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1. Background

1.1 This submission is prepared in response to the inquiry by the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee into higher education funding and regulatory legislation.

1.2 The Australian Liberal Students’ Federation (ALSF) is the peak national body for Liberal Students.  It represents over 3,500 Liberal Students from 31 affiliated Liberal Clubs from every State and Territory across the country.  Through its network of affiliated clubs, the ALSF identifies the concerns of its members and like-minded students on campus in order to represent their interests to Government and other appropriate bodies.  

1.3 The ALSF’s overarching objectives with regard to higher education are:

· equality in terms of access to and participation in higher education;

· the implementation of Voluntary Student Unionism (VSU) at all higher education institutions;

· quality teaching and learning in order to make Australia’s higher education sector equal to the world’s best;

· adequate incentives for leading academics to remain in Australia both to teach and continue their research;

· diversity in the courses taught to identify and utilise the talents of Australian students; and

· long term sustainability of the education system.

1.4 On 13 May 2003 the Minister for Education, Science and Training, the Hon Dr Brendan Nelson MP announced the package known as Our Universities:  Backing Australia’s Future.  This package of higher education reforms purports to create a more diverse, equitable and higher quality education sector for Australia’s future.  The package also aims to provide students with increased opportunities and greater choice through more equitable financing arrangements and a renewed emphasis on teaching and learning outcomes.

1.5 In order to achieve these objectives the government has, amongst other things, provided for:

· increased funding over the next four years by $1.5 billion;

· base funding for tertiary institutions;

· increased support for students;

· additional support for regional institutions and campuses;

· performance based funding;

· additional student places;

· a ‘Collaboration and Structural Reform Fund’;

· a greater focus on equity in higher education;

· additional support for teaching and nursing;

· evaluation and streamlining of research;

· better university governance arrangements via new ‘National Governance Protocols’; and

· a new information management system.

2. Terms of Reference

This submission relates to the following terms of reference of the inquiry:

1. The principles of the Government’s higher education package; and

2. The effect of these proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities, with particular reference to:

(a) the financial impact on students, including merit selection, income support and international comparisons.

3. Executive Summary

3.1 Australia’s higher education system is in dire need of reform.  Whilst at this stage we continue to provide graduates of the highest standard and maintain respectable research institutions, education policy cannot exist in a vacuum.  Internal and external pressures to higher education institutions are beginning to be exposed by way of, for example; overcrowding, increased course costs, duplication in university activities and denial of access to students from disadvantaged backgrounds.  

3.2 In order to address these pressures, the Governments higher education package is based on four basic principles; sustainability, quality, equity and diversity.

3.3 The ALSF believes that the reform of Australia’s higher education system by way of funding and regulatory reform is essential to the maintenance of the quality and sustainability of our universities.

3.4 The ALSF support ALL of the reforms proposed by the Government and would strongly urge the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee (Senate Committee) to accept and endorse ALL proposed changes.
4. The Principles of the Government’s Higher Education Package

4.1 The need for reform of Australia’s higher education system is evident.  There are significant internal and external pressures impacting on higher education institutions that will only become greater over the forthcoming years.  The ALSF believes that these pressures are exacerbated by excessive and restrictive regulatory and reporting demands imposed by all Governments.  The current funding and regulatory constraints will, if left unchecked; affect teaching choices and learning outcomes, threaten the role of regional universities, and adversely affect the international competitiveness and the reputation of Australian universities.

4.2.
The proposed reform package is based on the following four principles:

· Sustainability;

· Quality;

· Equity; and

· Diversity.

4.2 The ALSF supports the principles of sustainability and quality.  Recent global economic trends demonstrate that knowledge based industries are dominating the global market.  Our institutions produce graduates whose skills are eagerly sought in the international market place.  However, higher education faces new challenges.  Standing still in a policy vacuum is not a viable option.  The cost of course provision in higher education has increased considerably due mainly to increased global competition for academics and changes in the value of the Australian dollar.  Universities must be freed from unnecessary constraints in order to respond flexibly to the needs of their staff, existing and future students, employers, industries and regional and national communities.  Further, Australia’s universities have a reputation of high quality education.  An emphasis must be placed on teaching and learning outcomes to ensure that students develop knowledge and skills.  The funding and regulatory initiatives proposed by the Federal Government provide unquestionably for long term sustainability and maintenance of the quality of Australia’s higher education system. 

4.3 The ALSF supports the principle of equity in both access to and participation in higher education.  The ALSF acknowledges that all people, regardless of background or economic circumstance should be given the opportunity to engage in higher education in order to develop both personally and professionally.  Incentives to better ones own economic and social success is a founding concept of liberal ideology.  Consequently, the ALSF encourages the targeted intervention methods and new measures to student financing provided by the Federal Government to assist the individual gain access to and participate in higher education.  

