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Introduction and relation to terms of reference

I welcome this enquiry as a means of introducing fresh ideas into the discussion of Australia’s higher education needs. Anyone associated with the public universities in recent years would agree that the present system is under severe stress and, without major changes, is quite incapable of meeting the nation’s future needs. The problem is not merely one of finding more money to prop up the present system — though I would not deny the difficulties caused by current under-funding — but rather the search for specific policies which will promote desirable shifts. The Australian university system must be allowed to evolve in the direction of more diversity among institutions, more responsibility for university councils and more encouragement for students and researchers at all levels.

To find such policies requires a clear understanding of the nature of the present system and how it has changed in recent decades. This submission, therefore, after outlining my own involvement in universities, describes the role and functions of universities in modern Australia before listing the four most important issues for government in the immediate future and suggesting policies to address those issues.

The submission is not structured to address directly the terms of reference, which seem to me to reflect many of the ‘fracture points’ appearing as a consequence of current stresses. What is now needed is a more fundamental rethinking of problems. Where, however, my views do relate closely to particular terms of reference, I have indicated the specific section in square brackets [ToR …].

The basis of my knowledge

After an undergraduate career at Melbourne University in the early 1960s, I completed a PhD at the ANU in the late 1960s, then took up a position as lecturer in the Department of History in the Faculty of Arts at ANU, eventually becoming a Reader. From 1994 to 1999, I was Professor of Humanities at the University of Tasmania in Launceston, from which position I retired back to Canberra just over a year ago.

As well as my various research interests in early history and wide teaching experience, I have had a long concern with and involvement in the administration of universities. Thus I have served on the ANU Council, held union positions and been a member or chair of very many committees.

In one respect, my viewpoint is unusual. After a relatively conventional career at the ANU, I moved to Launceston to help in the task of transforming a former Teachers College/CAE/Institute of Technology, with an almost aggressive stance against research, into a campus offering a wider range of university functions to northern Tasmania. I developed considerable experience in the practicalities of delivering university services to regional and rural communities.

The output and nature of universities

Too little attention is given to what universities actually contribute to modern Australian society and the economy and how they make those contributions. The perceptions of many leaders in politics and business depend on their memories of the institutions they attended thirty or forty years ago. Even if we do seem now to be almost out of the ‘dreaming spires’ period, the present role of universities is very different from that of the large metropolitan institutions before about 1975. The creation of the Unified National System in the late 1980s has had consequences, some of which are only now beginning to emerge and which are not related, at least directly, to funding or the lack of it.

By far the most significant change in the nature of universities over the last twenty years has been the importation into the sector of training functions, as opposed to ‘educational’ offerings. (I should say immediately that I do not deplore this; quite the reverse.) This shift can be seen in courses such as nursing, primary education, bio-medical science, business management, music and so on. A great deal of the apparent growth in numbers of university staff and students comes from this transfer of training functions from earlier institutions. Of course, universities have long been concerned with some training, especially in areas such as law and medicine, but it is the range of offerings and the resultant student numbers which have changed.

Five main functions can be identified for a modern Australian university, each producing specific outputs:

1. Training. I have given some examples above. Most obviously the output can be seen in graduates from Bachelor degree programs or various postgraduate coursework programs who are certified by the university to have appropriate skills, sometimes for professional accreditation. Bringing this function into the universities, which have other functions as well, has been outstandingly successful in providing both sides with greater resources and wider perspectives.

2. ‘Education’. By this I mean the opportunity which society gives individuals — once mainly young adults, but now of any age — to reflect on the natural world and human experience within that. This covers not just philosophy, literature, anthropology, history, language and other Arts disciplines, but equally physics, chemistry, biology and so on, as well as a large part, at least, of geology, economics, law, architecture and such ‘applied’ disciplines. An important difference between this function and the training function is that teaching can be directed towards potential development at least as much, if not more, as towards the certification of achievement. The output is, again, seen largely in Bachelor degree graduates and, to a relatively slight extent, in those completing some forms of postgraduate coursework.

