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Senator Kim Carr, Chair 

Higher Education Funding Sub-Committee

Executive Summary
This response elaborates on the natures of Australian Catholic University, and places it in the context of the suggested Budget reforms.  It argues that higher education should function in ways that benefit humanity through the provision of a cohesive and holistic education.  It recognizes especially the relevance and importance of universities’ contribution to the development of human potential.

The submission puts to the Australian Senate that the principal function of higher education is to promote an individual’s lifelong learning and to offer individual citizens an understanding of their human potential.  In pursuit of that objective, the contributions of the Humanities and Social Sciences are essential.

A university committed to a values-driven agenda, to the holistic development of its students, and to being “user-friendly” (and recognized as such), provides a strong counter-balance to the prevailing trends in Australia’s higher education system.

The adoption of this approach within the higher education sector requires that Government endorses and supports genuine diversity.  The real value of diversity is that universities can grow a distinctive identity; such distinctiveness is a strength both of the university itself and the sector as a whole.  What makes a higher education learning experience distinctive is very important for the sector.

In order to pursue Government’s obligation to provide access to higher education to able persons, active encouragement and assistance should be given to universities which can demonstrate their significance by making distinctive contributions to the higher education system in Australia.

A core feature of the distinctiveness of a university is the nature of the interactions between its teaching and learning, research and community engagement.  True collaboration occurs principally as a result of a vision and aims which express this interactivity.  Where universities seek the good of society, the distinctiveness engendered by such interactions is able to forge partnerships that profit all.

New generation universities, like Australian Catholic University, have a special part to play in the development of values-based innovative education that benefits Australia.  They bring diversity and distinctiveness that are the hallmarks of a truly dynamic university sector.

This submission illustrates the above general principles by highlighting the value to the sector of Australian Catholic University.  It presents a case illustration of the significance of learning productivity which is a relevant concept to quality education in Australia.  The case as argued demonstrates that a liberal, general education and a professionally focused education are not really mutually exclusive.

In these and other ways, argument is made to Senate that Australian Catholic University is placed to advance issues of real importance to the Australian community because of its specialized nature and its ability to focus on core aspects of the human and spiritual dimensions of learning.  It is uniquely branded and uniquely situated in the sector but illustrates principles and goals common to all.  And it should be supported to do that.
Australian Catholic University has completed a preliminary analysis of the impacts of the Commonwealth Government’s higher education proposals.  There are aspects of the proposals that will remain uncertain until we receive further details through DEST.  The following summarises our attempted understanding of the salient issues.

· A prime concern for ACU is the final mix of disciplines to be determined by Government.  We now have an indication of the discipline mix that will apply from 2005, but this requires confirmation by DEST.  In common with many institutions, ACU is currently overenrolled across most disciplines.  As we reduce enrolments to the agreed funded load (over the coming triennium), one uncertainty is whether the Commonwealth and State Governments will have complementary or conflicting expectations of the changing discipline mix, particularly if Government focuses on its “National Priorities” in teaching and nursing.  Pending detail yet to be received, strategic decisions must be made to ensure that overenrolment lies within the 1% “funded” tolerance.
· After further careful analysis of the figures provided by DEST, it is likely that from 2005 ACU will experience a funding cut, comparing the total of the new Commonwealth Grant Scheme (CGS) plus student contributions (at current levels of HECS) with the 2003 operating grant.  It will, therefore, be essential for the University to pursue potential additional sources of funding – increased Commonwealth course contributions; growth through conversion of marginal places; and success with the several competitive grants, including the Learning and Teaching Performance Fund.
· Senate needs to recognize that Australian Catholic University, and most other universities, will probably be denied access to supplementary CGS funds unless the association of “demonstrated compliance with the Commonwealth’s workplace relations policies” is untied from increased CGS contributions.
· The unique “multi-State” structure of ACU complicates its situation, but understanding the requirements of State Government will be critical for growth.  How will the Commonwealth interpret “State and Territory responsibility” (for ensuring) nursing graduates remain in the system?  What are the expectations of Government for the multiple State needs that impinge on ACU?  It is critical that the University be kept informed of “the outcomes of discussions on labour market needs with States and Territories”, and would want State Government support for additional places to meet these needs.
· The general shift from government to student contributions to fund the expansion of higher education may create difficulties.  One obvious area is in the application of the 30% HECS loading for “non-priority” courses.  ACU has a small cohort of local undergraduate fee-paying enrolments (250 EFTSU, less than 4% of funded load).  It is unlikely that ACU would reach 25% of load in larger courses; and there is capacity to take more fee-payers.  By virtue of its special Mission, however, the University must attempt to balance the potentially conflicting demands of revenue and equity.
· The continuing absence of full salary cost indexation in the policy proposals will reduce the real value of the CGS over time.
· There are several other matters on the agenda for the University which relate to the proposed reforms – the impact on administration of such initiatives as HEIMS, the full meaning of Learning Entitlements, FEE-HELP, Scholarships; requirements for workplace reforms; adherence to national governance protocols (although ACU is well placed in this regard); and activities appropriate to regional encouragement (in relation to its campuses outside metropolitan Victoria and in the Australian Capital Territory).
Together with other universities, we will be looking for an early opportunity to discuss these matters with DEST and come to a final, agreed estimate.
Introduction

