in multi-ethnic and multi-faith societies.

· better educated people make a more active and effective contribution to the development of the voluntary sector.

· the well educated tend to be more flexible and innovative in response to the unexpected, better able to cope with problems in family and community, less dependent upon services supplied by the state, and inspired with that “passionate inquisitiveness to continue learning throughout life” (Council for Industry and Higher Education) that lies at the heart of so much educational and socio-cultural endeavour.

· a worthwhile higher education can help to reduce the excessive and unrealistic expectations that constitute one of the downsides of technological and scientific advance and of consumer capitalism, and thus counter the socially and politically disruptive consequences of such expectations remaining unfulfilled.

· a higher overall level of educational achievement in a population can help to protect and enhance high standards of publication, production and performance in literature, music, theatre, film, painting, sculpture, private and public architecture and fashion, and to encourage creativity and imagination, which are also major factors in attracting inward investment and invisible earnings for UK plc.

· good higher education can thus increase the overall quality of life of a population, enabling citizens to live more creatively, more fully, more responsibly.

· the cumulative effects of a larger proportion of the population experiencing higher education are likely to create a more informed and responsible electorate, better able to appreciate the complexities of governing modern societies and to play a fuller part in the democratic process.  In the words of John Stuart Mill in On Liberty, a good national education is essential to

“… the training of a citizen, the practical part of the education of a free people, taking them out of the narrow circle of personal and family selfishness, and accustoming them to the comprehension of joint interests, the management of joint concerns - habituating them to act from public or semi-public motives, and guide their conduct by aims which unite instead of isolating them from one another.” ”

I commend this set of points about higher education to the Committee, and I consider them to be entirely applicable to Australia.

Many of the points tend, however, to be overlooked in the Australian debate about higher education which is dominated by, at one extreme, those who are committed to deregulation and the continued opening of the sector to market forces, and those at the other extreme who view such developments as inimical to the role and nature of academic enterprise.

The development of close linkages between universities, industry and the community have facilitated the rapid expansion of the sector and prepared it for the rigours of globalisation.  The higher education sector has transformed from an elite to a mass system in a relatively short period, student numbers have nearly doubled and the sector has developed as a strongly performing export industry.  

At the same time, Australia lags many of its OECD partners in terms of the level of public investment in higher education.  Recent policy statements have indicated that both sides of Federal politics continue to view public outlays on higher education as an burdensome expense rather than as an investment in Australia's human capital.  

There is also evidence that as well as exhibiting a shortfall in vision for higher education, policy thinking is bogged down in now outmoded concepts.  The Federal Government's Knowledge and Innovation policy statement on research and research training, for example, while producing a much needed boost in funding, reaffirmed competition, efficiency and critical mass as the guiding principles for the allocation of resources.  Yet, the Higher Education Funding Council for England recently cast doubt on the value of "critical mass" as the basis for the allocation of research funding, noting that it "chokes off essential seed corn funds for developing research groups, developing research areas, and collaborative research endeavours."

The continued emphasis placed on market forces in higher education may endanger the sector's ability to continue to support its public good activities.  This is not to advocate a return to an elite higher education system fully funded by the public purse.  This would undo many of the gains that have been made.  If public universities are to effectively fulfil their public benefit functions, it is essential that they have an adequate and appropriately distributed level of government funding. 

Griffith University
Griffith University was established in 1971, and commenced teaching in only 1975.  In less than 30 years, Griffith has grown from being one of the smallest public universities into a multi-campus, learner-centred, research institution.  The modern University was formed by amalgamations between the original Griffith, the Queensland Conservatorium of Music, the Queensland College of Art, the Mt.Gravatt campus of the Brisbane College of Advanced Education and the Gold Coast College of Advanced Education. 

Griffith is the eighth largest university in terms of DETYA funded load with approximately 24,000 students, and has won consecutive Premier of Queensland Awards for Export Excellence in the Category of Education.  It is a recognised leader in the field of flexible learning, which uses information and communication technology-based modes of delivery, and has nine learning centres in operation across the University.  The on-campus ratio of one work-station per eleven EFTSU is among the best nationally.  