3. Research. This is the discovery of new knowledge or new approaches, theories, understandings and so on. It can be conducted in any field or discipline and, indeed, many of the most important insights come from crossing such boundaries. While some measurement of ‘research productivity’ is meaningful, it is almost impossible to judge the significance of particular work in the short to medium term. It is this difficulty which makes research, in this sense of the term, so difficult to manage. I would not argue that research should be free of any planning or assessment. There is clearly a need to choose between grant applications and some value in counting up books and articles as one kind of output, but we should not fool ourselves that we can do any of this very well. The really significant outputs are very likely to be quite unpredictable — and perhaps not from universities at all!

4. Research training. It is good to see that, in recent years, this function has received increasing attention. It is quite different in nature from undergraduate teaching, requiring direct personal interaction and access to specialised resources. It occurs chiefly in postgraduate research degrees, though the distinctive role of the Honours year in the Australian system should not be ignored. While future researchers certainly need to be trained, a point often not sufficiently recognised is that such training is very easily transported into other areas. The experience of completing a research degree is likely to be useful in developing attitudes to knowledge and the control of data in almost any situation. Thus a PhD in History or Botany is not ‘wasted’ in the career of an ambassador or a businessman.

5. Research development. A good deal of what passes in universities for research might be better described as the development of a research insight in that it is applied to some very specific and predetermined end. The usefulness of this work is apparent and it is a proper use of the staff expertise and various facilities available. It can range from high level journalism through various kinds of consultancies to the commercial development of particular products. A common feature is payment from one source or another for the results and it is just such arrangements which are often held up as examples of universities finding non-government sources of funds. What is not so often recognised that the net profit from this function made available for other functions is usually nugatory. In one way or another, staff time and effort put into even the most useful and well-paid consultancy or product development comes at the cost of attention to other functions. Much the same applies to most research grant projects where is often difficult to distinguish ‘pure’ from ‘applied’ research.
[The comments in the previous paragraph relate to ToR (b) v]

In addition to these five main functions, I would also record the informal contributions of many university staff to the community, whether serving on government committees or speaking on the ABC or a host of other activities. A more contentious point is the role of academic staff in the management of universities themselves, and I will return to that below.

Identifying functions in this way allows us to escape the rather unsatisfactory opposition between ‘teaching’ and ‘research’ which so bedevils much discussion. It also helps to explain the great differences between various institutions and even different faculties within one institution; different universities and parts of universities have different mixes of the functions.

The management of universities

Across the system, this is, not surprisingly, rather uneven in quality. While it is fashionable to bemoan the failings of particular Vice-Chancellors and other senior managers, as well as point to notable failures of procedure and process, there are also many cases of imaginative and effective management leading to a range of excellent outcomes. University staff typically display remarkable dedication to their work, and especially to the interests of students, in even the worst managed institution.

Since the introduction of the Unified National System, management of universities, some of which have become rather large institutions, has been made difficult by inconstant and uncertain government policies. It is a strange situation where the Commonwealth government is at one and the same time the major customer of universities (in that it still provides the major portion of their budgets), fixes the prices which will be paid for set services and puts in place a host of rules limiting institutional discretion and initiative. In particular, major inefficiencies arise from the requirement to treat almost all universities as being equally able, at least in theory, to fulfil the five main functions distinguished above. There is no consistent basis on which to differentiate institutions by nature, and hence funding. I suggest below some ways to address this problem.

While funding has undoubtedly been difficult in recent years, it is a mistake to blame all problems on lack of resources. A more subtle difficulty has been the insufficient regard by management for the various kinds of output from an institution. The quality of management correlates well with the reality of managers’ image of their university; there are as many examples of delusions of grandeur as of failure of nerve.