This submission attempts to explicate the true nature of Australian Catholic University.  

A New Higher Education Policy
It is presumed that the Government is serious in its wish to determine higher education policy for our nation.  To achieve a balanced and strategically focused policy, Government needs to join with the higher education sector to explicate the core aims of higher education.  These having been clarified, it is then appropriate to enumerate various functions of a system that supports the stated aims of higher education.

The advancement of knowledge and wisdom is universally recognized as benefiting humanity.  This submission maintains that in fulfilling their fundamental role in advancing knowledge and wisdom universities benefit humanity (locally, nationally and internationally).  Higher education is not alone in the pursuit of benefiting humanity, but Government policy has to determine what specific contribution higher education will make to achieving humanity’s progress, and it must provide the support to do that.
A university is of its nature an institution dedicated to the pursuit of truth through research and scholarship.  As a byproduct of that research and scholarship, the university fulfils functions commonly recognized as essential for the good of humanity.

Higher education should function in ways that benefit humanity through a cohesive as well as holistic profile of teaching and learning, research and community engagement, and offer education that embraces the meaning of life.  It is widely accepted that higher education has numerous functions.  What is most important, however, is that there be a clear identification in policy of the status of the functions such that they are not seen to be transient, and not subject to political and economic expediency.  Cohesive policy must drive the agenda.

Values in Education

In a world circumscribed by the measurable and the financially useful, the spiritual development of the student, the values intrinsic to the humanities, social sciences, languages, fine arts, literature and philosophy (and this submission includes theology in the list), the wonders of learning and research can be too easily lost or neglected, and judged to be of too little importance.

An especially important goal of education today is the search for meaning and purpose.  The enormity and the particular horror of recent world events have had the effect of provoking in many Australians questions about the way we live, the quality of our relationships with our families and friends and of our relationships with the rest of the world, and how we individually can make some difference to each other.  The humanities and social sciences play an important role in raising our consciousness about the cultural, social and ethical issues facing our country and our world.  Universities have historically provided an independent critique of society and the way in which it behaves and is managed.  To ignore or marginalize the humanities and social sciences is risky and dangerous.  No-one can ignore the common good of society and these disciplines are needed more than ever before to ensure that such does not take place.

At a time when society has need of the wisdom these disciplines provide to individuals and to the nation, Governments have been unable to deal properly with their cultural impact. 
The Prime Minister has spoken many times of the need to restore family values in our society and has drawn attention to how many people aspire to the restoration of such values.  These values are important and are able to be developed in a university setting where the individual is supported in a community of learners.  In a higher education system that currently values “critical mass” education, it is preferable to provide individual support and pastoral care rather than students remaining a collective entity.  A university committed to a values-driven agenda and to the holistic development of its students, and which is both “user-friendly” and recognized as such, provides a strong counter-balance to the prevailing trend in our higher education system.  In recognizing and promoting individual worth as one of its core values and in imbedding  this value in all of its activities, this University plays a leading role at a time when society lacks such a commitment.