Griffith's international student population has more than doubled from 1044 in 1995 to over 2800 this year. 

The University is poised to establish itself among the top ten research institutions in Australia.  It is a participant in twelve Cooperative Research Centres nationally, and ranked eleventh among the nation's 38 public institutions in the latest Australian Research Council (ARC) and National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) grant rounds.  Griffith has more than doubled its performance related external research income, from approximately $11 million in 1992 to $28 million last year, as well as its student enrolments in research higher degree programs from 292 in 1992 to 697 in 2000.

Terms of reference
a) The adequacy of current funding arrangements

The concerns expressed to the Committee by the Australian Vice-Chancellors' Committee (AVCC) and the Queensland Government are shared throughout the sector.  Chronic underfunding is impairing the capabilities of universities to effectively serve demand related to population growth, much less to meet the demand necessary for the development of knowledge-based industries.

Universities are being compelled to diversify their sources of revenue to compensate for declining public funding as the Commonwealth Government continues to shift costs for higher education away from the public sector to non-government sources.  According to the AVCC, Commonwealth funding per equivalent full-time student (EFTSU) had dropped from $10,558 in 1991 to $9150 in 2000, and projects that it will drop to under $9000 in 2002.  In addition, an increasing proportion of Government funding and most non-government funding is tied to specific projects and thus give universities little scope to use them to offset declining public funding in other areas.

There can be no argument that higher education institutions should be responsive to some extent to both market forces and student choice.  But it must be recognised that as a criterion on which to base decisions about the allocation of public funding, student demand has serious limitations.  As with all consumer behaviour, students will naturally make choices which are in their own interests.  They will make decisions based on current circumstances and actual opportunities, and thus can be expected to opt for "prestige" institutions and degrees which they believe will deliver them the best prospects for a well-remunerated career.  Universities, however, must continue to support fields of study which are not currently popular, such as science and mathematics.  They must also be capable of nurturing new and emerging fields of study which may contribute to the development of new industries.  "Portable" and highly mobile student-driven funding would compromise these capacities.

To tie funding allocations entirely to student choice would also threaten the regional diversity of the sector.  It is most likely to result in a flow of resources away from regional universities as students opt for metropolitan centres, and leave regions with a diminishing financial capacity with which to maintain the infrastructure essential to the delivery of quality knowledge-based services to regional industries and communities.

The trend away from institutional block grants towards allocations for specific purposes is similarly of concern.  This is eroding institutions' autonomy and flexibility to manage their budgets in support of strategic planning objectives, and introduces an unacceptable level of central bureaucratic involvement in internal management processes.  

b) The effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector's ability to meet Australia's education, training and research needs

In my keynote address to the DETYA conference "On-Line Learning in a Borderless Market", recently held at Griffith University's Gold Coast campus, I made the point that universities cannot be treated wholly as commercial entities because at the core of their operations are activities which by themselves are not commercially viable.  These are the discovery of new knowledge (basic research) and the scholarship needed to regenerate and refurbish the knowledge base of teaching as new knowledge is developed.

The link between these areas of university operations has been neglected in policy statements on higher education that have recently been released by both sides of Federal politics. 

The centrepiece of the Australian Labor Party's "Knowledge Nation" statement is the establishment of a "University of Australia On-line"
 (UAO), to provide a further 100,000 places, with HECS fees for those places set at only half the current rate of HECS.  The new university will be supported by the establishment of an "Institute for On-line Teaching" and a "Content Development Program" to provide assistance to existing universities to commit their courses to online format.

We await more detail, but enough has been said to suggest that the ALP sees online education as a relatively cheap way to improve access to higher education as an ingredient in the Knowledge Nation.  If "half HECS" translates into half the funding universities now receive per student, participating universities will experience declining average funding across their total HECS enrolments.

