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Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee Inquiry into the capacity of public universities 
to meet Australia’s higher education needs

Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education is pleased to contribute to this Inquiry. The issues covered by the Inquiry’s Terms of Reference will doubtless be addressed in detail by other respondents and Batchelor Institute’s position on many of those issues will be similar to that of other higher education institutions. However, factors associated with the student characteristics and geographical situation influence the Institute’s operations in a manner substantially different from their influence on mainstream higher education institutions. 

Introduction

Batchelor Institute is a specialist public tertiary institution which provides accredited higher education and vocational education and training (VET) programs (approximately half in each sector) for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, with a particular focus on people from remote areas. Achievement of university status is the next stage of the Institute’s development. 

The Institute is governed by a Council made up predominantly of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and, in establishing its program profile and processes, responds to the education, training and employment needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. 

Incorporation of the social and cultural contexts of students and their communities into its program profile is central to the Institute’s processes. This is done through on-going consultation, periodic reviews, and regular dialogue with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander leaders and organisations and with employers and employing agencies. 

Approximately 85% of Institute students come from remote indigenous communities where the majority of people speak English as a second or a foreign language. Most students are from remote areas of the Northern Territory, with around 12% from outside the Northern Territory, mainly from northern parts of Queensland, northern parts of Western Australia and the north-west of South Australia, with small numbers of students from all other states in Australia.

In 2001, more than 2 500 students (approximately 1 200 Equivalent Full-Time Student Units) are enrolled in higher education and vocational education and training courses in more than 20 discipline areas. Currently, the emphases in these courses are education, health, community studies and other areas pertinent to the community development aspirations of students’ communities.

Term of Reference
(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; 

This issue is pivotal, as an institution’s achievement of its goals is severely constrained by its ability to meet its costs. Funding must be able to cover support for innovation, as well as the cost of maintaining what is currently valuable to the generation and transmission of knowledge; and it is unlikely that a blanket funding arrangement can do this equitably. The source and quantum of costs differ among institutions, according to their location, student characteristics and range of activities. 

For Batchelor Institute, demand is not only more people wanting the same. The varying stages of community development in remote areas means that our capacity to manage and serve increasing demand must include the capacity to identify the nature and location of the demand, and the appropriate delivery mechanisms, in light of existing physical and communications infrastructure. 

The current Relative Funding Model, with its interpretation of ‘equitable distribution’, which ignores costs associated with location and institution type, tends to disadvantage institutions not based in the major population centres of the country. Batchelor Institute’s costs, being an example of the ‘exception’ rather than the ‘average’ regional or remote area institution costs, are more heavily influenced by factors other than discipline and level. 

Australia’s geographic and social attributes inevitably lead to a range of distinguishing institutional characteristics which have an impact on institutional costs and on cost relativities. There are characteristics common to some degree amongst all institutions; and these can be used for meaningful examination of cost relativities. Two of these characteristics—geographical and student—are particularly relevant to Batchelor Institute. 

Funding constraints lead to a restriction in institutional flexibility—adequate funding is needed if the Institute is to have the staff required to do the research and planning associated with policy initiatives and implementation, as well as the staff to develop and deliver our teaching and research programs. Further, various components of the reporting and accountability requirements integral to public funding require additional staffing not necessarily covered by the funding, thus nullifying the expected efficacy of the funding. 

A corollary of such constraints is the reduction of institutional autonomy. If, because of lack of funding, we do not have the flexibility to respond quickly to the needs of our client groups, our activities are, in effect, being dictated by forces external to the Institute. While a certain level of external influence is inevitable and desirable, that influence should be through the client demand that we respond to. 

There is also the qualification here that such influences should not impinge on an institution’s capacity to undertake research or teaching in areas which have a more subtle or longer-term impact on client or conventional market demand. The recent emphasis (for various reasons, some of which are canvassed within the Terms of Reference) on research in applied scientific or manufacturing areas, at the expense of humanities and social science areas, is an example of external influences skewing the range of activities that public higher education institutions can undertake, through the funding provided for these activities. 