The most common expression of dissatisfaction with the governance of universities in recent years has been the complaint of increasing ‘managerialism’ and there is much evidence of this. Typically, university councils have been reduced in size and the proportion of representative members decreased. Positions for Deputy Vice-Chancellors, Pro Vice-Chancellors, Registrars, Assistant Registrars, Bursars, Business Managers, and so on have proliferated and many of those holding such positions have little or no experience of academic work. Increasingly, Deans are appointed, not elected, and are judged on their delivery of policies determined by the senior management. Regular academic staff, burdened by teaching loads which twenty or thirty years ago would have been unthinkable, believe that they lack the time to devote to the wider welfare of the university and management of its affairs.

Given the various functions of a university, there are several ways of characterising the nature of the institution or its parts. Some would stress its character as a research institution; others see it as a site for ‘education’ as defined above; others emphasise its training role; others look to its ability to help other interests with ‘research development’ or advice of various kinds. Each of these different understandings requires its own style of management. Thus, for example, ‘research development’, and perhaps some other kinds of research, benefit from firm policy and close oversight, often involving budgetary matters, but it is still difficult to ‘manage’ the discovery of significant new knowledge. There is still a role for just giving certain researchers their head and reasonable resources; they will know more about what to do than any manager.

An issue of particular salience, since the recent rise in the proportion of training, as contrasted with ‘education’, is the role of academics in determining the content and style of their own teaching. It is just as true as it ever was that good ‘educators’ reveal themselves in their teaching; they display for their students their understanding of the discipline, their approach to issues and their solutions to the questions both big and small. Even the relatively junior and inexperienced can lead and inspire, as well as instruct. If ‘educators’ are to teach effectively, they must have a fair measure of freedom and that has usually been assured through collegial discussion and decision on units and courses. It is also the most efficient way to promote the process of ‘education’.

This argument, however, does not apply with quite the same force when training is to be done. The outcomes of training can be much more easily listed, measured and assessed. These outcomes often need to be fixed with reference to later use of the training and must cover set bodies of knowledge or skills. It is not surprising then that those concerned with training do not feel the same need for collegial discussion and debate. This distinction is going to grow in importance with the expansion of teaching on the Internet as this almost inevitably assumes the form of training. ‘Education’ in the sense used here seems to need a fair measure of direct personal contact if it is to be at all effective.

Some twenty years or so ago, when all universities were much the same, there may have been a case for the government imposing various management policies across the board. A clear example is the study leave policy instituted under the Fraser government, but today the whole system is permeated with policies which often fail to match the particular circumstances of an institution and produce some bizarre and unintended consequences. For example, the detailed regulations relating to research output for the calculation of the ‘research quantum’ give little reward to the work of the dedicated editor of a scholarly journal. It is now time to face up to the reality that the diversity of universities means that imposing generalised management policies is inappropriate. Institutions should be left to manage themselves. Insofar as some form of control is needed to ensure the maintenance of standards, this should be based on retrospective assessment of actual performance. Managers should be praised or blamed on what they have been able to do, not what they might do.

[See ToR (g)]

Four overall issues for government in the immediate future

If the above analysis is correct and government should withdraw from the present close supervision of university management, four issues need to be addressed. This must, of course, be done not just in the abstract, but in the real world of public policy and funding arrangements. The four issues are:

1. How to allow, or even promote, differences between universities so that particular institutions can develop in ways which seem appropriate to their councils

2. How to combine sufficient public and private funding of institutions in a way which will reflect with fair accuracy the social and individual benefits of the various outputs for both Australian and non-Australians

3. How to allow or promote particular outputs of both graduates and research as deemed necessary by government or any other legitimate interest

4. How to reduce the extent of concurrent employment and study by students where this interferes with the efficiency of study.

It is in this context that I commend the following policies to the Senate committee as both desirable and feasible.

Some policy suggestions

a. the concept of Higher Education Credits

A great deal of the paralysis in the present system arises from the fact that government still funds such a large proportion of university activity through the ‘block grant’ which allows, and indeed requires, public service oversight and ‘equal dealing’. At the same time, distribution of this funding within institutions cannot move very far from ‘market forces’, that is student demand for particular courses and even units.

