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Submission to the Higher Education Review 

by the University of New England

The University of New England welcomes the opportunity to assist in shaping the Australian higher education sector for the next few decades and ensuring that Australia’s education needs are met.

This submission responds to some but not all of the questions raised in the Discussion Paper Higher Education at the Crossroads. While we are arguing for the health and future of the higher education system, clearly, our viewpoint is informed by our own context.

Summary

· The University endorses moves for greater flexibility and student choice within a framework that is educationally and professionally sound.

· The University supports moves to provide better access to members of under-represented groups in higher education and offers some suggestions on how this might be achieved.

· The University supports moves to facilitate closer and longer-lasting engagements by regional universities with their regions and makes some suggestions on how this might be funded.

· The University supports collaboration between universities to increase student choice and to eliminate non-viable courses or units.

· The University supports the development and funding of centres of research excellence whether they be CRCs or national or international networks of researchers.

· The University sees a strong role for rural universities with centres of excellence and a mission and goals that assist the development of regions.

· The University believes that access and excellence can be fostered by 

· Higher core funding to universities

· Creating a differential HECS charge for city/regional universities, with a lower charge at regional universities to assist rural, isolated, Indigenous and low SES students.

· Creating a differential funding model whereby student load from equity groups is funded at a higher level, rather than offering equity funding predominantly through short-term program grants.

· Extending the HECS system so that legitimate student expenses other than tuition fees can be added to students’ HECS debt (with repayments being income contingent).

· A higher HECS repayment threshold, to enable students to get established in their new careers before repaying their debt.

· Making funding available to establish mentoring schemes for Indigenous students in schools, with members of the local community and university staff and students acting as mentors.

· Providing additional tax advantages for industries that form links/partnerships with universities when the aim of the program is to assist disadvantaged students, in particular rural students or support regional/rural teaching, research and consultancy.

· Providing special funding for regional outreach activities in teaching.

· Providing special funding for regional development activities.

· Developing a strategy by which special program support is provided for preparing health and education professionals for long-term commitment to regional Australia and hence community improvement. 

· Providing incentive funding for collaborative arrangements with other universities in teaching and research.

· Providing incentive funding for course rationalisations.

· Providing salary supplementation.

The University of New England
The University of New England was founded as the New England University College of the University of Sydney in 1938 and became an autonomous university in 1954. It is Australia’s oldest rural university and was for a long time the only one. It is also an institution that has had as its explicit brief by the NSW government an obligation to provide education by external studies and has done so for close to half a century.

In 1989 The Armidale College of Advanced Education, successor to the Armidale Teachers’ College of 1928, joined UNE.

The University was set up to provide non-metropolitan students with an education of the same kind and standard as Sydney University provided – liberal education, but also relevant education. This meant the University has always accepted a strong responsibility not only towards students from the region but also for the development of the region, and it has multiple links through research, consultancy and continuing education with the region.

The University has also always seen itself in its research and orientation as national and international and the reputation of many of its researchers is indeed national and international.

Increasingly, of course, graduates will operate in a global economy and thus the University in all of its activities serves regional, national and international needs.

UNE is geographically isolated. The nearest university was until a dozen years ago the University of Newcastle (4-5 hours by car). Since the restructuring of higher education 1989/90 regional colleges have become universities. Even so, the nearest universities are University of Southern Queensland and Southern Cross University, each also 4 ½ hours away by car. There are no direct air, rail or bus links to these other regional universities.

The community therefore expects the University to provide a comprehensive range of educational programs and services. 

Learning Experiences and Outcomes (a)
Many of the questions asked in this section are questions we have grappled with in the past, and many are still on the agenda. 

The University of New England is both different and similar to other Australian universities. The range of courses we offer is different, though most of the courses would be available at a number of other universities. Yet the content and teaching approach will differ. Reviews of professional courses across Australia by professional associations demonstrate both the diversity and common core in curricula.

UNE has been continuously examining its course offerings, has phased out small enrolment units, small enrolment disciplines and degree courses, and built up courses where it perceived a demand by students.

· Diversity
As the DEST publication, Characteristics and Performance Indicators of Australian Higher Education Institutions, 2000 demonstrates there is great variability and diversity in the Australian higher education system, and this University endorses the differentiation.

The question was asked in Crossroads, “Do we have too many universities trying to do the same thing?”

While we would always support collaboration in small enrolment areas, we do believe that students deserve choice and easy access as long as quality is not jeopardised.

Below are some comments from one of our Philosophers, which reflects the University’s position:

“Some functions are intrinsic to university-level study and so will, inevitably and properly, be represented, though of course in different forms, at most or even every university in a system such as ours. For instance, advanced skills in literacy, information literacy, numeracy and symbolic thinking are “generic skills” that are necessary across a range of disciplines and career-related skill-sets and hence will need to be covered by every university.

“On the other hand, it is patent that it is only at the level of the grossest typology that the question could even arise of whether there is too little diversity. Once we “drill down” past high-level and abstract genera, we usually find that, although, say, Philosophy is offered at many universities, it is offered in very different forms, to very different cohorts, and with very different emphases across those parts of the system where it is taught. If a small country like Australia can afford to have 100 different kinds of candy bars, at least fifty of which would be available at even a moderate sized convenience store, then it can afford, even though, in this case, the public pays [part of] the costs, to have, say, 25 different embodiments of “the Philosophy department”. Indeed, it is vital to the health of Philosophy as a discipline that there be at least as much diversity beneath the “sameness” as presently exists, for it is from the confrontation of difference that intellectual advances, and related advances in teaching, are made.”