Government is probably best placed of all agents to ensure a balance between activities which provide the highest increases in Gross National Product and those which have a greater beneficial effect on the society. One mechanism for this is through the funding arrangements for public education. In the case of Batchelor Institute, those arrangements need to be at a level, which realistically addresses all the cost factors associated with the successful provision of higher education to our client group. The autonomy which come with adequate funding will enable higher education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities to achieve its purpose and, at the same time, provide a valuable contribution to the quality and diversity of teaching and research in Australia and in international arenas. 

Term of Reference
(b) the effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behavior 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; 

Private funding and market behaviour have a general effect on research and teaching programs. Because that effect is from one particular set of perspectives, there is the potential that increasing reliance on private funding will limit the parameters of national dreams and achievement that drive institutions such as Batchelor Institute, as well as mainstream institutions. 

The demands of industry are not necessarily predictable and vary according to the industry and the timing and location of initiatives. Often, changes occur much more rapidly than the time required just for graduates to complete appropriate courses, let alone the time required to develop such courses. It would be possible (and it is definitely desirable) for Batchelor Institute to monitor emerging employment demands and plan accordingly. However, this requires resources additional to those used to respond to current demands—and these are less than adequate for the purpose—and additional to the capital and human resources required to implement new provisions. 

As a specialist institution, Batchelor Institute does not hold much interest for large commercial funding sources. Our institutional characteristics and research profile do not denote obvious short- to medium-term economic profitability from joint ventures or sponsor-ships (apart from small community-based activities, often associated with our programs); and, at this stage, the major research interests are in fields not normally associated with commercial activities. Thus, institutions such as Batchelor Institute, particularly those which serve remote areas or disadvantaged population groups, cannot rely on market-driven funding.

This does not reduce the need for us to keep at least current with the demands of those indus-tries pertinent to our stakeholder communities, or to establish effective mechanisms to attract infrastructure and research funding. However, for the foreseeable future, our reliance must be on public funding, and policies which tilt the Institute towards increasing reliance on private funding will invariably undermine our capacity to maintain advances in Indigenous education. There needs to be a balance between the social imperative and the economic drives. 

Term of Reference 
(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; 

While most governments and institutions maintain that there is, for all citizens, equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, there is no equity in opportunity if “equality” equates to “the same”. The Australian higher education system is a product of Anglo-Australian culture and, as with all education systems, its purpose includes the transmission of the dominant social culture to the next generation. As such, it systemically disadvantages people of other cultures, unless the potential disadvantage is specifically addressed. If the barriers to accessing education resources are too great for the individual to overcome, or if undertaking educational programs mean individuals must ignore their own cultural and social context (in a way not expected of middle-class Anglo-Australians living in metropolitan areas), then equality of opportunity—and equity—do not exist.
Batchelor Institute’s total enrolment comprises students from groups under-represented in higher education: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, most from remote areas, and many of whom have serious physical disabilities. The characteristics of these students comprise several disadvantaging factors: 

•
that English is a second, third or fourth language for most students;

•
that students bring with them teaching and learning systems which are not a close match with Western academic systems; 

•
that there is little tradition of formal academic education in most communities; 

•
that the Western capitalist culture and systems are foreign to most students; 

•
that the student’s language and culture is foreign to most staff; 

•
that, to date, primary and secondary education systems available to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have not provided a level of academic achievement adequate for entry into tertiary education; 

•
the majority of students are adults with family, community and, often, employment responsibilities; 

•
that there is usually inadequate physical infrastructure for studying, such as overcrowded housing, no facilities for storing study materials , very limited access to communications technology; 

•
that there is a high incidence of ill health and disabilities in the student population and in students’ home communities; and

•
that there is a background of economic disadvantage in most communities.

Consequently, to be effective, not only the programs but also associated academic, financial and social support must provide realistically for the fact that, for the most part, more is required of this target student group than ‘mainstream’ students to enter and succeed in higher education. They must not only acquire the required underpinning knowledge of the program, but the broad technical context within which that knowledge is embedded, the English language with which that knowledge is articulated and the broad social context within which the language and the knowledge is framed. Additional accomplishments require additional resources, including time and money. 

