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CAUL (Council of Australian University Librarians) response to the Senate’s Inquiry into university funding and regulatory changes foreshadowed in proposed legislation

Madeleine McPherson

President

CAUL

The Council of Australian University Librarians (CAUL) is pleased to respond to the invitation to make a submission to the Senate’s Inquiry into university funding and regulatory changes foreshadowed in proposed legislation.  CAUL has for seventy years worked as a cooperative association to improve university libraries and thereby contribute to academic excellence in teaching learning and research.  Further details of CAUL and its activities may be found at http://www.caul.edu.au .

In this response, we will relate our observations to only two of the terms of reference of the Inquiry.  We note that the proposals are for the most part concerned with the teaching and learning functions of universities and financial arrangements related thereto, and this will be the focus of this submission, although we do make a short comment on the third point of reference.

ToR 1:  The principles of the Government’s higher education package.

CAUL understands and supports the Government’s objective to improve the financial situation of Australian universities.  Libraries are essentially support services in universities that are dependent for their quality on recurrent funding.   The older universities in Australia have large legacy collections especially valuable to researchers, but the effectiveness of all libraries, particularly for teachers and learners, is dependent on recurrent income.  Journal subscriptions are a recurrent expense, monograph collections have to be kept up to date to be useful to students, changing technologies require new skills or re-skilling of staff.  In numerical terms student users greatly outnumber all others and involve most library staff.  

Over time libraries represent a large investment by their parent institutions, a sunk expense the nature of which has been dictated by discipline profile.  Of all university operations, libraries are least able to quickly accommodate changes in course offerings or disciplines.  Building relevant resources for a new offering takes significant investment and time, abandoning an old one does not necessarily lead to equal savings.  If the intent of the proposals is to encourage greater diversity or specialisation, that is not an objective CAUL would discourage, but we wish to point out that there will be costs for libraries not taken into account in the base formula.  Also not taken into account in the formula are the higher costs of operating library services across a number of campuses or locations, except perhaps where those campuses attract the regional loading.

CAUL observes that the proposals are almost entirely oriented to traditional post-school on-campus education.  CAUL accepts that for many that is the formative educational experience of their lives, and the basis of their careers.  However on-campus study is not the growth area in higher education, as social and workforce changes bring more and more people back to study.  It is generally accepted that a first qualification will no longer set a person up for life, and that further study will be necessary if every Australian is to “find and achieve his or her own potential”.  “Lifelong learning” was for so long a buzzword in government rhetoric about higher education that CAUL is somewhat surprised at its total absence from the most recent proposals.

University libraries have become increasingly involved in preparing students for lifelong learning in response to the specific recognition of the need for lifelong learning skills among the graduate attributes that are part of most universities’ accountability and quality processes.  Government policies have been influential in these developments and they have resulted in increased demands on libraries for information literacy training.  Libraries welcome these developments, but they do have staffing implications.  These present a challenge when staffing budgets have been under strain.

The absence of any recognition of ‘earner-learners’ in the Crossroads outcome is a matter of some concern because meeting the needs of these students is requiring libraries to build infrastructure and services at considerable cost.  Most of them study ‘off-campus’ for all practical purposes if not officially.  Furthermore the services needed by ‘off-campus’ students are more and more being expected by traditional ‘on-campus’ students, partly because technology has raised expectations but also because so many of them need to hold down part-time jobs that they are no longer able to spend long hours on campus in the library.  

CAUL fears that another perhaps unintended consequence of the proposals will be to undermine the cooperation that has been CAUL’s goal and modus operandi.  Universities compete in many ways, for students and for income and the reputation that increases income.  CAUL members fully accept that the responsibility of each of us is to serve our institutions’ own interests first.  Nevertheless we have also come to believe firstly, that the provision of all the library resources needed by its members is beyond the capacity of any one university to supply and secondly, that in a networked world cooperation can increase the resources available to all.  

Two of CAUL’s programs may suffice as examples of the cooperation we have achieved.  The first is the consortium operated by CAUL for the provision of access to electronic resources – journal databases etc – which helps minimise costs.  The second is University Library Australia, which provides for reciprocal recognition of students and staff so that any university library in Australia is open to all.

CAUL believes that in terms of systemic efficiency and the competitiveness of Australian higher education this cooperation has served the national interest.  However it does require members to accept a certain amount of give and take for the general benefit.  It is a distinct possibility that the proposals will increase the disparity of income between universities and therefore their motivation to support cooperative arrangements.

ToR 3:  The implications of such proposals on the sustainability of research and research training in public research agencies.

It is CAUL’s understanding that the government is developing its research policies and initiatives with an emphasis on national competitiveness.  To quote the Minister’s document “Given its modest resource base, Australia cannot afford to continue with an uncoordinated approach to infrastructure provision.”  This can also be said of library/information infrastructure.  It is also true that in information resources the line between what is required for research and what is required for teaching is not so clearly drawn.  Researchers have to be developed and all start as undergraduates.  As they progress in their studies and especially as they are being trained in research eg in their postgraduate study, they require progressively more specialised resources, but in a university environment the demarcation is blurred at best.  

For this reason any effect of the proposals to discourage cooperative activity by university libraries will also have its effect on research support.

Conclusion

CAUL understands that any policies have to take a broad approach, and it is not reasonable to expect a government to address all the flow-on consequences of its proposals in detail.   However the health of a system is the sum of its parts, and we hope that these observations on the impact of the government’s proposals on university libraries will be of assistance to the committee in their deliberations about the future of higher education in Australia.
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