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 AUTONUMLGL 
Preamble

This submission to the Senate Committee of Inquiry into the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs does not attempt to address sequentially all of the terms of reference, but focuses on some key issues and makes cross-reference to specific terms of reference.

It should be noted from the outset that the University of Western Australia endorses, in general, the key points made by the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee in the paper titled “Our Universities: Our Future” and the Group of Eight universities in the paper titled “Imperatives and Principles for Policy Reform in Australian Higher Education”, and urges the Committee to consider the positions presented in these papers.  The University’s endorsement of the core beliefs stated in the Group of Eight paper (page 2), reproduced below, form the underlying rationale for this submission.

·  “The role of universities is becoming increasingly important to the future of the nation as the global knowledge economy develops”;

· “current higher education policy in Australia constrains the capacity of our universities to make their optimum contribution to the nation and thereby constrains overall national performance in the long term”; and

· “the entire higher education system, and the country, will benefit from a policy environment in which some Australian universities can reach a standard which is recognised internationally as among the best in the world.”  

As can be seen from this submission, the University is of the view that the highest priority should be given to substantially increasing per capita funding for higher education to address the impacts of chronic under-funding which has weakened the fabric of the higher education system, as evident in increased class sizes, reduced provision of tutorials and inadequate equipment and facilities.  

 AUTONUMLGL 
Adequacy of Current Funding Arrangements  [Terms of Reference (a) i, ii]
While the University welcomes the announcement in the government’s Innovation Statement (“Backing Australia's Ability”) of 29 January 2001 of a modest increase in the number of funded undergraduate places and increased funding for research and research infrastructure, the proposed increases do not redress the overall decline in the level of public support for higher education that has been experienced over the last decade.  Current policy settings and funding arrangements have left universities such as ours, 

(i) unable to respond appropriately to the increasing demand for student places;

(ii) unable to contribute as effectively as possible to ensuring the nation’s competitiveness in the global knowledge economy; and

(iii) with insufficient resources to reach a standard which is recognised internationally as among the best in the world.

This divergence between policy and funding arrangements and desirable outcomes is primarily a result of a significant reduction in the level of public funding accompanied by a highly regulated system with heavy reliance on across-the-board formulaic funding.  Per capita Commonwealth funding for teaching has declined significantly over the last ten years and research infrastructure, and research support generally, requires a major infusion of funds greater than that proposed under the Innovation Statement.  

The reduction in public investment in higher education and the shifting of more of the funding burden onto private contributions from students is of particular concern because it fails to adequately recognise the benefits realised by the public from investment in higher education.  It should be emphasised that participation in higher education provides a public benefit by its contribution to the formation not only of professionals with economically desirable skills, but also in terms of the circulation and development of knowledge in society.  It is therefore important that funding arrangements provide public investment in higher education at a level that is at least commensurate with the benefits gained by the general community from higher education.  It follows that there must be an increase in the core funding per EFTSU.
 AUTONUMLGL 
Responsiveness to Demand for Student Places [Terms of Reference (a)]
The allocation of operating grant funds for teaching Australian students on the basis of the student load targets (expressed in equivalent full-time student units) negotiated through the Educational Profile process is relatively insensitive to student demand for places.  The allocation of student places by the Commonwealth government to each institution appears to have borne little relationship to the number and quality of applicants for admission to each institution.  The response within each institution to shifts in demand for places from local students is essentially constrained within operating grant load targets although some universities have enrolled some students above their operating grant targets, either due to difficulties in controlling their load or deliberately in response to demand.  However it should be noted that over-enrolment brings in at best marginal funding that does not meet the full costs of providing for additional students, and has generally the effect of eroding the infrastructure of institutions and the quality of courses.

While this University has demonstrated consistently high quality in teaching and research as evidenced in Quality Audits and recent performance indicators produced by DETYA, Commonwealth policies have constrained the development of the University.  While this university’s tertiary entrance cut-off scores are generally the highest nationally, insufficient regard has been taken under the current Educational Profile process of this demand in allocating the limited number of new undergraduate places.  This has left the University unable to offer places to high-quality candidates.