For Batchelor Institute and similar institutions, this necessitates the provision of enabling courses, low staff:student ratios for intensive face-to-face teaching, strong academic and logistical support and, for many students, a longer time to complete courses than might be the norm in mainstream institutions. If these supporting elements are absent, the “gateway” to tertiary education for many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people will be severely restricted, if not removed. 

Further, these student characteristics exacerbate the disadvantages inherent in the application of the Higher Education Contribution Scheme. The system of HECS liability based on enrolment in units, rather than on the actual qualification gained, imposes the greatest burden on students who cannot complete a unit in the original semester of enrolment because of personal and cultural reasons which fall outside the guidelines for HECS remission, or because of community upheavals which interfere with attendance at workshops or submission of assignments. 

For many students, therefore, HECS is a barrier to higher education and discourages them from continuing in courses. In addition, with the developments in the Australian Qualifications Framework, there is a growing tendency for students to migrate to VET courses so they can avoid HECS liability. At the same time, Abstudy living allowance (similar rates to the dole) is not an incentive for study. These consequences suppress growth in participation rates, impede implementation of the Institute’s planned developments and prolong delays in addressing disadvantaging factors. 

Term of Reference (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;

This is a significant issue for Batchelor Institute as our staff turnover is higher than we would like. In the main, the turnover can be ascribed to:

· the cultural contexts in which we work—the range of cross-cultural content and communication is challenging and can be wearing; 

· the remote locations which pose climatic, infrastructure and support challenges; 

· disruptions to personal life for town-based staff engaged in community-based delivery; 

· our status as a small, emerging specialist institution which presents internal challenges arising from funding realities and which might not always suit an individual staff members’ long-term career aspirations. 

Our student and geographical characteristics, and our main office being located more than 100 kilometres from a major urban centre (Darwin), increase our personnel and operational costs, thus decreasing the number of staff we can employ with a set amount of funding or the level of equipment and other resources we can provide. These, in turn, can lead to effects such as a broadening of expected duties or less accessible peer support, creating additional pressures on existing staff. In many cases, opportunities at other institutions in metropolitan areas are more attractive. 

Employment of staff in their home communities would be part of the solution. At this stage, however, the pool of qualified potential staff members in remote communities is not sufficient to fill all positions, even if we had sufficient funding to create the required positions. Moreover, as noted under Term of Reference (a), the resources for investigating and planning possible options for reducing staff turnover cannot be generated under current funding arrangements. 

Term of Reference (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; 
In remote areas, the very presence of higher education or vocational education and training activities through the Institute contributes to short- and long-term economic growth. For instance, the establishment of a Community Study Centre or the building of housing for lecturers generates capital works; students’ requirements add to the demand for information and communications technology infrastructure. 

Much of the work done in remote areas by Batchelor Institute is a type of pioneering work for the community’s development and interactions, on its terms, with the wider territory and national community. The knowledge and skills acquired by graduates contribute to the pool of skills required for the community’s economic and other development. The availability of these skills, in turn, becomes the basis of more knowledge and skills, in a type of ripple effect extending beyond each community to the other areas with which the community is networked. Conversely, failure to deliver appropriate education and training to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in remote areas carries an economic cost. 

The areas of research and development of current and potential interest to the Institute are more likely to be in the social areas, with particular focus on cultural and cross-cultural influences, rather than in areas readily adapted to commercial applications. These are not necessarily areas that will command the attention of larger institutions but, as underlined by the literature on productive diversity, they are important contributors to the nation’s long-term economic, as well as research, capacity. 

Term of Reference (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; 

There has been a high degree of (resource-consuming) change in the area of regulation and quality assurance over the last decade and the advent of the new Australian Universities Quality Agency hopefully signals a period of consolidation and strengthening processes. There must also be monitoring to enhance diversity and innovation in the Australian higher education sector and maintain the sector’s value and distinctiveness in the global environment. 

In this context, concepts such as “appropriateness” and “effectiveness”, often used in regulations and accountability processes, have the potential to encourage diversity or enforce conformity—in Batchelor Institute’s case, this means enhance or hinder our work—depending on the definitions used. For instance, processes or outcomes which might be appropriate in closely populated metropolitan and rural areas may be quite inappropriate in remote areas or in a community seeking self-determination or self-management. An accountability measure considered effective by a central funding agency might be unworkable for certain institutions. 