We acknowledge that students need more explicit information about these differences, which exist even in courses like accounting, before they make their choice of degree and university.

· Customised teaching and learning

The opening quote by Johnstone in section a. reflects a very traditional full-time student model, where acceleration may be desirable. But for many students who are studying externally, working in demanding jobs and often with families and other community commitments, acceleration is not an issue – they want flexibility, not acceleration.

UNE believes in flexible and open learning, indeed we have mixed mode teaching for on and off campus students, eg. traditional classroom and resource based learning; learning via a range of media including the internet; residential schools, intensive modules, summer schools, etc. And students can mix modes. Under (b) Access on an Equitable Basis below there suggestions on how to accommodate student needs.  However, there are other considerations.

UNE in its teaching and learning arrangements tries to provide what makes educational sense. We recognise the value of time for reflection and development that is crucial to many units of study. Knowledge acquisition without integration and cumulative understanding does not lead to deeper levels of learning. Development over time is important for understanding and integration of knowledge.

Many parts of the Crossroads document seem to advocate a modular or competency-based approach to education.  An example is paragraph 95, with its scenario of self-paced learning and IT-mediated mastery of content modules. There are a number of areas where this framework is appropriate - e.g. the skill-based part of foreign language acquisition and use. But it would certainly not be suitable for all the purposes of higher education set out in paragraph 4 – which we endorse. The advancement and application of knowledge and understanding, as specified in dotpoints 2 and 3, are not well-served by modularised, competency-based learning and testing; nor is the development of those social values and practices identified in dotpoint 6.

While we try to meet student needs, there are constraints, which, again, our philosopher effectively summarises:

“You can have a relatively cheap to run, but nearly world-class and diverse system of mass tertiary education, as Australia now does, but you can only do so by imposing some constraints on the ways in which students encounter their learning opportunities. To be sure, more “customised” approaches with 24/7 service might be possible, but this would either reduce quality or increase costs. Reduced quality is likely to result because there are not only cost-savings but considerable pedagogical benefits in a teacher dealing with a cohort of students in a structured way. (For instance, the quality of feedback on assessment tasks is partly dependent on there being (both) enough (and not too many) assignments to mark at any one time. Markers typically refine their feedback to students as they make their way through the pile.) Of course, either a recurrent or a capital investment might maintain quality standards while increasing “client” flexibility. More academic staff would cost more money but permit more “customised” service. Alternatively, a large capital investment might permit “customised” service to be offered at low recurrent costs, e.g. by specially trained and deployed tutors/markers, but this would reduce diversity in the system, which, as indicated above, is intellectually undesirable.”

· Standards

We endorse the submission of AUQA re standards. 

We want to state emphatically, that there is, in fact, a great deal known about relative standards, though this knowledge is not held centrally by the AVCC or DEST. It is known to experienced lecturers and dissertation examiners across the system through their direct encounters with students from other universities, from the bench-marking exercises they periodically engage in at course and subject level and through both formal and informal professional activities and encounters.  Universities, and UNE among them, engage in professional accreditation, discipline reviews, school, course and faculty reviews which use both national and international peers who apply their standards.

Access on an Equitable Basis (b)

Regional universities have a vital role in providing access for students with potential who may otherwise have been denied the opportunity. There are many potential barriers to access, but distance from home and costs of relocating are major ones. At a more fundamental level, higher education is for many an awareness issue. Regional universities have created a sense of ownership in their communities and a sense of accessibility in terms of educational aspirations that cannot be created any other way.

Background

In common with other NSW regional universities, UNE derives the majority of its on-campus students from its own regional areas. Those universities with substantial distance education profiles take high proportions from these same areas, but also have major catchments further afield. The economies of scale of the large distance education providers (such as UNE) give the basis for serving the needs of rural and isolated students in a way that would not be possible otherwise.

UNE's enrolments indicate a high degree of access to higher education by rural and isolated and low socio-economic status students.

Enrolments at UNE for these groups over 1990-2000 are shown in the following table:

	Mode
	Year
	Low SES
	Rural
	Isolated

	External
	
	
	
	

	
	1990 
	633
	1009
	105

	
	1992 
	779
	1337
	137

	
	1994 
	751
	1298
	154

	
	1996 
	884
	1461
	173

	
	1998 
	1044
	1688
	189

	
	2000
	1068
	1764
	181

	
	2002.
	
	
	

	Internal
	
	
	
	

	
	1990 
	538
	1245
	64

	
	1992 
	601
	1362
	84

	
	1994 
	468
	1081
	77

	
	1996 
	482
	1043
	71

	
	1998 
	445
	1012
	47

	
	2000
	511
	1073
	64

	
	
	
	
	


In the 2002 UAC intake of internal undergraduate students to NSW universities, 53% of all Armidale students who were offered places at any university received offers to UNE. Similarly 34% of all students for the remainder of the New England region (corresponding to the Federal electorate of New England) are coming to UNE; as are 33% of students from the region to the west of New England (approximately the same area as the electorate of Gwydir).

For the 2002 intake 68% of UNE offers for places through UAC were to country students and 3.7% were to students defined as isolated. Of UNE offers, 41 % went to students of low socio-economic status. These percentages have remained at this approximate level for ten years as the table of enrolments above shows.

As the DEST Higher Education Report for the 2002 to 2004 Triennium shows, participation rates are still unsatisfactory for rural and isolated students (both of which actually declined nationally in 2001), and students from low socio-economic backgrounds (which in many areas is synonymous with rural and isolated).  