University education thus has a major role in developing a coherent life-view, by offering an array of means that allow individuals to face and answer life’s ethical challenges and in providing a sense of meaning and purpose to people as human persons.  A university, more than most of society’s institutions, is able to play a major role by providing opportunities for persons to reflect on and integrate their lives in a systematic and challenging way, and is a place where alternative viewpoints can be discussed and analyzed openly and dispassionately.  Society benefits from a citizenry that is attuned to such balance; and this is very important in a world confused and driven by uncertainty.

Diversity 

In achieving the goals of education, as discussed above, diversity is extremely important.  It allows stakeholders’ interests and needs to be met while at the same time facilitating the emergence of pockets of excellence across different institutions.  Diversity necessarily relates to mission, the scope and breadth of curriculum and scholarship, student demand, and quality of learning environment, as well as a university’s industrial practices.

The real value of diversity is that universities can develop a distinctive identity.  Such distinctiveness is a strength both of a university such as this and of the sector, because the system has a university whose ethos and mission are embedded in that university’s programs, and in its research and community activities in ways that differentiate it from others in the sector.  As a result, there is an offering of a clear choice in higher education, and thus there is an added distinctiveness to the system itself.  The community is well served, for example, by the focus of a university that has made a clear and distinctive commitment to the importance of values in education.  

The policy basis of distinctiveness should not be differential access to resources.  A university such as Australian Catholic University that has steadfastly pursued the integration of values in teaching and learning, research and community engagement, together with an emphasis on and excellence in the humanities and social sciences, makes a significant contribution to the future of the individuals and the country.  It offers choice and should be supported by Government.  Such a contribution to excellence and diversity provide unique opportunities that should be actively encouraged within the fabric of Australia’s higher education system.

A special thrust of Australian Catholic University is its emphasis on community and the integration of community engagement into its professional courses – with links through to job employment and job satisfaction.  Its caring community is manifest in the small size of the institution and the personal friendships that clearly characterize interactions of the University community.  Its courses are responsive to the needs of its students, their employers, and other stakeholders.  Regional needs (reflected particularly in Australian Catholic University’s Ballarat Campus and its Signadou Campus serving the needs of rural NSW) can be integrally a part of the University’s genuinely national focus.

Access and Success

In order to pursue Government’s obligation to provide access to higher education to able persons, active encouragement should be given to universities to demonstrate their distinctive contributions to higher education.  They do so in many significant but different ways.  An example would be a university that makes a clear commitment to the poor and other fringe dwellers of society.  Coming as it does from a university that values individuals, this submission maintains that access to higher education is vital to individuals, groups, and the nation.  For example, programs that provide access to education to Indigenous communities are crucial and we support strongly this aspect of the Budget reform package.  Australian Catholic University’s successful experience over time of Indigenous education programs confirms its commitment.  This University is committed to the Indigenous community, and currently provides significant educational opportunities to Indigenous peoples, opportunities that are obviously taken up by them and valued, given the high take-up and retention rates.  These programs eventuated after considerable discussions with the Indigenous communities themselves, and evaluations of the programs with those communities are ongoing.  Indigenous students now comprise 2.4 percent of the University’s undergraduate enrolments.  Of particular significance is the fact that the participation and retention rates of these students are well above the national average.  The University’s programs themselves are innovative and clearly serve both the students and the communities they in turn serve.  Programs such as these need continued support in order to maintain the Government’s stated commitment to reconciliation.

A relatively new, small and distinctive university is able to offer different community members access to quality and relevant higher education that they would not otherwise have considered a possibility.  It can be demonstrated that it is possible to provide access to and maintain retention rates of students coming from backgrounds that are disadvantaged economically (low SES), from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB), from rural areas, and with disabilities (SWD).  In each category, the retention rates of such students at Australian Catholic University are well above national averages, an indication that university programs are offering what is right for these students and thus providing access to genuine quality-driven distinctiveness in the higher education system.

