Submission to Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee Inquiry on `The capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s Higher Education needs’

Gresham’s law/market failure problems have afflicted Australian university education, because of the lack of adequate quality control and ratings systems. When employers have no information about which degrees are respectable, they can only assume by default that all degrees are equal. This disadvantages hard science degrees, for example, and promotes the flourishing of a rank undergrowth of dodgy MBAs, PhD programs in anti-intellectual postmodernisms, and the like. Some of the worst examples can be found on my Australia’s Wackiest Academic Web Sites page (www.unsw.edu.au/~jim/wackiest.html) and in my submission to the West Inquiry (www.detya.gov.au/archive/highered/hereview/submissions/submissions/f/franklin.htm)The large number of submissions the Committee has no doubt received on why universities should be given more public money remain unconvincing until the quality assurance problem is addressed.

The UK’s Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (www.qaa.ac.uk) has done a reasonably good job in this field, going to the lengths of closing down Thames Valley “University”. The corresponding plans here seem to be moving very slowly, and there is little sign so far they will have the strength of the UK body. 

The Committee should recommend that quality control and ratings by a serious panel of experts be pursued vigorously, to protect the reputation of Australian university degrees (at least, the ones that deserve protecting), among employers, students and export markets. The experts in charge should not come from the ranks of the DETYA bureaucrats who made such a mess of publication counts, much less from politicians. Leading academics of the kind who lead the Australian Research Council are the best choice.
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