Increasing the participation rate of rural and isolated students is not only important for the life chances of these students and for the University’s student numbers, but for the regional communities. About 71 % of UNE’s young graduates who are mainly internal students are employed in regional Australia and thus contribute to population stability and a higher skills base in the country. 

From 1997-2002 UNE has had a steady increase in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander access to higher education, with an access rate of 2 % in 2002 compared to the national access ratio of 1.50 (in 2001). In 2002, 304 Indigenous students are enrolled, the majority are external, mature age and women.

Qb1
What structural barriers remain that deter people from disadvantaged backgrounds from participating in higher education?

We believe that there are major structural barriers related to funding and to the background of students.

· Cost
A major barrier is the combination of cost to students and the lack of Government funding for students. Regardless of the mode of study, there are still substantial costs to students over and above HECS, and these are not fully met by Austudy. This is a critical issue for rural, isolated, Indigenous and low socio-economic status (SES) students. Under the relatively new Centrelink rules, students cannot get independent Austudy/Abstudy until they are 25 years. Further, students who apply for Austudy on or after their 25th birthday are not (under most circumstances) entitled to rent assistance. The cost of on and off-campus accommodation has increased significantly and many students find themselves paying a large proportion of their benefit towards rent. A further point is that students applying for Youth Allowance are subjected to a parental means test and the cut-off for the means test is too low. As a consequence many parents (especially those who have not been to University themselves) discourage their children from going to University because they will remain dependent for too long.

Students from rural and isolated areas are not able to fund their living arrangements in university accommodation from their Youth Allowance, even though they qualify for a living away from home allowance. Students who opt for distance education because they view it as less costly often find that there are significant costs involved in residential school attendance, or in meeting practical course requirements.  (The development of UNE’s Access Centres may help to alleviate some of the financial burden for students in the localities concerned.)

Another aspect of cost is the income forgone by a person when studying. It is often hard for people (particularly those from equity groups) to see the long term benefit of higher education if they are faced with an immediate financial need.

Most Australian students have to work to get through University (either to supplement their Centrelink or their parents’ allowance or to support themselves). This would deter many students if they come from a cultural background that does not value, or does not understand, the benefits of higher education.  

People from low socio-economic background tend to go to TAFE rather than University.  TAFE is seen as cheaper and more vocationally-oriented. A big structural difficulty is that if a student wants to go to TAFE after finishing a generic degree in order to get vocational skills (eg office skills) this move is not supported financially by the Government.  

The higher level of HECS debt incurred by students wanting to do the more ‘elitist’ courses is a disincentive for disadvantaged students.  There needs to be parity in HECS liability.

The HECS repayment threshold should also be higher, to enable students to get established in their new careers before repaying their debt.

· Background of students
Students’ lack of preparedness or readiness in terms of their ability to succeed in higher education is a general problem, but it is exacerbated when the student comes from an equity group.  A major cause of the lack of preparedness is inadequate support in pre-university schooling.  There is also concern about students’ unwillingness/inability to seek assistance on literacy/numeracy issues.

Students from disadvantaged groups tend not to have the literacy skills needed for university.  Tutoring in literacy and academic skills should be available within the school system to assist these students.

Students from remote areas do not have the IT access now needed for many courses of study.  Students from a low socio-economic sub-culture tend not to learn the IT skills necessary for successful study and are put off by the thought of needing such skills.

Currently, the Commonwealth government offers support for Indigenous students to participate in higher education either in preparation for tertiary study or when they have actually enrolled. This support is appreciated. However, it is not working as effectively as it might in regional areas. There are a range of social, economic and cultural reasons why this is so. In a region such as the New England area, despite very strong efforts by the University of New England, the Indigenous participation rate is still below the demographic average. It is the contention of the University that since the Commonwealth has carriage of Indigenous matters that it should develop a plan to increase the Indigenous student participation rate in regional areas to match or exceed the comparable demographic rate in relevant communities. Such a plan should attract more Indigenous students to study different professional programs in higher education so that they can work with their communities to improve social conditions there. It has been found that requiring Indigenous students to leave their communities to study in higher education is an unsuccessful policy. They need to complete their studies in regional contexts where they live.

Qb2
What can higher education institutions do to make early connections with schools to encourage the participation of under-represented groups?

Many of the suggestions below are already implemented in a number of universities, including UNE.

· Create and maintain regular links between schools and universities.  Encourage students from the under-represented groups to make school visits/have other sorts of presence in schools in order to show school children that all types can go to University.  

UNE has employed two Schools Liaison Officers, has an e-mentoring scheme in English, and brings students on to campus for summer schools, winter schools, open days and other academic and information activities. UNE’s Indigenous support centre, the Oorala Centre regularly brings students on to campus. School groups visit the University for various activities, including the Outdoor Shakespeare Festival.

· Create links between regions and universities to encourage more mature age students to undertake study. 

UNE, for example, is promoting life long learning for rural, isolated, Indigenous and low SES populations in the region through various projects of the Institute for Rural Futures and its UNE Access Centres. The Centres will also help inform the parents of school leavers about the benefits of higher education for their children, if these parents themselves have not been involved in university study.

· Expand links between industries and universities to demonstrate to school leavers and their parents, as well as potential mature age students, that industry values employees who have obtained a higher education.  

UNE tries to give students work experience through its WorkReady scheme. We solicit scholarships from industry with some link between scholarship and future employment, and publicise these in schools. UNE like other universities has career markets where employers come on campus, and UNE hosts the highly successful Virtual Careers Fair.

