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14 August, 2003

Mr John Carter,

The Secretary, 
Senate Employment, Workplace Relations
and Education References Committee 
Suite SG.52, Parliament House
CANBERRA, ACT 2600 


Dear Mr Carter

Please find attached a submission from Edith Cowan University to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee: Inquiry into Higher Education Funding and Regulatory Legislation.

I look forward to hearing the outcomes of the Committee’s deliberations in due course.

Yours sincerely

Millicent E Poole

Vice-Chancellor 

Edith Cowan University (ECU) Submission to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee: Inquiry into Higher Education Funding and Regulatory Legislation

This paper constitutes ECU’s responses to the Inquiry, consistent with the University’s submissions to the Nelson Review, and subsequent to more recent analysis and comment from ECU’s governing Council. The specific Terms of Reference have been used to frame ECU’s responses.

1. ECU response to the principles of the Government’s higher education package: 

ECU welcomes the Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future reform package as a serious commitment to enhancing the quality of higher education in Australia. Particularly important elements are:

i. Investing in Higher Education: The package addresses the needs of the higher education sector directly and proposes concrete steps to redressing the relative inequities in the current funding model.

ii. Support for additional places: ECU is positive about the funding of 24,000 new places by 2007 via the sector-level replacement of marginally-funded places by supported places. This will help to ensure and increase the quality of provision in the sector.

iii. Flexibility between institutions: Proposed changes in funding arrangements will allow universities to pursue additional funding according to each institution’s individual needs, rather than via a “one size fits all” approach.

iv. Indigenous Education: As a major provider of higher education for Indigenous people, ECU welcomes the Government’s commitment to improve levels of Indigenous enrolment, retention and graduation in the higher education sector.

v. Regional Delivery: ECU is committed to excellence in regional provision and welcomes the Government’s acknowledgment of this important aspect of the higher education sector. However, ECU does have some misgivings concerning the proposed initiatives in this area. These are discussed at greater length below.

vi. ECU concurs with the national priority given to teaching and nursing places.

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

i
Financial impact on students: ECU feels that the higher education sector is in significant need of new funds. The “user pays” principle adopted by the Government is one way to obtain these funds.

· The various “HELP” packages represent a step towards financial support for students. There is some concern, however, that the initiatives (with the proposed ceiling of $50,000 and loans being repaid at a rate of CPI + 3.5%) may be insufficient to cover needs.

ii
Financial impact on universities: The current funding system is based upon the Relative Funding Model arrangements put in place in 1990, before ECU achieved University status. Since that time, the ECU’s academic profile has changed considerably, growing and responding actively to community demand for higher-cost courses. This has changed the relativities considerably, and made ECU’s current funding arrangements inadequate. 

a. ECU is currently the second- or third-lowest funded University per EFTSU in the sector. In recent years, the University has had to respond proactively and creatively in order to maintain high levels of quality in the face of eroding levels of funding. ECU’s own modelling has suggested that, relative to institutions with similar profiles, ECU is currently underfunded by at least $5-6m. It has consistently taken this argument to DEST in the annual Educational Profile rounds, but without effect. The proposed Government reforms provide the first genuine opportunity in more than a decade to revisit the way in which funding is allocated to universities, and ECU welcomes the opportunity to be funded in a way which reflects its academic profile.

b. ECU has undertaken preliminary modelling on its likely post-Nelson funding situation. This modelling, as well as DEST’s preliminary estimates, suggest that the University would have its base funding brought somewhat closer to the level that might be expected, given its size and course mix.

c. It must be noted, however, that additional funding will be needed to support the universities as they make the transition to a very different funding environment.

iii
What is of great concern to ECU is the lack of realistic indexation proposed in the reforms. Without some provision for appropriate indexation of operating grants, the real value of those grants will be significantly diminished by the passage of time. ECU considers sufficient indexation to be the single most important issue with the reform package of which the Senate Inquiry needs to be aware. It is somewhat puzzling to the sector that there is a considerable gap between the existing index for the sector and that used for Commonwealth school funding. To protect its investment in the Sector, and to ensure that universities reach their full potential, the Government should provide an appropriate level of indexation.

iv
Provision of fully funded university places:

a. In broad terms, ECU constructively addresses broad State needs in terms of the labour market. ECU greatly appreciates the value of being in touch with labour market conditions and has established strategic priorities which should embed and further develop its close relationship with the service professions and the Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector. However, while welcoming additional student numbers, the university would have grave concerns if labour market projections become a major driver in determining funding, since past efforts at close labour market planning have rarely been successful. In any case, this aim is probably closer to the role of TAFE’s rather than the higher education sector. Allocation of funding based tightly on labour market trends would also be at odds with the aim of less “red tape”.

b. The Student Learning Entitlement or SLE (limiting students to an entitlement of five years of publicly-subsidized University education) is a concern, as it is likely to impact differently on different courses and types of student. While five years may be a sufficient allocation as a base level, it would seem to be appropriate that additional time be allowed above this base for courses (including double degrees) which are at or beyond a five-year completion period. A measure of ‘completion time plus one year’ might be appropriate in these cases.