These example illustrate the basis of Batchelor Institute’s wariness of system-wide regimes as, often, the concerns of non-average institutions are lost among initiatives that favour the majority: in this case, mainstream, predominantly metropolitan institutions. Any “one-size-fits-all” approaches which demand conformity to a norm or average disadvantage the non-average. Thus, we strongly urge that system-wide initiatives include specific provisions for specialist institutions or centres which target disadvantaged or minority groups and support the creativity and flexibility needed to address the complex issues integral to higher education provision in these contexts. 

At an international level, such initiatives promote Australia as a pacesetter in the effective delivery of higher education to disadvantaged groups in difficult educational contexts. Institute staff have already been recruited to adapt Batchelor Institute methodologies to teaching and learning in several other countries, including Vietnam, Laos and Sudan. 

Presumably, the Quality Authority would participate in or coordinate mechanisms for any ongoing review of the higher education sector’s capacities, with the sector’s institutions closely involved in the establishment of those mechanisms. However, any associated capacity building will be the sum of improvements in the capacities of individual institutions, espcially smaller institutions. For these institutions, including Batchlor Institute, such improvements can be achieved only by additional support, not by coercion. 

For many institutions, and Batchelor Institute is among these, institutional capacity building will incorporate improved internal communications mechanisms, as well as action to remove the divide between academic and management functions. Such considerations again bring us back to the issue of funding to support the planning and implementation of changes to what are often longstanding, fundamental governance structures and processes. Without support, there is a risk of disruption to the core business of teaching, learning and research. 

Term of Reference (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. 

While Batchelor Institute advocates the provision of independent advice on higher education to government, a replica of the former NBEET is not the only, or the best, way to achieve this. Small institutions rarely have the resources to contribute their viewpoints effectively through peak organisations, or to do so alone. However, the framework for sourcing accurate and reasonable advice is, initially, less important than ensuring that the advice comes from, and is widely perceived to come from, the perspectives and interests of the complete range of stakeholders. 

Conclusion

The “traditional” model of Australian higher education has undergone significant changes and more can be expected as Australia’s higher education needs reflect the aspirations of an increasingly diverse population and range of activities. The ability to adapt higher education delivery modes to the backgrounds of individual students and groups of students, and in consultation with those students and their communities, must be enhanced if universities are to meet Australia’s higher education needs. At the same time, specialist institutions such as Batchelor Institute will continue to meet the higher education needs of a particular group of Australians for whom mainstream provisions have generally not been appropriate. 

Appropriate education and training programs for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, especially those from remote areas, are those designed to support each community’s culture and, as far as possible, operate within the student’s cultural context while providing access to the Western academic knowledge and skills necessary for participation in the wider society. Such provision, although leading to “ends” not dissimilar to those of mainstream institutions, entail “means” which are often quite different from those used elsewhere. 

The differences often necessitate a higher level of resources on a per student basis, if only because there is little opportunity for economies of scale in innovative, developmental activities. In addition, the demographic context of our work demands increased resources to address environments and circumstances rarely encountered in most areas of the higher education sector. 

Although Batchelor Institute and other specialist institutions have greater resource requirements, they occupy no less a place in higher education than traditional institutions; and have an integral and valuable role in Australia’s higher education sector. On the grounds of equity and social justice, and on economic grounds, specialist provisions must continue and be expanded for Australians who have commonly been excluded from higher education. Further, activities such as Batchelor Institute’s have potential benefits for all institutions, and for Australia’s international standing, through the development and piloting of teaching, learning and research initiatives which might escape the notice of the mainstream. Obviously, better resourcing, as outlined under various of the Terms of Reference, would facilitate improved outcomes. 

The cost of higher education development and delivery in remote areas is inevitably high, but the continued development of such programs can only enhance the ability of universities to meet the higher education needs of all Australians. For the foreseeable future, the cost can be met reliably only through public funding; and we believe the programs are worthy of better targeting and improved resource levels. 

VERONICA ARBON

Director
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