Qb3
What is the scope for offering disadvantaged students differently structured courses, including courses of shorter duration than the traditional degree programme, without compromising quality or standards?

Disadvantaged students themselves, as stakeholders, should have choices. But the experience of what works or does not work is located in the universities.

· Modular programs (e.g. undergraduate certificate and diploma programs that articulate through to a bachelor’s degree)

UNE like most universities has extensive articulation arrangements with private providers and with TAFE as well as recognition of prior learning and advanced standing arrangements. UNE will be providing modular programs through the UNE Access Centres. But simply ‘compressing’ an existing course into a shorter period of time increases the intensity of demands on students and is unlikely to assist disadvantaged students in particular.

Allowing a student to accelerate their degree, to finish in two years instead of three is being considered in some universities, incl UNE, via summer courses or a third trimester.  However, the fact that students from disadvantaged backgrounds (and others) have to work over the university breaks in order to finance themselves, in addition to study problems experienced by some members of the equity groups, negates the advantages of an accelerated degree pattern for this group of students.

· One could argue that a degree structure which gives exit awards after each year of study might encourage the disadvantaged groups to start the process of getting a degree. This could give them some recognised milestones along the way (for employment and self-confidence reasons).  This structure would also help those students in financial difficulties as they could stop between ‘milestones’ and earn money to progress further.

This would need to be endorsed and indeed promoted for many professional degrees by the accrediting professional associations. For many generalist degree courses it would make little sense from an educational point of view


Qb4
To what extent and by what means should resources be put into higher education to address equity issues?

While the present system of project funding serves some needs, a change is needed.

· Create a differential HECS charge for city/regional universities, with a lower charge at regional universities to assist rural, isolated, Indigenous and low SES students.

· Create a differential funding model whereby student load from equity groups is funded at a higher level, rather than offering equity funding predominantly through short-term program grants.

· Extend the HECS system so that legitimate student expenses other than tuition fees can be added to students’ HECS debt (with repayments being income contingent).

· Provide additional tax advantages for industries that form links/partnerships with universities when the aim of the program is to assist disadvantaged students.

We believe that the barriers to participation by Indigenous students in senior school need to be addressed as the same time as higher education is being promoted. 

· We propose that funding be made available to establish mentoring schemes in schools with members of the local community and university staff and students acting as mentors.

Engagement of Universities with their Communities (c)

There are two issues when it comes to characterising a university as “regional” or “metropolitan”-  (1) Where is the university sited, geographically? And (2) Where are the university’s students located? UNE is in the unusual, though by no means unique position, especially among distance educators, of being located in a rural setting but of having a large proportion of its student cohort located in metropolitan, including outer metropolitan settings. 

Regional universities have a unique role to play in contributing to economic growth in regional areas. An institution that has its headquarters and its heart in a region can make a contribution that no branch office can possibly make.

Each region has its own characteristics, meaning that the capacity needed to engage with the region, and the nature of this engagement, are very context dependent. 

As an example, the context for the University of New England is provided and its contribution to regional growth outlined.

Background

The region is characterised by comparatively low overall population (ca. 175,000 excluding Taree, over 200,000 including greater Taree, where the University has a shopfront and will establish an access centre). 

The overall strategic importance of the region is great, but the overall size of the regional economy is not great, and is dominated still by traditional industries. These are (in decreasing order as employment segments) agricultural production; followed by retail and wholesale trading, education, health, tourism, government and utility services; construction, community and personal services, business, banking and legal services, transport, food manufacturing and mechanical repairs, and communications and IT services. The relative contribution of industries that add value to primary produce is comparatively small at present.

All industrial and commercial segments indicate that their future prosperity is dependent on two major factors: training (skills) and information and communications technology (ICT).

The University contributes to regional economic growth as a direct consequence of the University’s presence and achievements in its most active field of research (animal breeding, genetics and animal production and nutrition); and contributions that result from interactions with a wider set of industries and commercial operations. [More of that under Institutional Specialisation (d) below]

In terms of more social sciences and economics based activity, the University has recently established an Institute for Rural Futures, to play a coordinating role in advancing and integrating the vision for leadership in regional development issues. Several groups undertake research in regional issues including bioregional resource management, local government, regional and rural development, rural social science analysis, environmental dispute resolution, and regional heritage centre. There is also a Centre for Ecological Economics and Water Policy Research.

Other research groups that have strong links with regional and rural activities focus on Aboriginal archaeology, botany (which operates a significant herbarium that is used extensively by regional clients), Australian Studies in the humanities (history and literature), ecosystem management and natural resources management, and agricultural economics. There is also significant work being undertaken in regional health management, especially gerontology.

UNE has received two grants to establish access centres in most of the main centres of the region. This development has already commenced with a centre in Tamworth. And in 2003 a further significant capital grant from the Commonwealth will allow the establishment of another 10 Access Centres in the wider New England area. These will operate in collaboration with TAFE, and will share building space and access to the ICT infrastructure which will include high speed satellite data links.

This development will allow the deployment of IT based flexible learning courses to 11 of the main regional centres. In addition the centres will help facilitate additional interactions including access to UNE expertise and R&D activities designed to support regional economic development. One of the initiatives that will be supported by these centres is the placement of senior students into work experience. This program, called UNE WorkReady, is designed to allow students to develop work related skills and allow employers to get access to skilled potential employees, while at the same time involving students in a serious study of workplace issues. 

Maintenance or growth of size of the University and its direct associates has a significant direct effect on the local economy.