Teaching and Learning, Research and Community Engagement

A university must be able to balance its teaching and learning, research and community engagement responsibilities, express an active interaction among them, and assume a rightful place in proper definition of its selected diversity.  The carefully chosen research profile is often associated with attendant teaching and community engagement strengths.  In this way, potential students are able to select the university courses that meet their personal aspirations, knowing that established research and related community applications underpin the teaching and learning.  In the case of Australian Catholic University, there is clear evidence of efficient and effective use of the public funds made available to the institution which ensure the quality of the learning experiences that are provided.1
As a consequence of the cohesive interaction between teaching and learning, research and community engagement, and demonstrated outcomes in relation to taxpayers’ money, it is imperative that funds be maintained to continue the research and teaching nexus of the mission of the university. 

Universities, which have distinctive research foci, often also have a particular focus on community engagement in their courses.  Research might be particularly oriented to the professions, for example, and serve the educational, health-care and social needs of Australian society.  In a context where collaboration occurs principally as a result of a distinctive vision and aims, and seeks the good of Australian society, a university such as Australian Catholic University can forge partnerships that benefit all – itself, its partners and the community.  In this way, universities can become accepted in the community for their distinctive ethos and mission.  Increasingly, other community groups may seek out such a university as the preferred choice for collaborative links.  Government, however, should not intervene by regulatory control of resources that otherwise might be earned by the university on merit.  Some regulatory aspects of the Reform package need to be modified in the light of this concern.
The Contribution of New Generation Universities

Post-1987 universities, and additionally those universities with a distinctive ethos and mission, are able to offer an especially fresh perspective on higher education.  As postmodern thought recognizes, it is often those at the periphery who are able to discern most clearly what lies at the heart of a system.  The universities identified are able to inject a diversity that is a hallmark of a dynamic sector.  Neither newness nor size should be discriminators in the determination of what can be genuinely innovative and creative; rather these characteristics can provide special challenges and alternatives.  This University has taken a lead role in establishing ‘New Generation Universities’, a network of Australian universities that have a particular role to play in shaping higher education in Australia’s future.  The principles defining that network are entirely consistent with the Mission of Australian Catholic University, and are compatible with the arguments put forward in this submission.

Australian Catholic University, with its course concentration on professional delivery, speaks not just to the distinctiveness and value of that individual institution, but to its contribution to the skill development of Australian society and to its broader economic, social and cultural agenda.  There are several small, focused post-1987 universities in Australia that are differentiated and ably demonstrate that size, longevity and prestige are no guarantee of success in delivery of quality higher education. 

Australian Catholic University meets the challenges of the sector and provides quality education and delivery to the Australian community.  Data show that Australian Catholic University is characterized by a significantly high number of academic staff with higher degrees, low staff:student ratios across its faculties, high progress rates of both undergraduate and postgraduate students coupled with the very low attrition rates of both groups, high employment rates of its graduates, and very high satisfaction rates of its graduates.  It has had a growing commitment over time to postgraduate professionally-oriented education, and as a University it ranks fifth in Australia in that provision.  When this information is read in the context of its diversity (characterized by a distinctive ethos, national focus and very high retention rates for disadvantaged students), there is ample evidence of a university which serves the Australian community’s needs, enabling graduates to make a genuine difference to the communities the university serves.

Australian Catholic University’s twelve-year history as a university testifies to the value of newer universities and to its valuable addition to Australia’s higher education sector.  The University has courageously closed campuses to ensure better use of facilities and appropriate use of the taxpayers’ dollar.  The University has concentrated its focus on a range of courses that add value to the higher education sector, reflect the ethos of a values-based education, and provide continued delivery of its programs to selected major employers.  There is a clear strategic plan that has consistently demonstrated that this intent is being followed.  Major employers in health care, education and the human services generally have all supported the University by employing its graduates and utilizing its expertise focused on the research-teaching nexus in research, consultancies and professional training.  Increasingly, newer disciplines to the University, namely business, information systems and social and environmental sciences, have reflected the same success rates as the longer established disciplines.