The solution for this inflexibility is — in respect of the training and ‘education’ functions of universities — to allow real freedom of action to both the institution and the student. This can only be done by a system of ‘full cost recovery’ for the institution with no limits on the variability of course costs. This might seem a radical suggestion, but leaving aside for the moment the matter of funding, it is in reality not far from the present system. What is different is that a university could elect to offer a particular degree course in a way which would cost more than the same course elsewhere. (It does not matter whether the higher costs would reflect better staff, more staff or better facilities.) Demand for the more expensive course would presumably be affected by its price, but that is a gamble which the university would take. There is a sense in which training and ‘education’ can be regarded as just another service and the managers of institutions offering such services should be able to manage just like any other managers.

[The previous paragraph relates closely to ToR (a)]

The usual objection to such an approach has been the complaint that training and ‘education’ both have some social role, as well as individual benefit, and it is therefore appropriate for there to be a measure of government support. Such support, subject to some tests of aptitude, should also be available to all.

The way to overcome this objection is to separate the process as seen from the viewpoint of the institution from what applies to the individual. That is, there needs to be a mechanism interposed between institution and individual which can be manipulated in various ways. Let us call such a concept Higher Education Credits.

From the viewpoint of the institution, courses would be costed in Higher Education Credits and these could be ‘cashed in’ with the government at a rate predetermined for each academic or calendar year in dollars. All credits would be worth the same number of dollars and the university itself would be responsible for fixing the cost of services in credits. There would be no restrictions on this and an institution would be quite entitled to ‘undercharge’ (take a loss leader) or ‘overcharge’ (make a profit) as it saw fit.

From the viewpoint of a student, credits could be obtained in various ways and various controls on the system exercised by adjusting these controls. Most importantly, all Australian taxpayers would be entitled to a ‘free’ allocation of credits — say 100 credits — which could be used at a rate of no more than 20 per year for a full time student. This allocation of 20 would equate to, say, about $8000 in 2001 dollars and would not meet the ‘full cost recovery cost’ of even a cheap university degree course. Further credits could be obtained in two ways. One of these would be on a HECS-type basis, that is as a tax liability for the repayment of credits (not dollars), and the other by straightforward purchase with some discount as for the present up-front payment of HECS.

Students who were not Australian taxpayers would simply purchase credits as required. Similarly, a business wanting to support a studentship or anyone else, including the government itself or aid agencies, wanting to support particular students or particular courses could purchase credits and allocate them to individuals. The scheme is thus entirely open to targeted support, but in a way which is cost-neutral to the institution. It also radically simplifies the use of higher education as an export commodity by removing the issue of nationality from the provider.

[Note the relevance to ToR (f) ii]

The government would exercise a high level of control over the system by fixing, preferably well in advance, an actual dollar value for credits for a particular year. Such credits could only be presented for payment by approved institutions and would have no value except in the transaction between institution and government. The taxation authorities would be responsible for keeping the tally, as it were, against the tax file number of each Australian taxpayer, as is now done for HECS purposes. In fact, the bureaucratic mechanism for the system is largely in place.

Thinking through the system, it is possible to envisage various minor complications which would need to be addressed, but they need not concern us at this stage. The basic principle would be, in each case, to put the responsibility for decisions back on to the institution, not on to the government.

Some such scheme has, of course, been proposed before, notably by Emeritus Professor Peter Karmel. Despite some initial doubts, I have become convinced that it provides the best way to address the first three issues identified above and that it is practically feasible. Australia has shown in the past that we are capable of original and imaginative social action in the higher education area, as with the HECS arrangements and the Unified National System itself, and this is another necessary step in that evolution.

b. the control and allocation of postgraduate research scholarships

This is a matter in which I have had a good deal of experience over the years. It relates very directly to the research training function of universities described above.