A recent study shows that the University of New England introduces, directly and through multipliers, around $280 million annually as gross output to the local economy. This represents 32% of the local economy (including Armidale-Dumaresq and Uralla local government areas), indicating a high level of community dependence upon the University. In terms of employment, the dependency is 25.4%.

We can say that of approximately 31,000 people who live in this local area (Armidale-Dumaresq-Uralla), 8,000 at least are here because the University is situated in Armidale. These include the full time on-campus students (3,400) and former employees of the University who have retired in the local region. (This implies that the population of Armidale, which is now about 20,000, would be around 12,000 without UNE.)

In summary, both the local and the regional communities would be less viable without the resources and the impact of the University.

Qc1
What is a reasonable expectation of the contribution of higher education 

institutions to regional communities?
For a number of years now Australian universities have had to define their mission statements. Clearly, universities should deliver what they espouse and set out to deliver. In UNE’s case the Strategic Plan 2002-2006 is explicit on the University’s commitment to the region. The first of the five Strategic Goals states:

1. “The University of New England will be recognised nationally and internationally as the Australian university which provides leadership and has the highest reputation in developing skills and knowledge to support the aspirations and needs of rural and regional Australians as well as of a large metropolitan cohort of off-campus students. The University will continue to build bridges between these communities and thus contribute to the continuing activity of nation building and social and economic progress.

This will be achieved through:

· Exercising leadership in our communities

· Further development of strategic alliances with national and international partners

· Further development of alliances with local, state and federal government and agencies

· Strengthening the Institute for Rural Futures and its associated centres

· Development of partnerships with rural and regional communities and organizations

· Offering units, degrees and short courses on rural and regional issues

· Strengthening partnerships with Indigenous communities.

For operational details, timelines and accountabilities see:

· Community and Regional Development Plan”

etc

Qc2
Should universities be specifically funded for community service activities and, if so, who should pay?

We would argue that the term ‘community service’ includes providing access to education for communities, making facilities available at discount prices or for free, and making expertise available. All of this comes at a cost and universities are at present not funded for these activities.

One community member wrote to me: “Communities usually have three interactions with a local university: a) a place to educate their young people, (b) cutting edge expertise for different organizations’ issues (whether it is in agriculture, business or community organizations, etc) c) individual faculty/staff providing their time to local organizations.” 

Recurrent costs for activities like our Access Centres are basically unfunded under present DEST arrangements, given the small number of students involved. Cross-subsidising the Access Centres from the income generated by other teaching activities threatens to undermine the resource base, and therefore the quality, of those other activities. A separate funding line for this kind of regional engagement would relieve a lot of pressures and allow a high quality community service program to develop without compromising other core activities. [We have made a submission for funding of core staff of these Access Centres.]

Indeed, we would argue that regional/rural universities should be funded not only for teaching and research but also for their deliberate engagement with and contribution to regional communities, rural resources management and sustainable regional development. 

The regional engagement activities, for example, of our Institute for Rural Futures both through on ground research projects with the community as key partners and participants, and also in terms of communication/extension of research outcomes are of direct benefit to rural communities and rural industries. 

Yet, the very large investment in rural based universities is made less than efficient in terms of the lack of operating funds for rural-regional engagement activities.

As a community member wrote to me:

“2) To meet the second need [ie cutting edge expertise for different organizations], the university/faculty should be paid. But they should be paid by the organization that needs the services. 3) Government policies could be targeted to assist with community interaction in a variety of ways: a) tuition differentials for students from the “regional” community (however that is defined), b) To meet the need for cutting edge information, each university may be able to build and invest in one to three “Programs of Excellence” to develop programs of world class stature. The programs would build on already strong programs that meet community/regional needs. They would require additional government funding, community/business support and reallocation within the university’s budget”.

A number of our staff have been very impressed by the American ‘Land Grant’ universities. In Australia, State governments jointly with the Federal government could  contribute substantial funding to the rural research and engagement ‘agenda’ of rural based universities.  A relatively small contribution (in State/Federal government terms) of $M1.5 each per annum would provide a solid and on-going platform with quite large “multiplier” benefits to rural regions and back to governments.

Regional universities develop strong linkages with organisations and industries in their wider communities. Often these links involve the direct support for endowments, scholarships, research and consultancies, that are intended to benefit the region. The universities often provide the expertise to enable the achievement of these goals. The results from such investments enhance the development of these regions in greater magnitude than if specific grants were made from the relevant government. For a government that prides itself in enterprising Australians, every incentive should be given to regional people and organisations to invest back into their region for its improvement. A clear message would be sent to regional Australia if such investments were able to be claimed by the donor as a taxable deduction. This would mean widening the eligibility for such deductions and increasing the percentage able to be claimed. The intention is to make such investment within regional areas much more attractive than they are at the moment.

Rural universities are unlikely ever to have a high proportion of private funding, either from students or the private sector. Rural based universities cannot compete in terms of industry partnerships with the large city based universities who are surrounded by corporate entities, growth industries and growing populations. In addition, the nature of rural universities’ contributions often does not ‘fit’ neatly into some industry sectoral interest, and is more often of broader benefit or ‘public good’. Support and funding is required both for ‘engaged’ research (active/action learning with direct spin-offs to local-regional community partners), and investment in the considerable time required for transforming paradigms and communicating research, practical applications, extension, demonstration etc.

Qc4
Should the funding decisions for regional higher education institutions in relation to purchase of educational services and broader services be with regional bodies?