Productivity of Learning 

The productivity of learning is an important issue for the sector.

In his 1992 monograph Learning Productivity:  A New Imperative for American Higher Education Bruce Johnstone, the former Chancellor of the State University of New York (SUNY), argued that significant and sustainable productivity advances in higher education must be achieved through greater attention to the learner.  The learning productivity model put forward by Johnstone relates the input of staff, not to enrolments or to courses taught or to credit or classroom hours assigned, but to successful learning achievements, and the capacity of the learner to demonstrate mastery of a defined body of knowledge and skills.

Johnstone argues that most students, with the appropriate curriculum, pedagogy, technological support and incentives, can meet learning outcome goals in less time and at less cost than they presently do under the conventional approaches to teaching and learning currently in place in most higher education institutions.  Learning productivity can be achieved, he argues, through:

· More individually paced mastery learning;

· The stipulation of clear and measurable learning outcomes for each course;

· The utilization of educational technology;

· Changes in the structuring of semesters and schedules;

· The re-design of the academic calendar for year-round learning in modules of flexible lengths of time; and

· The encouragement of more university-type and -style learning during the high school years, involving greater collaboration between secondary and higher education.

Australian Catholic University acknowledges the relevance of Johnstone’s learning productivity model to current considerations of higher education reform.  The University has adopted the Learning Paradigm as the prime desideratum in its approaches towards student learning.  Within this framework significant advances have been made in on-line learning and the utilization of educational technology through ACUweb.  Important advances in the development of articulated learning pathways between the university, secondary schools, TAFE institutions and other learning providers are being extended.  Currently consideration is being given to the adoption of more flexible and accelerated degree programs to complement the already existing arrangements for flexible learning made possible through programs offered at weekends and during summer and winter schools.  In recent years attention to internal quality audits and external reviews of faculties has brought about considerable reductions in the number of courses offered across the university, together with more cost-effective and effective strategies for course delivery.
Examples from the Faculty of Education at Australian Catholic University are illustrative of the University’s focus.  In June and July 2002, the Faculty conducted a series of workshops on “Revisioning the Teaching Profession”, designed to specify learning outcomes for teacher education in line with the imperatives of the global knowledge economy and lifelong learning.  The “revisioning” workshops enabled Faculty members to articulate more clearly the learning outcomes and achievements of graduates and in so doing advance the notion of learning mastery for members of the education service.  This constitutes a significant step in moving towards more individually paced learning for students.

Lifelong learning is a research “Flagship” of Australian Catholic University (with five others) and the Centre for Lifelong Learning has been engaged in a progressive research program designed to profile the importance of learning across the lifespan for personal growth, social cohesion and economic advancement.  It recently completed a study for the Commonwealth Government on Lifelong Learning and Teacher Education and has undertaken a study for the Victorian Government on Lifelong Learning, Adult and Community Education: Reaching the Unreached Learner.  Such policy-oriented research has important implications for furthering the agenda of lifelong learning in Australia and internationally.  It is also person-focused and an illustrative reflection of the University’s special ethos and mission.

Australian Catholic University, as an institution committed to the full development of the individual, intellectually, spiritually, morally, aesthetically and socially, places the learner at the centre of all its activities and engagements.  The increasing attention paid to student-centered learning and the need to cater for different styles and modes of individual student progression is central to its mission and one of the indicators of its success as an institution of higher education.

Current Fit with Proposed Reforms and Summary of Financial Implications
Australian Catholic University has completed a preliminary analysis of the impacts of the Commonwealth Government’s higher education proposals.  There are aspects of the proposals that will remain uncertain until further details can be obtained.  The following summarises the University’s attempted understanding of the salient issues.