This might not represent a problem if the widespread assumption that delivery costs are lower for online delivery than for other modes of delivery is in fact correct. One way of achieving lower costs would be to abandon the teaching-research nexus and recruit teaching-only staff to handle online teaching and allocate higher effective teaching loads to these staff than to other staff. Leaving aside the impact of such an outcome on the credibility of university rhetoric about the value of teaching, it would create a two-class world of academics with a potential for industrial tension.

The focus of the Government's Innovation Statement, "Backing Australia's Ability"
, is discovery and the extension of the knowledge base, rather than the dissemination of that base through teaching. Many of its programs reflect a strong commitment to the "selectivity and concentration" theme which has been a persistent feature of most research policy documents of the last twenty years.  It points in the direction of greater specialisation and concentration of research funding in the hope of achieving more world class centres of excellence.  The implication of such policies is that teaching will be a broadly based activity across institutions, while research will increasingly be focussed, for each theme or topic, in a smaller number of institutions.

The resulting greater bifurcation of academic work between teaching and research seems to be accepted in some universities and by some policy makers as inevitable and even desirable. Some argue that the teaching-research nexus has in fact not been effective for many years and will be even less relevant in future.

In fact, however, some version of the teaching-research nexus is essential if universities are to maintain and enhance their contribution to the knowledge-based economy. Research and discovery feed two distinct but interconnected processes. One leads, in many cases, through various stages of development and application, to commercial outcomes, to innovation, skilled jobs and exports. This is the focus of the Innovation Statement.

The other process, through the activities of scholars and teachers, leads to the evaluation, interpretation, synthesis and absorption of new discovery into the knowledge base of courses - "content" to use the favoured word of the media and internet industries.

While it is commonly assumed that the incorporation of the existing knowledge base into content for online purposes can be achieved by specialist online teachers and content producers at a fraction of the cost of academics working in teaching-cum-research mode, experience at Griffith does not support such a notion.  But even if that were true in relation to our existing stock of knowledge, the combination of the two lines of thinking so far put forward by the ALP and the Government raises a serious question.  Who is going to fund the scholarship which is required to regenerate and refurbish the knowledge base of teaching as new knowledge is developed? Policy debates are excessively binary - they are about teaching in the sense of delivery and research in the sense of discovery.  They neglect a vast area of traditional university work that links these two through scholars capable of interpreting and synthesising new knowledge. A model that neglects to fund this activity will be like an economy of the "quarry" type, where a finite resource is mined to exhaustion and where short-term gains are at the expense of long-term viability.

The neglect of this third key area of university work, scholarship, in the pricing and costing models of higher education will lead to funding which is insufficient to sustain the long-term costs of content production inclusive of the full capital and recurrent costs of content production and delivery.

c) Public liability consequences of private, commercial activities of universities

Commercial activities have become a common and indeed an essential aspect of the operations of modern universities.  It is through consultancies, training courses and collaborative research activities with private enterprise that universities develop close linkages with industry and the community.  In this connection, Griffith University has not so far found it necessary to establish a corporate consulting arm.  Proposals to undertake such commercial activities are vetted and managed through the Office of Research as University contracts.  The University's "Work For Outside Bodies" policy complies with State and Federal competition policy and competitive neutrality requirements for public and quasi-public organisations. 

d) Equality of opportunity to participate in higher education

Ensuring equality of opportunity is as important on a regional basis as it is for targeted social groups.  Australia's Federation was formed on the understanding that no State or Territory should be unfairly disadvantaged in the allocation of Commonwealth resources.  This has not occurred in higher education, and Queensland is particularly disadvantaged.  It is a situation which has ramifications not only for individuals, but for economic development as set out in the Queensland Government's "Smart State" strategy.  

According to the DETYA "Higher Education Report for the 2000 to 2002 Triennium"
, Queensland has the highest rate of unmet demand in Australia.  This rate shows the actual level of demand and the number of eligible applicants who were unsuccessful in obtaining a place at university.  At 6 percent, the Queensland rate is substantially higher than the national rate of 4.2 percent, and Victoria which had the next highest rate of 3.8 percent.  