Administratively, dealing with DEST for all funding in this area would probably be easiest for universities. Alternatively, DEST might offer matching funds that were conditional upon State grants to universities for community involvement. The plan of funding localities directly and then having universities bid to provide services is overly cumbersome. The process would be very complex, and since each regional university's local economy depends on that university as an employer of local personnel and purchaser of local goods and services, the result would be most likely that the nearest university would usually get the contract.

On the other hand, the broad ‘public-good’ nature of most of our rural-regional engagement activities has benefits across many portfolio interests and some kind of combined funding model is appropriate. 

Perhaps some combined model of funding from a regional services department, like DOTARS together with DEST would be most appropriate. 

Institutional Specialisation (d)

While we believe that there is already considerable specialisation within the system, we do endorse policy initiatives to develop and maintain world class capability in some areas, and we believe that collaboration and specialisation are crucial for this. 

Qd1
How can Australia best develop and maintain world class capability in knowledge advancement?

There is no evidence that special funding of one or two so-called ‘world class’ universities will benefit Australia and the standing of Australian science, scholarship and education. Indeed, unless it were additional funding it would syphon much needed funds from other centres of excellence and do harm to Australia’s overall international standing. The universities with the highest number of international students, for example, are at present not all those aspiring to be among these so-called one or two ‘world class’ universities. 

Already, much of the competitive research funding is concentrated in a handful of universities. But most, if not all, universities have centres of excellence of national, often international standing.

We would argue that Australia needs to strengthen these existing centres by encouraging collaboration and extra funding to bring them to ‘world class’ standard. 

In addition, Australia needs to be pro-active in identifying emerging areas of strength. At a national level this identification process of national priorities is currently taking place; at a local level our Research and Research Training Management Plan addresses both enhancing areas of strength and building up emerging areas.

Collaboration can occur on (a) the CRC model, ie between scientific organizations, universities and industry partners; (b) the traditional individually initiated academic model across national and international universities; (c) the strategic alliance model. 

This collaboration occurs in teaching and research. Much collaboration and some specialisation is already taking place, but more could be achieved with the right incentives.

Collaborations in the current climate must operate in serious tension with the competitive strategies of the individual partners.  Often, the strategy of the collective will not be well-aligned with those of at least some of the partners.  The current funding climate does not effectively reward such collaborations; the good of individual institutions, to ensure survival and profitability, must necessarily outweigh the good of the collective.  If stronger collaborations are desired, a different funding model is required - one that does not exert its pressures on the individual partners, but on the collective.

Courses

The pressures from Government/DETYA on universities have been to streamline, to cease offering ‘unprofitable’ courses, to close down non-viable disciplines so that the more viable areas could be better resourced.

The University, realising that the quality of education would suffer if its resources were spread too thinly, decided in December 1998 to phase out two Engineering courses which had only been introduced in the early ‘90s and never fulfilled their promise – there were minimal student intakes each year. The outcry by the public, staff, students and their parents cost the University considerably in terms of public relations. DETYA supported the phasing out by a restructure grant which we appreciated very much; students were placed in other courses or in other universities.

Within the Faculty of Arts, which had been in debt for some time, a resource review of languages found that Modern Greek, offered only externally, had been non-viable for a number of years with no prospect of becoming viable. A decision was made to transfer this external course to UNSW which already offers Modern Greek internally, and an arrangement was worked out for UNE students to continue studying at UNSW. Italian taught from UNE is made available to UNSW students under the reciprocal arrangement. Again, this transition was supported financially by DETYA.

However, the public campaign against this move by the University, not only in the regional media but in Sydney as well, has highlighted once again that neither students, nor staff, nor the public are willing to support rationalisations in a regional university.

As a major distance education provider, the University has been able over the past years to offer its units to other universities and to enter into collaborative teaching arrangements with a number of universities in, for example, languages, physics, gender studies, and engineering.

Research

a) the CRC model, ie between scientific organizations, universities and industry partners

Over the past few years the University has concentrated its research funding and its PhD scholarships in areas of acknowledged research strengths, ie measured by input and output indicators as documented in its Research and Research Training Management Plan.

The University is very strong in agriculturally related and relevant research. The University makes a very large impact on the economic performance of both plant and animal production through its research and development in genetics, and the science of animal nutrition and production.

This strength in the animal sciences was instrumental in attracting funding for a major Cooperative Research Centre for Cattle and Beef Quality which is headquartered in Armidale, and in which UNE is a major partner. This CRC has established major research facilities in the area, and received renewal funding for a further five years.

The commitment in animal genetics also led to a joint research centre with the NSW Department of Agriculture called the Animal Genetics and Breeding Unit (AGBU).

The intellectual property developed by AGBU for the beef breeding industry has been commercialised by the Agricultural Business Research Institute (ABRI) under the BREEDPLAN trademark. The ABRI is a self-financing research and consulting agency established within the University. BREEDPLAN is major beef cattle genetic evaluation system that relies on very large-scale databases to guide breeding decisions using animal genetics principles. The annual benefit to Australia in terms of enhanced efficiency in the industries using BREEDPLAN is estimated at $500M.

Most cattle breed societies (around 20) have now relocated their main offices to Armidale, to be near to the research strength of the UNE and the CRC, and especially to be near to the ABRI. This accounts for around 120 employees. 

Recently, a new Australian Sheep Industry CRC was announced that will also be centred in Armidale, and will see the revival of the CSIRO Research Facility at Chiswick, near Armidale. 

UNE has been a key participant in a CRC for Australian Cotton Production, and is a member of the Weeds CRC.

A federal government award of $4.5 million over 5 years on a dollar for dollar basis with participating organisations to establish the International Livestock Research and Information Centre (ILRIC) will help UNE maintain its position at the forefront of agricultural research and teaching.