· A prime concern for ACU is the final mix of disciplines to be determined by Government.  We now have an indication of the discipline mix that will apply from 2005, but this requires confirmation by DEST.  In common with many institutions, ACU is currently overenrolled across most disciplines.  As we reduce enrolments to the agreed funded load (over the coming triennium), one uncertainty is whether the Commonwealth and State Governments will have complementary or conflicting expectations of the changing discipline mix, particularly if Government adds to its “National Priorities”.  Pending detail yet to be received, strategic decisions must be made to ensure that overenrolment lies within the 1% “funded” tolerance.
· After further careful analysis of the figures provided by DEST, it now seems very probable that from 2005 ACU will experience a funding cut comparing the total of the new Commonwealth Grant Scheme plus student contributions (at current levels of HECS) with the 2003 operating grant.  It will, therefore, be essential for the University to pursue potential additional sources of funding – increased Commonwealth course contributions; growth through conversion of marginal places; and success with the several competitive grants, including the Learning and Teaching Performance Fund. 
· Additionally, it is absolutely essential that Australian Catholic University not be denied access to supplementary funds under the Commonwealth Grant Scheme (CGS).  The association of “demonstrated compliance with the Commonwealth’s workplace relations policies” with access to the CGS is a highly problematic feature of the proposed reforms.
· The unique “multi-State” structure of ACU complicates its situation, but understanding the requirements of State Government will be critical for growth.  How will the Commonwealth interpret “State and Territory responsibility” (for ensuring) nursing graduates remain in the system?  What are the expectations of Government for the multiple State needs that impinge on ACU?  It is critical that the University be kept informed of “the outcomes of discussions on labour market needs with States and Territories”, and would want State Government support for additional places to meet these needs.
· The general shift from government to student contributions to fund the expansion of higher education may create difficulties.  One obvious area is in the application of the 30% HECS loading for “non-priority” courses.  ACU has a small cohort of local undergraduate fee-paying enrolments (250 EFTSU, less than 4% of funded load).  It is unlikely that ACU would reach 25% of load in larger courses and there is capacity to take more fee-payers.  By virtue of its special Mission, however, the University must attempt to balance the potentially conflicting demands of revenue and equity.
· Further, the continuing absence of full salary cost indexation in the policy proposals will reduce the real value of the CGS over time.
· There are several other matters on the agenda for the University which relate to the proposed reforms – the impact on administration of such initiatives as HEIMS, the full meaning of Learning Entitlements, FEE-HELP, Scholarships; requirements for workplace reforms; adherence to national governance protocols (although ACU is well placed in this regard); and activities appropriate to regional encouragement (in relation to its campuses outside metropolitan Victoria and in Australian Capital Territory).
Concluding Comments
Australia is at the point of major reforms in relation to higher education in Australia.  There is an opportunity to assure Australians of their importance as individuals with human potential by enhanced support for higher education.  Government has the opportunity to ensure that its decisions are made from first principles, that it favours realizing the individual citizen’s full education potential, and that all persons are enabled to participate in higher education at times and in ways that suit their circumstances.  Diversity within the current higher education system ought to be preserved.  It should be nourished and extended.  The real challenges of what Government is facing should not be lost and it is now most disappointing that ACU may lose in the reforms that have been announced.
This submission has tried to show that Australian Catholic University, a university in receipt of public funding, offers a special kind of diversity that underpins a system of higher education in a thriving democracy that is searching for meaning.  Australia is in need of the specific insights and wisdom that Australian Catholic University provides to the Australian people.

Australian Catholic University treats its students as persons, provides them with a sense of purpose and meaning, assists them to think critically and empowers them to become moral agents of social transformation.  It plays a unique role in the Australian higher education sector and should be supported to do this in ways that recognise and appreciate its distinctive Mission.
Peter W Sheehan AO

Vice-Chancellor

Australian Catholic University

10 July 2003
1 The University has, as a public company, been assiduous in the management of its financial obligations and responsibilities and has used finances, those derived from the public and private providers, to ensure that the institution has met its statutory obligations and also to drive the strategic intent of the University.
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