 AUTONUMLGL 
Diversity of Education [Terms of Reference (a), (b) i]
While there is a degree of diversity in the mission and roles, the profiles and course offerings between Australian higher education institutions, Australia’s higher education system is remarkably homogeneous in comparison with some other countries.  For example, in the USA, there is a much wider variation, from community colleges with limited undergraduate programmes to Ivy League universities with their strong research profiles.  In contrast, the application of essentially standard rates of funding to student load in each course type/discipline category regardless of the mode of teaching and the level of research activity in allocating Commonwealth higher education funds in Australia works against diversity.

The application of a fairly rigid, essentially formulaic approach to the allocation of operating grant funds and places has constrained the development of differentiated roles for each higher education institution within the higher education system.  The UWA Strategic Plan is based on a vision of a high quality, research-intensive internationally-focused university and commits the University to aiming at a long term target enrolment mix of 75% undergraduate, 25% postgraduate students.  However the application of a formulaic approach without regard to the strategic directions and capacities of each higher education has constrained this University’s ability to pursue this vision.

 AUTONUMLGL 
International Competitiveness [Terms of Reference (a) iii]
The current system does not facilitate the generation of funding for Australia’s universities at comparable levels to top international universities.  No Australian university can compete with the very best internationally, simply by virtue of the funding “gap” between our universities and the world’s best.  Figures presented in the aforementioned Group of Eight’s paper demonstrate that leading international universities are funded at significantly higher levels than leading Australian research universities.  Australia cannot aspire to have some of its universities in the top rank of international research universities without appropriate funding.  

While a significant part of this funding “gap” can be attributed to differences in the level of public support and the distribution of that support within the respective higher education systems, the level of corporate and private support also varies significantly.  Factors such as taxation concessions and long-established cultures of public benevolence towards higher education institutions facilitate the provision of substantial support for leading international universities.  It is suggested that serious consideration be given to extending substantial taxation concessions to corporations and individuals with a view to fostering greater support from the private sector for our universities.

 AUTONUMLGL 
Distribution of Higher Education Opportunities between States [Terms of Reference (f) i]
The current system has produced an inequitable distribution of higher education places between states as is evident in the relatively low participation rates for students in the 17-24 year old group from Western Australia (as shown in the following table).  Under the current funding arrangements, the disparities between States are likely to worsen due to demographic trends.  Projected population figures produced by ABS show that Western Australia will grow by 15% overall and by 8% in the 15-24 year old group from 2001 to 2011.  This rate of growth is considerably higher than many other states.  The corresponding national average growth rates for the same period are 9% overall and 5% for 15-24 year olds.  The number of year twelve students in WA schools is projected to increase by 16% from 1999 to 2009.  

Higher Education Participation (%), 1998 by State of Participation/Institution (a)

17-24 year olds
20-24 year olds
15-64 year olds

Western Australia
14.9%
13.1%
4.5%

New South Wales
15.4%
15.4%
4.5%

Victoria
18.5%
17.8%
5.0%

Queensland
15.5%
13.1%
4.7%

South Australia
15.9%
14.6%
4.5%

Tasmania
14.3%
14.5%
4.1%

Northern Territory
8.4%
7.8%
4.4%

ACT
20.1%
21.1%
7.8%

Australia (b)
16.3%
15.4%
4.8%

(a) This table excludes overseas students.  The age reference date is 30 June.  Data include students doing enabling and non-award courses.

(b) Includes a small number of students (approx about 0.4% of the total) about whom there is no information on their State of home residence.

Also includes a small number of students (about 0.7% of the total) whose permanent home residence is overseas.

 AUTONUMLGL 
Provision of Higher Education in Communities and Regions [Terms of Reference(d) i, (f) i]
Western Australia is quite different from most other States in that it has no “regional” universities.  Access and participation for remote and regional WA is provided through the four metropolitan-based public universities.  Higher education policies and funding arrangements should, therefore, recognise the special role played by metropolitan-based universities in WA consistent with the Commonwealth’s commitment to its stated policy of regional support and development.  While the University of Western Australia has made substantial commitments to the provision of higher education in WA regional centres, as evident in its Albany Centre, it could play a more significant role in providing courses of study of the highest possible quality across the State if more satisfactory funding arrangements were developed.