c. There seems to be a strong focus on a ‘user pays’ approach within the Government’s proposed package, through mechanisms such as a Student Learning Entitlement, ‘premium HECS’ charges, and an increase in the allowable level of full-fee domestic undergraduate students. Such initiatives might lead to significant concerns in terms of student access and equity and diversity. The focus on 'user pays', while understandable, might be overstated in the reform package as it stands.

d. The Higher Education Information Management System (HEIMS) is seen as a major concern. The magnitude and complexity of the system required to track SLE would result in major IT issues and costs in universities endeavouring to link their own systems to it, and would be likely to spawn a whole layer of bureaucracy to track and manage the data produced. The problems it is aiming to manage and rectify may well be less acute than the proposed cure. The transition costs for universities will be very large. Funding support proposed by the Government for HEIMS is minimal and the apparent lack of a cost/benefit analysis is of concern.

e. In terms of regional equity, ECU welcomes the Government’s acknowledgment of specific regional needs. However, the definitions of regional campuses is not considered effective for the Western Australian context. In fact WA, with its unique size and characteristics, has chosen not to create specific regional universities. The distances between the city-based universities and their regional campuses is greater than anywhere else in the country. There is a strong argument that in WA the regional loading should reflect the size of the regional student population, not the size of the institution itself. The allocation of WA regional campuses to bands based on the size of the parent institution is not an appropriate model.

f. ECU is also not convinced that the amount of funding set aside for regional programmes is sufficient to meet the sector’s needs.

v
International Initiatives
ECU shares the AVCC’s concerns about the impact of the reforms on international students. The University reiterates the AVCC statement that “It would be better not to have the initiatives, only some of which have value, than to have the additional charges placed on an already highly successful Australian educational and export undertaking.”

3. ECU response to the implications of such proposals on the sustainability of research and research training in public research agencies: 

Given the lack of references to research in the higher education package, it is difficult to make specific comments on the issue of research in universities. ECU does not support the notion of a ‘two-tiered’ model of research funding, with research concentrated in a small number of universities and the majority of institutions filling a second tier of teaching only universities. Indeed, the University was heartened by the comment in Backing Australia’s Future that “(e)xcellence in learning and teaching will be placed alongside the delivery of research excellence as a valued contribution to Australia’s knowledge systems. There is no intention for any Australian university to become teaching-only” (p.28).

ECU supports Recommendation 14 of the AVCC’s response to the higher education reform package: The AVCC recommends that the Government’s proposed next package of investment in research and development focus on underwriting the base research infrastructure of universities.
 

This recommendation is underpinned by the conclusions of the AVCC’s report into the higher education review process, Forward from the Crossroads: pathways to effective and diverse Australian universities:

All Australia’s universities actively engage in the wide range of inquiry, teaching, research and community engagement needed to underpin the emergence of modern Australia and to connect Australia to the rest of the world through international scholarship and the education of international students.
and;

The approach of all universities to learning is embedded in the fundamental interrelationship among teaching, learning, research and scholarship. The nature of the interrelationship means that the Government’s core funding of universities must support the full range of scholarship expected of university academic staff. Core funding cannot be narrowed down, and reduced, to be for “teaching” alone if “university” is to retain any sensible meaning in Australia. 

ECU looks forward to contributing to the Evaluation of the Knowledge and Innovation Reforms. It is ECU’s position that the teaching-research nexus must be maintained. In particular, the specific danger in uncoupling this nexus in newer universities such as ECU is that the major driver for developing cutting-edge knowledge for teaching and research in the service industries and the professions will be lost. This nexus should be considered at the level of the team/department, rather than the individual.

4. ECU response to the effect of this package on the relationship between the Commonwealth, the States and universities:

The higher education sector is disappointed by the approach that has been adopted in elements of the reform package, particularly with regards to tying funding increases to industrial relations and governance reforms. Insufficient recognition has been given to efforts already made in these areas.

Also of concern is the provision in the package for renegotiation of institutions’ discipline mix annually. ECU is concerned that this has the potential to compromise autonomy, as well as ECU’s ability to deliver the services that are desired by its client base. The potentially tight reins foreshadowed are simply not necessary for ECU because of the University’s openness and engagement with the community. It would seem disadvantageous to have the strategic positioning of the University determined elsewhere than in its own community. 

5. ECU response to alternative policy and funding options: 

ECU supports the Backing Australia’s Future package’s aim to reform the higher education sector. However, the package as proposed leaves the University with some causes for concern. The University feels that any reform of the sector must take careful consideration of the balance between user pays and public funding, especially since the sector provides both a private and public benefit through its activities.

Another important consideration is the possibility of micro-management built into the funding and oversight models. This does not bode well for reduced “red tape” under the reforms. Also, it signals an increasing centralisation of the sector’s direction, which is at odds with the spirit of the reforms, especially with regards to servicing regional and industry higher educational needs. It is hoped that the Department of Education, Science and Training will not wish to micro-manage the many and diverse higher education institutions across the country. There is little to be gained from increasing centralised control of a sector that has already proven its capabilities despite the serious financial constraints of the previous decade.
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