ILRIC will be a new "virtual " research centre that will focus on providing information to the livestock industries throughout the world on improving livestock productivity. It is expected that this Centre will play a crucial role in meeting the global demand for livestock products, which is predicted to double in the next 20 years. 

The Institute for Rural Futures, in contrast, is a cross-University network of scientists and educators from many disciplines. Some of their work has been mentioned above. It is normally funded by industry and government partners.

b) the traditional individually initiated academic model across national and international universities

An example of a world-class distributed-network research concentration is given below:  

In 1999 Professors Brian Byrne of the School of Psychology at UNE and Richard Olson of the Institute for Behavioral Genetics (IBG) at the University of Colorado received ARC funding of $250,000 to institute a behaviour-genetic study of language. literacy and cognition, using preschool-aged twins. The twins were recruited through the NH&MRC's Australian Twin Registry, based in the Faculty of Medicine at Melbourne University. They were selected from families who mostly lived in the Sydney region, and research assistants based in Sydney conducted the assessments.

Because of the early success of the Sydney work, in 2000 Byrne and Olson, along with other scientists from the IBG, were awarded US$ 2.3 million from the US National Institutes of Health (NIH) to establish the same protocol in the Boulder/Denver area on a five-year basis. Additionally, in 2001 the NIH provided a further US$580,000 to Byrne on a five-year basis to continue and expand the Australian site. Also in 2001, a Norwegian group based at Stavanger College joined the project, with substantial funding from that institution.

The aim of the research is to identify genetic and environmental influences on language and literacy growth, in particular on the emergence of severe reading difficulties (dyslexia). At the time of writing the groups have collected data from close to 600 children and their parents, including DNA samples for later analysis. Many of the children have also been assessed as they progress though the school system. The team is about to publish its first report on the project in Annals of Dyslexia, to glowing comments from the journal's editor. There are eleven scholars from three countries listed as authors. As well, reports on the project have been presented in conferences in Albuquerque, San Diego and Chicago. Further internationally-authored journal articles will appear over the next few years.

Behaviour-genetic research has now expanded at UNE, with Dr James Donnelly establishing cooperative research with scientists in the Institute for Medical Research at the University of Queensland (QIMR) and with others in Japan. The study is investigating patterns of brain activation in adult twins and how they relate to a variety of personality and cognitive processes.

There are relatively few behaviour-genetics research sites in Australia—small groups at UNE, QIMR, Curtin, UNSW, and a recent development at Macquarie.  But a rich network of intra-national and international links is generating world-class research.  

With the internet and relatively affordable international airfares, there are few barriers to distributed research.  Geographical concentration is not a precondition for high level research outcomes, and not the only model Australia should adopt.  Distributed networks can be particularly appropriate for regional universities like UNE.

c) the strategic alliance model

UNE is partner in an informal strategic alliance in agricultural research.

Despite the models above, in some areas, a lack of “nodes” is an optical illusion, caused by focusing only on the institutional level. In a densely networked academy such as Australia, disciplinary communities might be large enough for “critical mass” effects but small enough so that the discipline itself constitutes a node of research activity. For most academic disciplines, the total Australian cohort is of just the right size for all key “players” to know each other personally and to be able to network with one another for research and other purposes very easily and effectively.

Support of the professional and disciplinary associations and communication infrastructure for regional universities to promote networking at this level would be most welcome.

Specialisation areas for rural universities

We could argue that in some specialised areas, rural universities obviously are in an ideal situation/context to deliver high quality teaching and research (clearly such things as rural science, natural resources, environmental management, regional development, rural adjustment & development, rural health, rural education, agricultural law and environmental law, agricultural economics, ecological economics, rural /regional policy, rural and agricultural history, to name a few, at UNE).

It is crucial that the Commonwealth increases its commitment to professional education in regional areas. So far, the crisis of too few medical practitioners and specialists in regional and remote areas has been recognised. Other health professionals may be linked with these regional rural health centres, eg.nurses. However, such an interest needs to be extended to other professionals such as teachers, community educators, adult trainers etc. Training such professionals for active participation and leadership in regional and remote communities is different from training those who will be working in metropolitan areas. It is certainly a more expensive exercise. Further, if these professionals are to be sustained in these areas, then their professional development should also be enhanced in a more systematic and expansive manner. This is a joint Commonwealth and State responsibility. 

This University would encourage the Commonwealth to develop a strategy by which special program support is provided for preparing such professionals for long-term commitment to regional Australia and hence community improvement. Perhaps, special project funding could be developed for professional development of career professionals in regional areas or some form of tax incentive be offered to these people if they work in regional areas for more than 5 years.

The Government would need to be prepared to provide incentives to rural universities and to students to study these courses in rural universities.  

More controversially, perhaps city based universities should not be encouraged to teach agricultural science, natural resources, environmental sciences, rural health sciences and those things which rural universities are better equipped to teach given their facilities and access to national parks, farm and associated industry links, country schools and hospitals. There could still be competition with other rural based universities. 

We believe, then, that some rural universities can be internationally renowned institutions that have a particular focus on the range of issues that surround them and to which they can contribute – these are all still transferable internationally to ‘global rurality’. The enormous strength is that this teaching, research and rural engagement as well as the teaching of professional (post) graduates does come from a world leading rural based university. Graduates, whether local or international, have the advantage of having been educated or having done research in an appropriate context for such work.  However, the context for, and nature of this work (broad public benefits for sustainable rural regions) require a higher level of on-going public funding with additional funding for rural/regional engagement activities and some reduced competition (or ‘differential’ to the same affect) with city based universities in specific areas.