The major element in the present system is the Australian Postgraduate Award scheme which is centrally administered to ensure a roughly equal standard of credential for applicants in all fields across all Australian universities and which imposes a common set of regulations on all award holders. At first glance, this may seem both just and efficient; in practice it produces some strange anomalies and unexpected inefficiencies. For example, it is hard to prefer an applicant with high potential (on a full range of evidence) over another with superior formal qualifications; in other words one has to look back, not forward. Nor is it possible to take account of the available expertise for supervision or access to necessary infrastructure.

A major anomaly lies in the differences between these scholarships and the ‘internal’ research scholarships offered by most universities for exactly the same courses. The terms and conditions of such scholarships often differ quite significantly from those in the Australian Postgraduate Awards scheme.

The fault in this matter lies in the very proper inability of a centrally administered scheme to take account of informed judgements made by university staff on a range of grounds as may seem proper to the institution and the individual. The solution lies in removing the scheme entirely — and its bureaucratic support. The important function of research training should be covered by funds directed by the government to particular universities either as a separate allocation or as part of a general research grant as described below. In other words, all the funds now spent on Australian Postgraduate Awards and their administration should be handed over to the universities to administer. Although it would be sensible to begin with something like an historical base, changes over time in the division of such sums between universities should depend on judgements concerning the proper nature of each institution in its balance of functions and outputs. To the extent that some retrospective reporting would be required, some attention might also be given to comparative success or failure.

[Note the relationship of the above suggestion to ToR (g) iii]

I make this suggestion because it is a good example of the change needed in overall policy and because it shows how even a relatively small step could improve the real efficiency and effectively of the present system.

c. the organisation of research

[The following discussion address ToR (f)]

Most of the detailed arrangements for the support of research in Australia can be matched elsewhere in the world, but what is not often realised is the distinctiveness of our combination of these elements, especially when compared with the arrangements in countries such as France or Japan, rather than the Anglophone world. It is important to recognize the distinctive nature of our arrangements because it reminds us that they can be changed where that seems sensible. At the most general level, it needs to be said, however, that present Australian arrangements are reasonably successful. In particular, it is on balance advantageous to associate such a large proportion of publicly funded research with the other functions of universities. This association provides stimulus and a broader context even for research-only staff.

The Australian Research Council is quite properly required to operate by open competition on the basis of peer-review for various kinds of ‘project’ for a set period of time. These ‘projects’ can range from a Co-operative Research Centre, which may last for some considerable time, to a specific one-year grant to an individual. The fellowship scheme has, in my view, been particularly productive. Within this picture of general success, though, it is useful to look for some negative consequences which need addressing.

The first of these is the difficulty of sustaining a career in research on funding which is repeatedly contestable. Especially with low overall success rates, even the best of researchers is likely to miss out sooner or later. If the person is by then aged over forty and has family responsibilities, the most common outcome is a career change and the loss of research expertise. This applies as much to support staff as to chief investigators.

A second negative consequence is the danger of the capture of research direction by one interest or approach. The classic instance is the damage done to Soviet science by Lysenko’s ideas and control under Stalin, but the problem need not be so dramatic. In reality, the Australian research world is large enough to allow diversity of judgement in most fields — except perhaps astronomy, nuclear physics and the like.

There are some relatively minor changes which the ARC could make to its policies and procedures which would help to mitigate these problems, but this is not the place to go into such detail. My suggestion here is to supplement the work of the ARC with two other sources of research funding.

The first is the grant of an arbitrary sum to each university for the general support of staff research. There is no reason for equality between institutions in any respect, but given that students would be paying full-cost recovery for their teaching (through Higher Education Credits), it is fair and efficient to provide some further funds for research. The administration of such a grant, including the regulations for the use of funds, the division between infrastructure costs, salary costs and other costs, and a wide range of such matters, could be left to the institution, with a requirement for retrospective reporting.