 AUTONUMLGL 
Equality of Opportunity to Participate in Higher Education [Terms of Reference (d) ii]
The University endorses the Group of Eight’s position that “ability to succeed, not the ability to pay, should remain the central criterion for access to all universities” (Group of Eight Principles of Policy Reform).  The University’s Strategic Plan also identifies a commitment (as one of seven primary goal statements) “to providing an environment of equal opportunity, free from discrimination, for existing and prospective staff and students in the pursuit of their academic goals and the realisation of their potential to contribute to the achievement of the University’s mission”.

The University, therefore, supports the provision of appropriate support to remove barriers to access and participation in higher education of students with suitable academic potential.  In this regard, the University supports the provision of income contingent loans under the Higher Education Contribution Scheme and welcomes the provision (as proposed in the Innovation Statement) of an income contingent loans scheme similar to HECS for local fee-paying students enrolled in postgraduate coursework degrees.  

Consistent with its commitment to equity of access, UWA has decided not to participate in the “25% fees” scheme for Australian undergraduate students, believing it to be an unsatisfactory and unworkable policy.  

 AUTONUMLGL 
Postgraduate Coursework Degrees [Terms of Reference (a) i, (b) ii, (d) ii]
The University is concerned that current funding arrangements for postgraduate coursework degrees do not appropriately recognise the public benefits to be realised from participation in these courses and inappropriately constrain competition between institutions.  

The University is concerned that courses that are offered on a fee-paying basis cannot compete for students on an equal basis with courses that remain funded from the operating grant.  Courses that are offered on a fee-paying basis receive no public financial support and must, in most cases, be funded entirely from student fees, whereas operating grant places are funded by the Commonwealth government and HECS contributions.  The fees charged therefore in fee-paying courses usually exceed HECS contributions by a significant amount.  It should be noted that the imposition of substantial fees cannot be sustained where students realise little private financial gain, even though there may be substantial public benefit realised through participation in these courses.

The University’s position is that substantial public funding should be provided for all higher education including postgraduate coursework degrees (in recognition of the substantial public benefit of all higher education).  It is anomalous that no public support is provided for the University’s enrolments in courses such as the Graduate Diploma in Primary Health Care, whereas public funding is provided for enrolments in the Graduate Diploma in Education (which under current funding arrangements must remain funded from the operating grant).  The provision of appropriately enhanced public support across-the-board for postgraduate coursework degree studies would give more appropriate recognition to the public benefits of higher education and would give recognition to the national importance of life-long learning.

The proposed introduction of income-contingent loans (similar to HECS) for local students in fee-paying courses, while welcome, does not address the more fundamental issue of ensuring a more equitable distribution of public support for these courses.  It is suggested that support for postgraduate coursework degrees should be allocated on a basis that is more sensitive to market forces and reflective of public benefits, quality of applicants and demand for places.

 AUTONUMLGL 
Research Training [Terms of Reference (a)]
In relation to research training, the University is generally supportive of the principle of moving funding of research training onto a more competitive basis that underpins the Research Training Scheme.  However, it is concerned that the application of across-the-board formulae will not facilitate sufficient redistribution of research places to institutions that are best equipped to undertake research and provide research training.  It is also concerned that the resultant funding for research training and infrastructure may be inconsistent with the number of student places and amount of research activity undertaken.  The concern reflects the inadequacy of DETYA control over higher degree by research places over several years during which places have grown most dramatically in universities with very modest research facilities, cultures and performance.

 AUTONUMLGL 
Research Capacity [Terms of Reference (b) iv]
The University is generally encouraged by the Government’s response to the serious decline in Australia’s investment in research and development raised in the Batterham and Miles reports and the Innovation Summit and the increase in the amount of funds provided for research including substantial increases in funds provided through the ARC and NHMRC.  However the initiatives announced in Backing Australia’s Ability do not adequately address the current serious deficiencies in research infrastructure that have arisen from previous chronic under-funding of research.  If the nation is to address the serious decline in its research capacity, it is imperative that the amount of research infrastructure funds be greatly increased and be provided sooner than proposed. 