Governance, Management and Workplace Relations (f)
The University of New England has been committed to professional management and governance processes, and to regular review and monitoring of governance and management effectiveness for several years. 

A few words about academic staff.

Many surveys have shown that academic staff, on the whole, enjoy their work, value the (relative) autonomy, and the interaction with students and colleagues. Salaries are not what attract academics to an academic career, but love of teaching and research, the relative autonomy and flexibility. Survey after survey has shown that the average working time is far in excess of a 45 hours week.

However, in recent years the comparatively low level of salaries has discouraged potential academics in professional fields such as information technology, some fields in marketing/accounting etc, and engineering from considering academic careers or from pursuing their chosen profession within the University context as general staff members.

While this University pays some market loadings, salaries still do not and cannot compare with the private sector. UNE has found it particularly hard to attract new senior staff as the comparative lack of consulting opportunities and of work opportunities for partners in Armidale is a significant deterrent.

The culture in Australia is such that staff and the unions will not accept greatly differentiated salaries between different universities. The argument that living in country Australia is cheaper does not carry any weight with staff, as lower salaries would make mobility nearly impossible and would be interpreted as a sign of poorer quality.

For the country as a whole, the brain drain of scientists, scholars and highly trained professionals, and the inability to attract and retain the best minds is a serious problem.

We would agree that there are rigidities in the system, but the assertion that universities are not well managed and governed, and that staff are not productive enough are not based on evidence.

‘Productivity’ of staff has increased dramatically, as measured by staff:student ratios. Workloads are such that often little time for reflection and proper preparation and updating of teaching materials is available. If teaching is a scholarly activity, then this time for reflection and preparation is crucial. Many of the suggestions made in Crossroads to change the teaching and learning environments would make heavy demands on staff. 

Without different funding, in particular without the restoration of salary indexation, universities will find it difficult to exhort their staff to ever greater efforts.

Are academics unresponsive to student demand? 

There is no evidence of this. Year after year, units and courses are deleted from the offerings of Australian universities and others are added.

There is a complex relationship, with “products” such as education, between so-called student demand and “supply-side” orientations to “product” offerings. As with the law, medicine and other professional services, teaching in the various disciplines involves an element of “paternalism” – it is this expertise that makes the product an economically and socially valuable one. The idea of “consumer sovereignty” is not accepted as sacrosanct in other professional areas. If we conceptualise educational services on the model of investments, rather than recurrent purchases, the idea that “consumer choice” is properly mediated by professional advice is much more acceptable.

If we see academics, perhaps under broad guidance from University Councils and Government, as custodians of the nation’s cultural wealth, then it is perfectly proper that there be some “rigidities” in the face of notoriously fickle “consumer demand”. Society at large will be the poorer, the government less able to act, if small enrolment disciplines were cut because there is not enough consumer demand. We have seen waves of interests in various languages and various countries, for example. We do ask staff to be open to student experiences and learning needs, but there is another issue:  How can we educate “consumers” of educational “services” to see their engagement with university study as an investment, rather than as a transaction with a short-term time horizon?

Similarly, cultural stewardship, in relative independence of shifting fashions for educational “products” is one of the university’s highest functions.

Allocation of Public Subsidies (h)
Following on from the above comment, we believe that if the Government looked at its contribution to the funding of universities as an investment in Australia’s future instead of as an allocation of public subsidies, the status and support for universities would increase.

We endorse the AVCC Submission. A mix of government funding, student contribution and project funding from government departments and industry as well as tuition fees from postgraduate domestic and international students seems appropriate.

We do want to stress, however, that the core funding from government must be adequate to provide not only quality education to Australian students, but a quality environment for study - which means an appropriate infrastructure. We believe that the per-student funding needs to be increased to achieve this.

In addition, the income from international students should not be used to substitute for government funding. Most, if not all, Australian universities aim to internationalise, ie to bring the benefits of an international perspective to staff and students via exchanges, via curriculum changes, via co-operation with international partners. Funds earned from international student fees must be used to further the international objectives of each university.

Further, as most of our part-time students are in full-time employment, and most of those studying full-time are employed in a part-time capacity, we would argue for more flexible student support, as indicated above. Most students need to work to supplement their income from other sources.

A study commissioned by the University from its Centre for Higher Education Management and Policy showed that the predominant reasons why academically successful students left the University were those related to financial worries. Among UNE’s internal students, the majority had to leave home in order to attend university, thus incurring accommodation, living and travel costs often beyond the means of rural and regional households.

We would argue for:

· Higher core funding to universities.

· A differential HECS charge for city/regional universities, with a lower charge at regional universities to assist rural, isolated, indigenous and low SES students.

· A differential funding model whereby student load from equity groups is funded at a higher level, rather than offering equity funding predominantly through short-term program grants.

· Extending the HECS system so that legitimate student expenses other than tuition fees can be added to students’ HECS debt (with repayments being income contingent).

· A higher HECS repayment threshold should be higher, to enable students to get established in their new careers before repaying their debt.

· Additional tax advantages for industries that form links/partnerships with universities when the aim of the program is to assist disadvantaged students, in particular rural students, and to support teaching, research and consultancy in rural Australia.

· Provide special funding for regional outreach activities in teaching and for funding health and education professionals to stay in the region.

· Provide special funding for regional development activities.

· Provide incentive funding for collaborative arrangements in teaching and research.

· Provide incentive funding for course rationalisations

· Provide salary supplementation.
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