Griffith estimates that, due to this high rate of unmet demand, there has been an annual emigration of up to 2000 commencing students from Queensland to universities inter-State.  Not included in this number are those who have had to forego tertiary studies.  This is 1999 data, and more recent data is not available as DETYA has ceased to compare the rate of unmet demand on a State basis.
 

Griffith anticipates that the Research Training Scheme will greatly exacerbate Queensland's disadvantage and could leave it with the lowest ratio of funded research higher degree (RHD) places per 100,000 population in Australia.  At 117 places per 100,000 population, it will be well below the national average of 133 places per 100,000 population.  The loss of publicly funded RHD training capacity will have serious ramifications for the Queensland Government's "Smart State" strategy as well as for the institutions concerned.

The rate of unmet demand is, moreover, not uniform across Queensland.  It is estimated that an additional 3000 places are needed this year to bring the Gold Coast region up to the national average of places per head of population.  An additional 6000 places are necessary if it is to enjoy the same level of access to higher education as equivalent sized cities including Canberra, Wollongong and Newcastle.  

The Gold Coast is the seventh largest city in Australia, and has been the nation’s fastest growing city for the last 20 years.  Over the past decade the total population has grown by over 200,000 at an annual growth rate of over 3%, and is projected to have a population of approx. 411,000 in 2001.  The city’s annual population growth rate, projected to be 2.3%, is substantially higher than both Queensland, 1.3%, and overall Australia growth of 0.7%. 

The demographics of the Gold Coast region, contrary to views still commonly heard in other parts of Australia that they are strongly skewed towards the elderly, are close to the Australian average. In particular, the 15-24 age cohort is the same as the Australian average. 

However, based on the number of publicly funded places at Griffith University's Southport and Logan campuses, the region's ratio of student places on a population basis in 2001 will be 13.3 EFTSU per 1000 population.  The national average is 21.2 EFTSU per 1000 population. 

e) factors affecting the ability of Australian public universities to attract and retain staff in the context of competitive, local, and global markets and the intellectual culture of universities

In areas of high private sector and international demand, such as information technology and accounting, Griffith, and indeed all public universities, experience serious difficulties in attracting and retaining high quality staff.  Better funding of universities, and in particular more adequate supplementation by the Government of salary increases, is the only practical source of relief for this problem.
f) The capacity of public universities to contribute to economic growth

I draw the Committee's attention to two recent Australian studies, by the Business Higher Education Roundtable
 and the University of Melbourne
, that quantify the returns to investment in higher education.  The Committee may also find useful a 1995 report by the University of Pennsylvannia which found a strong correlation between educational attainment and productivity.  According to this study, "a 10 percent increase in the average education of all workers within an establishment (equivalent to slightly more than one additional year of schooling) is associated with an 8.6 percent increase in output for all industries, other things equal.  This effect rises to 11 percent for the non-manufacturing sector – nearly three times the boost for a similar increase in capital stock."
 

There is a strong correlation between university activity and economic growth at both the regional level as well as the national level.  I share the concern of the AVCC, the Queensland Government and industry, that universities will find it increasingly difficult to be responsive to regional needs unless the decline in public funding is reversed.  Additionally, the Commonwealth Government must also make specific, non-contestable, provision for universities which are active contributors to regional development.

g) The regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment

I support the objectives of the Australian Universities Quality Agency and draw attention to the submission of the Queensland Government in this respect.

h) The nature and sufficiency of independent advice to government on higher education matters, particularly having regard to the abolition of the National Board of Employment, Education and Training

I do not support the re-establishment of a "buffer" body such as the former Commonwealth Tertiary Education Commission (CTEC).  While it is often said that universities are heavily regulated and that they should be "freed up" to develop their own missions and plans (the latter being by itself a proposition which I support) my experience has been that there has been more freedom and less intervention from DETYA and its predecessor departments than from the combination of the former CTEC and its related Department.
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