 AUTONUMLGL 
Commercialisation of Research [Terms of Reference (b) v, (c)]
While the University sees that it has a major responsibility to undertake fundamental basic research, it also recognises the importance of developing and maintaining appropriate links with industry and commerce, including the undertaking of applied research on a cooperative or contract basis, and in the commercialisation of scientific discoveries.  The University has endorsed a strategy of commercialising selected research outputs, and consistent with this goal, has developed noteworthy commercial links in key areas such as semi-conductor technology and information technology.  See Attachment A for further discussion.  Nonetheless the University wishes to highlight the following issues of importance in relation to the commercialisation of research.

· Research contracts should provide for the full costs of undertaking research including overheads.

· There is a need to protect the public interest so that research contracts do not preclude the release of research findings that would be of public interest and/or of great benefit to the community.

 AUTONUMLGL 
Accreditation and Quality Assurance [Terms of Reference (g) i, ii]
The University supports the establishment of the Australian Universities Quality Agency with appropriate representation of the key stakeholders in higher education.  It also supports the notion of reporting its performance on a regular basis in terms of the outcomes achieved over time against its primary goals and objectives as the primary indicator of quality improvement, and supplementing this by less frequent detailed audits of performance and processes.  However it should be stated that there is a risk that these latter audits may become excessively intrusive.  

The University agrees with the principle that the demonstration of outcomes of acceptable quality should be a condition of government funding and accreditation as an Australian university.

It should be noted that various professional bodies exert considerable influence over selected courses offered by universities through accreditation reviews that they undertake regularly.

In relation to recent concerns expressed about the application of unequal standards in the assessment of the performance of different categories of students, this University is committed to the achievement of excellence across the entire range of its activities and has substantial checks to ensure equitable outcomes (as can be seen in Attachment B).

 AUTONUMLGL 
Attraction and Retention of Staff [Terms of Reference (e)]
The University has identified the recruitment, retention and development of high quality staff as its single most important operational objective.  The University’s Strategic Plan states “The building of a team of internationally recognised academics will provide the catalyst for recruiting high quality students and attracting significant levels of research and other funding”.  Pursuant to this priority objective the University has developed flexible remuneration policies and a system for managing staff performance.  

The paucity of public funding for higher education has left the University unable, in some disciplines, to pay competitive salaries and provide laboratories and related facilities of a standard comparable to those of leading international universities.  In some fields, such as computer science, a number of recent graduates who are working in industry are earning salaries that are substantially higher than those of their professors.

The University has concerns with aspects of the Workplace Reform Program including the funding allocation mechanisms, in that it does not adequately recognise the outcomes of enterprise bargaining agreements and dwells too much on ideology and process rather than effectiveness.  

 AUTONUMLGL 
The Nature and Sufficiency of Independent Advice [Terms of Reference (h)]
The University supports the creation of a separate higher education semi-autonomous agency to provide advice on higher education programmes nationally.  This proposed agency would have a similar structure to that of the Australian Universities Quality Agency with a similarly representative board of stakeholders.  The rationale for the proposed creation of the separate agency is that it will offer a greater guarantee of the freedom of intellectual thought and enquiry, and the open exchange of ideas and evidence that is the essence of academic activity.  

 AUTONUMLGL 
Concluding Remarks

While this submission does not attempt to address all of the Inquiry’s terms of reference, it presents the University’s view that there is a need for a substantial reform in higher education policy and procedures especially in the following areas.

(i) The level of funding for higher education needs to be substantially increased with the highest priority given to substantially increasing funding per EFTSU to offset the impacts of chronic under-funding, and in recognition of the substantial benefits derived by the community by participation in higher education and as a tangible demonstration of support for life-long learning.