4.4 An essential precondition to access to higher education is the abolition of upfront student fees and the implementation of full VSU.  There are only two upfront payments which must be paid by students in order to engage in higher education.  The most obvious and essential consists of the purchase of texts.  The second is the payment of a student association, union or guild fee.  Obviously, an unnecessary, involuntary fee imposed on all students regardless of their economic situation is an impediment to the objective of access to higher education and the underlying principle of equity.  The Government will be introducing separate legislation to ensure that membership of student organisations is optional and universities do not collect fees that are directly related to course provision.  The ALSF believes that institutions should be penalised for breaches of this legislation.  The ALSF maintains that the introduction of VSU is an essential precondition to a fair and equitable higher education sector.

4.5 The ALSF supports the principle of diversity in teaching.  Individuals and communities have different needs and talents.  In order to capitalise on this, the nation’s educational institutions must provide diversity in the range of subjects offered.  This does not however mean that each institution must cover a wide range of subjects.  A clear comparative advantage may be acquired by institutions that specialise in providing certain subject offerings when a demand in the education market is identified.  A more diverse system will be achieved by institutions forging distinct missions in collaboration with other education providers, industry, business, regions and communities.  In fact, specialisation itself leads to a higher quality of education in any given field and therefore attracts students interested in that specialisation.  The effects of which are better educated students and a sustainable and viable sector in the education industry.

5 The Effect of the Government’s Higher Education Package on:

5.1 Sustainability and quality in teaching and research at universities

5.2 The international reputation of Australia’s higher education sector must be maintained to ensure that Australian graduates have the skill to compete in the global economy.  Further, the maintenance of the quality of our institutions is essential to ensure the protection and growth of the education export market which is currently worth $5 billion per year.    

5.3 In 2004, the Federal Government proposes to establish a new National Institute for Learning and Teaching in Higher Education as a national focus for the enhancement of learning and teaching in Australian higher education.  The institute will, amongst other things, act as a flagship for acknowledging excellence in teaching and learning.  The ALSF believes that recognition of the phenomenal work our institutions do and the evaluation of teaching and learning outcomes is a necessary step to achieving high quality teaching in Australia.

5.4 In line with that objective, a ‘Learning and Teaching Performance Fund’ worth $83.8 million in 2006-07 will be established to reward those institutions that achieve excellence in learning and teaching.  The Australian Awards for University Teaching will also be enhanced to further heighten the status of teaching. 

5.5 One significant problem found in the higher education sector is the over enrollment that institutions engage in which contributes to overcrowding and impacts on the quality of the teaching and learning experience.  The ALSF believes that the Federal Governments reform package, with an emphasis on diversity, will alleviate some of the enrollment pressures currently faced by universities.  The creation of 25,000 new Commonwealth supported places will replace marginally funded places from 2005 and thereby discourage over enrollment.  In addition, alternate funding sources will be provided to ensure the sustainability of the sector and once again, alleviate the over enrollment currently engaged in by many institutions.  

5.6 The Federal Government also proposes an enhancement to the Graduate Destination Survey and Course Experience Questionnaire as well as the enhancement of the Graduate Skills Assessment.  Twenty million dollars over three years will be made available to support collaboration between universities and other education providers, business, industry, professional associations and community groups to better identify the needs of all stakeholders to the higher education system.  The ALSF maintains that an education system that accurately evaluates and reflects the needs of all stakeholders will not only result in better learning outcomes, but also provide for the long-term sustainability of the sector.  

5.7 The Commonwealth will provide $55.2 million from 2006-2007 for a new Workplace Productivity Programme to encourage institutions to pursue broader workplace reform agenda.  Institutions will be encouraged to implement flexible working arrangements and focus on direct relationships with employees and improved productivity and performance.  The ALSF supports the extension of flexible workplace agreements to Australia’s higher education institutions.  The ALSF believes that flexible workplace agreements will provide university administrators with the ability to respond to the changing national and international factors that directly affect higher education institution thereby alleviating some of the pressures on the sector.   
5.8 The proposed injection by the Commonwealth of $404.3 million will also provide for the long term sustainability and quality of the sector. 

5.9 The ALSF concurs with the Minister for Education that the proposed reforms will establish a partially deregulated system of higher education, in which individual universities are able to capitalise on their practical strengths and better respond to demand for their course offerings.  This flexibility and focus on better teaching and learning outcomes will provide for sustainability and the enhancement of the quality of Australia’s higher education sector.  The ALSF commends the reforms to the Senate Committee.

6 The Effect of the Government’s Higher Education Package on:

6.1
Equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities 

6.2 Whilst the participation of some disadvantaged groups in higher education has increased over past years, this has not been the case for all groups.  The ALSF believes that clear directives on equity programmes are needed to ensure that there are no barriers to access to higher education for any groups in Australia.  The ALSF believes that all people, regardless of ethnicity or socio­economic background should be given the opportunity to enhance their economic and personal development through participation in higher education should they want to partake in such programmes.  