[See ToR (g) iii]

The second initiative would be to extend the present system of ‘Research Schools’, that is dedicated research institutes as presently represented in CSIRO, in the Institute of Advanced Studies at the ANU and in several other institutes attached to various universities. While the details of such ‘research schools’ differ, their common nature is, in the terms used above, that they are focussed on research, research development and research training, not on training or ‘education’. They differ in several ways from activities funded by the ARC; they allow much greater continuity of effort and career building by staff, they provide a means of making different judgements about what research should be done, they can be easily used by government to promote particular kinds or areas of research, and they can be targeted to the support of particular universities, particular local economies and even particular social (or political) concerns. For an example where I have some knowledge of the practicalities, a good argument could be mounted to locate a new ‘research school’ — perhaps of horticulture, or aquaculture, or historic building conservation — on the Launceston campus of the University of Tasmania.

[Note the relevance of the above discussion to ToR (f) i and iii]

d. the need for independent ministerial advice

[See ToR (h)]

Whatever policies the government of the day may wish to pursue in relation to higher education, the delivery of services is, in the last resort even at present, in the hands of university councils. Advice on many practical matters can and should come from the public servants within the relevant minister’s own department, but particularly on policy matters which could prove controversial there is a case for the formulation of advice at a greater distance, as it were, than that provided by the public service. Such a mechanism, by allowing debate on issues, can both help and protect a minister, while also promoting the acceptance of particular policies as decided by the minister.

Various committees for advice on higher education matters have proved useful in the past and some of the suggestions above require the provision of advice on funding and other matters related to the development of the overall higher education system. With the withdrawal of direct government involvement in the supervision of universities, the actual work of such a committee need not be comparable with those of the past.

This is not the place to go into detail, but I strongly support the creation of an advisory committee to the minister on matters of higher education policy and some particular matters such as the allocation of general research funds, the need to promote various areas of study and how that might be achieved, or the location and focus of new ‘research schools’.

e. undergraduate student income

[The following discussion addresses ToR (d)]

It was once not unreasonable to equate the work load of a full-time undergraduate degree course with that of full-time employment; perhaps even a bit more could be expected during the periods of active teaching. For those many students today who attempt to combine full-time study with 15 to 20 hours per week of other employment, this is no longer a reasonable expectation. The prevalence of this situation leads to considerable inefficiencies across the system, though I suspect that there is a good deal of variation by faculty, university and social background. The problem lies not in the fact of student employment in the wider community — indeed, one could argue that there is some merit in that even for full-time students — but in the need for so many students to spend so much effort in earning an income on which to subsist. The scale of this problem and its deleterious effects on all students, by forcing down the level of reasonable expectation, have grown markedly over the last decade, as any university teacher of long experience will confirm.

Given the enormous range of individual situations and the linkages with the overall labour market, there is little to be gained from an overall approach to this problem with a mass of regulations and restrictions. The unintended and perverse consequences of such regulations often outweigh the pursuit of equity. Indeed, it could be argued that the attempts over the last few decades and under various names to devise a universal scheme of student income support — with increasingly severe means testing and restriction — have done harm by suppressing the previously more diverse systems.

My suggestion is to address the problem directly with a range of support mechanisms which are not tied to equity, but reflect other criteria. Such income support could, in many cases, be linked directly to fee support. These mechanisms could include:

· 150% tax deductibility for cadetships by employers or other interested parties in some cases tied to on-going employment

[This relates directly to ToR (b) ii]

· more widespread availability of straight merit-based scholarship schemes administered by universities themselves, perhaps by way of increased tax deductibility for external contributions and supported by direct government allocations

· a scheme of government, merit-based scholarships directed towards particular fields of study, social disadvantage or any other criterion thought to be desirable.

A new idea would be to allow tax deductibility up to a sum of, say, $5000 per annum for family support of a full-time student. This would address the unwillingness of children in relatively well-off families to seek direct income support from parents and make it easier for a partner in a marriage to support the other partner’s study.

Above all, this problem of income support for undergraduate students needs to be brought into the open and seen as a major issue.

-----------------------------------------------------

This is an interesting, if testing, time for universities and the higher education sector generally. I wish the committee well in its deliberations and look forward to reading its report. I would be happy to give oral evidence if asked.
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