(ii) The inflexible application of system-wide formulaic approaches to funding and places without appropriate regard to institutional mission, fitness for purpose, quality, capacity and demand works against the best interests of the community.  It is suggested that the use of formulae needs to be carefully balanced with more flexible funding mechanisms to facilitate greater diversity and competition within the system.

(iii) Ability to succeed should remain the central criterion for access to all universities, and as such, barriers to access and participation in higher education of students with suitable academic potential should be removed.

(iv) Funding arrangements should facilitate the allocation of higher degree by research places to universities that have high-quality research facilities and research outcomes.  While the University is generally supportive of the principle of moving funding of research training onto a more competitive basis that underpins the Research Training Scheme, it is concerned that the application of across-the-board formulae will not facilitate sufficient redistribution of research places to institutions that are best equipped to undertake research and provide research training.

(v) Substantially higher investment in research and research infrastructure than proposed in the Innovation Statement is required if the nation is to address the serious erosion of its research capacity.  Funding for fundamental basic research is particularly important because commercial research and development are usually preceded and underpinned by discoveries developed by fundamental basic research, although appropriate links with industry should also be encouraged.  

(vi) Serious consideration should be given to extending substantial taxation concessions to corporations and individuals with a view to fostering greater support from the private sector for our universities. 

29 March 2001

Attachment A

STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIPS BETWEEN UNIVERSITIES AND 
THE BUSINESS COMMUNITY

The Senate Inquiry into Higher Education in Australia has a number of terms of reference that specifically address the relationship between universities and the private sector.  The University of Western Australia is concerned that in addressing these terms of reference, particularly in light of the recent press comments, an excessive (and ideologically driven) focus will be given to perceived difficulties.  It is the University’s experience that it is possible to develop strong effective partnerships with the private sector that respect the legitimate interests of both partners but also deliver significant benefits to both partners.

The University of Western Australia would like to bring to the Committee’s attention three such examples and encourage the Committee to visit the University to inspect these examples for itself.  These are:

i. The Centre for Oil and Gas Engineering (COGE) which was established originally with the assistance of a $1 million donation from Woodside to develop and teach a Masters of Oil & Gas Engineering to assist in meeting the human resource needs of the North-West Shelf.  UWA is responsible for the academic program but seeks proactive industry input into the program through an Advisory Board and through industry participation in the actual delivery.  The module on sub-sea structures is, for example, taught entirely by staff from Kvaerner and involves students studying real-life situations concerning state-of-the art technology that would not be available if Kvaerner was not involved.

ii. The Surgical And Medical Skills Training Unit, CTEC, is a partnership between the University, the WA Department of Health, the Australasian College of Surgeons, the Royal College of Surgeons of England and the private sector.

iii. The Motorola Software Centre which in partnership with the State Government, the University is in the process of establishing on University-owned land in the immediate proximity of the campus.  Under this agreement, the University will build a specially-designed building for lease to Motorola.  While the University’s return on its investment will be adequate, Motorola and UWA both expect considerable other benefits to flow to UWA’s teaching and research activities from the partnership.

These three examples are also pertinent to the Committee’s term of reference (e), namely “the capacity of public universities to contribute to economic growth”.  In all three examples, the economic benefits to WA in economic growth and job generation are significant.  The Motorola development when complete in 4 to 5 years will have a work force of 400 engineers and support staff many of whom will be recruited locally.  In addition, it is expected that the presence of Motorola will attract other software companies to consider Perth as a location.

The role of universities in building local economies is well recognised in the UK and the US.  In the UK this is a major rationale for the new Higher Education Reach-out to Business and the Community (HEROBC) program of HEFCE.   The HEROBC fund, see www.hefce.ac.uk, additional new funding to higher education institutions for “activities to increase their capability to respond to the needs of business, industry, . . . and the wider community where this will lead to wealth creation.”   UWA commends this example to the Committee as an example from overseas that could be well worth emulating in Australia.