6.3 Overall there are six equity groups that have been recognized as disadvantaged in their access to higher education.  These are:  Indigenous Australians, people from a non-English speaking background, people with disabilities, people from rural and isolated areas, women in non­traditional areas of study, and people from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds.  These students are supported under the Higher Education Equity Programme (HEEP). The ALSF believes that the proposed additional $2.3 million per year from 2005 targeted at these equity groups will further improve outcomes for individuals desiring to be involved in the higher education sphere.  In addition, the abolition of block grants to be replaced by a performance based formula will further ensure that institutions remain focused on improving outcomes for equity groups.

6.4  In terms of diversity, the ALSF believes that the additional performance based funding that will be available to encourage universities to differentiate their missions and to achieve improvements is essential to the long term sustainability of the higher education sector.  

6.5 The Commonwealth currently provides block grants to higher education institutions which are largely determined on a historical basis.  The new Commonwealth Grants Scheme (CGS) for teaching and scholarships will replace the block system.  The ALSF maintains that this new model for Commonwealth supported places will encourage greater flexibility and diversity in the sector by encouraging institutions to provide a discipline mix appropriate to their institution.   

6.6 In terms of research capabilities of Australian universities, the Commonwealth Government has expressed a clear commitment to provide the requisite infrastructure and support to conduct research at the highest level.  For example, the ALSF believes that the affiliation of the Australian Institute of Marine Science with James Cook University will create a world class centre for marine science, teaching and research.  Such an affiliation will strengthen this centre of research excellence.   

6.7  The ALSF concurs with the Minister for Education that the proposed reforms will provide for a more diverse and equitable higher education system and commends the reforms to the Senate Committee.

7.
The Financial Impact on Students from the Government’s Higher Education Package

7.1 A new package of loans will be introduced called the Higher Education Loan Programme (HELP) which will incorporate the current HECS scheme and two new loan schemes:  Fee paying HELP (FEE­HELP) and Overseas Study HELP (OS­HELP)

7.2 HECS­HELP provides that from 2005, institutions in receipt of Commonwealth supported places will determine their own student contribution level for each course they offer within ranges set by the Commonwealth.  The ALSF believes that this will allow institutions greater flexibility and promote a more diverse education system.  

7.3 The new FEE-HELP scheme which will offer students an income contingent loan facility to pay their undergraduate and postgraduate fees in full fee paying courses.  Students paying full fees for an undergraduate course do not currently have access to an income contingent loan scheme.  This simply means that a qualified student who is offered a full fee paying place, but who does not have the means to pay upfront or cannot take out a commercial loan, cannot access the place.  The ALSF believes that this is highly inequitable and maintains that the introduction of the FEE­HELP scheme will rectify this inequity.  The FEE­HELP scheme will offer eligible students an income contingent loan facility to pay their fees to a total limit of $50,000.  The ALSF believes that FEE­HELP will encourage lifelong learning and the acquisition of new skills.  

7.4 The OS­HELP will assist students to study abroad for one or two semesters of their degree.  Currently, rates of Australian students studying overseas are very low compared with international standards.  In 2005, a total of 2,500 OS-HELP loans to the value of $10,000 will be available, increasing to a total of 10,000 loans per year by 2008.  The ALSF believes that expanding Australian students’ experiences of the social, economic and political systems of other countries is crucial in building Australia’s capacity to engage in international markets and establish foreign networks.  We believe that such skills are invaluable to Australia’s trade, foreign relations and security interests.   

7.5 The ALSF believes that these new loan facilities fall broadly within the category of student income support.  Further as the Commonwealth will continue to provide approximately three quarters of the cost of undertaking higher education, the ALSF maintains that students will receive a high level of support during their time at University..  It is our contention that this type of indirect income support will allow a greater number of students from a broad range of backgrounds to access and participate in higher education.

7.6 In terms of real income, students will also benefit from the changes to HECS.  From 2005, existing and new students will not be required to pay their debt until their income reaches a threshold of $30,000 (currently $24,000).  The two bottom payment bands will also be removed.  The ALSF believes that this will improve the financial position of many graduates on lower incomes.

7.7 In addition, the provision of new scholarships through the Commonwealth Learning Scholarships Programme, the Commonwealth Education Costs Scholarships, the Commonwealth Accommodation Scholarships and the International Scholarships will provide an indirect type of income support and ensure that the best and brightest students from all parts of the country and all backgrounds have the opportunity to engage in higher education.  

7.8 The ALSF concurs with the Minister for Education that the provision of the new loan facilities, the changes to the HECS system and the new scholarship programmes will provide better income support for students and better merit selection of students from a wide variety of backgrounds and geographic locations.  These changes will make Australian institutions and their graduates comparable to the best in the world.  The ALSF commends the reforms to the Senate Committee.

8.
Conclusion
8.1 The ALSF believes that every Australian should be able to find and achieve their individual potential.  Though Australia’s higher education sector enjoys both a domestic and international reputation for excellence, the ALSF believes that we must take action to ensure that it’s future is built on solid foundations.  The ALSF commends the package of reforms to the Senate Committee as a package that holistically addresses the pressures facing our higher education institutions and provides for a system that is sustainable, equitable diverse and of high quality.
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