Attachment B

APPROACH TO ENSURING EQUITY IN STUDENT ASSESSMENT AT UWA

This University of Western Australia’s approach to ensuring that, as far as possible, there is equity in student assessment for all categories of students is based largely on:

· the establishment, maintenance and emphasis of a culture of equity within the University, which underpins all its activities;

· the establishment, maintenance and emphasis of a culture of excellence within the University, which aims to ensure that staff and students alike are committed to the maintenance of high standards of academic achievement; 

· the application of strict admission requirements for fee-paying international students, which ensure that their academic potential is the equivalent of that of local students; 

· the integration of all categories of students into the general student academic community; and 

· the use of various mechanisms to ensure that assessment is conducted equitably across the institution. 

A few notes on each of these approaches follow:

Establishment, maintenance and emphasis of a culture of equity within the University, which underpins all its activities

The University has an over-riding commitment to equity of employment and education, which is integral to all its activities.  This commitment is made clear in many University policy documents.  For example:

· It is stated in the Strategic Plan that 

“The University is committed to providing an environment of equal opportunity, free from discrimination, for existing and prospective staff and students in the pursuit of their academic goals.”

This statement is reprinted in the Code of Ethics and Code of Conduct for University Staff. 
· The University’s Equal Opportunity Policy Statement (adopted by Senate in October 1993) states:

“The University of Western Australia is committed to a policy of equal opportunity in employment and education.  The University accepts that it has a responsibility to create an environment free from discrimination, and to ensure that the principle of merit operates unhindered by regard to irrelevant criteria ....”. 

University policy documents are systematically reviewed from time to time, with the result that they are regularly aired in the University arena and their messages thereby maintained and reinforced.

More specific policies have been adopted in relation to international fee-paying students.  

· As a member of the AVCC the University has approved its International Code of Ethical Practice which states that 

“academic performance is the only criterion to be considered in assessing any student’s eventual success or otherwise in their course.”
· The University’s own Policy Guidelines for the Marketing, Recruitment and Support of International Students (SR 186/95) (which were approved through the academic committee system) state in Clause 1.8: 

“The award of degrees and diplomas to full cost fee students should be on the basis of the same standards as apply to all other students”.

Establishment, maintenance and emphasis of a culture of excellence within the University, which aims to ensure that staff and students alike are committed to the maintenance of high standards of academic achievement

The University has made its commitment to excellence in academic standards very clear in its policy statements.  “Excellence in all its activities, judged against the highest international standards” is one of the core values listed in the Strategic Plan.  The University’s goal in the area of “Teaching and Learning” in the Strategic Plan is “to provide courses of study and a learning environment at the highest possible quality to meet individual, local and national needs and internationally recognised standards…”

Many students, both local and international, are attracted to UWA precisely because of its reputation for high standards.  The same is true of UWA’s staff.  Staff believe that time spent at UWA will enhance their career prospects and students believe that UWA qualifications will be widely recognised nationally and internationally.  It is therefore very much in the interests of staff and students that the institution’s reputation for excellence is jealously guarded.  Interest in this is regularly demonstrated within the collegial system when academic staff question whether new developments and approaches will enable the University to maintain standards, and insist on the retention of rigorous entry standards.  Similarly, there have been a number of occasions on which students, including fee-paying international students, have questioned whether particular developments will affect the reputation of the University.  UWA’s collegial system (which has significant student participation) is alive and well and its staff are not afraid to air concerns.  In this way, the University’s standards and reputation are well protected.

Application of strict admission requirements for fee-paying international students, which ensure that their academic potential is the equivalent of that of local students

The AVCC’s Code of Ethical Practice in the Provision of Education to International Students by Australian Universities requires that:

“Universities should have standards and procedures to ensure students have every chance of success and are capable of benefiting from the course.”

“Candidates for admission should be competent in English.”

The University has set for itself a much higher standard than that required by the AVCC.  Its Policy Guidelines for the Marketing, Recruitment and Support of International Students, approved by the Senate in 1995, provide in Clause 1.7. that:

“No student should be admitted as a full cost fee student at an academic standard lower than that required of other students.”

The University has also established relatively rigorous English standards to be met by international fee-paying students.  Both the requirements for course entry and language skills are strictly applied.  In this way, the University ensures as far as possible that international students start their courses on a par with local students and have equal potential to complete their courses.  Through this approach, a basis of equity for all students is established from the outset and the likelihood of pressure for special treatment for international fee-paying students is significantly reduced.

Integration of all categories of students into the general student academic community

All students at UWA are treated in the same way in terms of mainstream teaching activities.  The University does not allocate different kinds of student identification numbers to different groups of students, which would enable academic staff to determine whether a student belonged to a specific category of students.  All students attend the same lectures.  Allocation of students to tutorial and laboratory groups is not determined on the basis of student category (though there is a conscious effort in some disciplines with large numbers of students of Asian origin to ensure as far as possible that tutorial groups contain a mix of students from different cultures) Assessment methods are the same for all students. 

Use of various mechanisms to ensure that assessment is conducted equitably across the institution

At departmental level many assessments, particularly those at the borderline of gradings, are based on double marking, which provides some protection against soft marking.  Similarly, in many cases where a students asks to have a mark checked in the early stages of a potential appeal against assessment, a department will ask that two markers review the mark awarded.  Double marking is certainly a deterrent to soft marking.  The formal process of putting marks to a Board of Examiners also acts as an encouragement to careful marking, as Boards of Examiners have the right to question marks awarded.  Marks changed after Boards of Examiners (as a result of errors being detected by one means or another) have to be approved by the head of Department and an Executive or Associate Dean and are therefore monitored.

Provisions for “special consideration” exist and apply equally to all students.  If a student believes his/her performance in an assignment or examination has been adversely affected by significant factors (eg illness, death in the family) he she can seek special consideration.  Requests must be lodged with the Sub-dean of the relevant faculty, who decides whether to recommend special consideration to the head of department concerned.  The role of the Sub-dean is to determine whether a case exists, and its value vis a vis other claims.  The use of one officer, with faculty-wide experience, to make these determinations ensures that there is consistency of decision-making between students, departments and years.

The University has formal systems for appeal against academic assessment and for the pursuit of grievances, which provide avenues for students to protest if they feel their assessment is unfair.  One ground for complaint is that an assessment is unfair relative to that of another student/s.  There has as yet been no appeal or complaint at this University based on different treatment of different groups of students in terms of assessment.

TERMS OF REFERENCE

On 12 October 2000 the Senate referred to the Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee the inquiry into the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs, with particular reference to:

(a) the adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to:

i. the capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand,

ii. institutional autonomy and flexibility, and

iii. the quality and diversity of teaching and research; 

(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, including its effect on:

i. the quality and diversity of education,

ii. the production of sufficient numbers of appropriately-qualified graduates to meet industry demand,

iii. the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources,

iv. the maintenance and extension of Australia’s long-term capacity in both basic and applied research across the diversity of fields of knowledge, and

v. the operations and effect of universities’ commercialised research and development structures; 

(c) public liability consequences of private, commercial activities of universities; 

(d) the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including:

i. the levels of access among social groups under-represented in higher education,

ii. the effects of the introduction of differential Higher Education Contribution Schemes and other fees and charges and changes in funding provision on the affordability and accessibility of higher education,

iii. the adequacy of current student income support measures, and 

iv. the growth rates in participation by level of course and field of study relative to comparable nations; 

(e) the 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; 

(f) the capacity of public universities to contribute to economic growth:

i. in communities and regions,

ii. as an export industry, and

iii. through research and development, both via the immediate economic contribution of universities and through sustaining national research capacity in the longer term; 

(g) the regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment, including: 

i. accreditation regimes and quality assurance,

ii. external mechanisms to undertake ongoing review of the capacity of the sector to meet Australia’s education, training, research, social and economic needs, and

iii. university governance reporting requirements, structures and practices; and 

(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. 

The Committee was due to report by the first sitting day in August 2001.

The Committee invites persons and organisations wishing to express views on some or all of the terms of reference relating to this inquiry to lodge written submissions by the end of March 2001 with:

The Secretary
Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business 
and Education References Committee
Suite S1.61 Parliament House
CANBERRA ACT 2600
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