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The University of Adelaide welcomes the opportunity to lodge this submission to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee.  The University of Adelaide supports the principles behind many of the reforms proposed in the Government’s higher education package, Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future, released on 13 May 2003.

However, the University of Adelaide is deeply concerned about the way in which the current overload will be distributed after being converted to fully funded places, and the potential impact this may have on South Australians’ access to higher education.  If the number of opportunities currently available for HECS-liable students is not maintained, South Australians will be severely disadvantaged.  This will be discussed in further detail.

The package provides many opportunities for universities, and in particular we support the measures that give universities the flexibility to respond to demand, including increasing the maximum number of fee-paying places in any one program, as well as the ability to raise or lower students’ HECS contributions.

The University of Adelaide supports the position taken by both the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee and the Group of Eight regarding the relative strengths and weaknesses of the Government’s higher education package, and we include the following comments:

INDEXATION

We welcome the increased investment in the higher education sector as outlined in the package, but we share the concerns of the AVCC and the Go8 that there is no provision for the annual indexation of operating grants, undermining the value of the Government’s investment and thus forcing universities to increase HECS charges in order to maintain increases in real funding; we note also that public sector outlays for universities have not matched Australian improvements in wage and salaries in recent years, with the discrepancy in 2001 in the region of half a billion dollars.

COMMONWEALTH GRANTS SCHEME

We support the general principles of the Commonwealth Grants Scheme, but we note that it currently lacks fair and practical mechanisms to manage the unpredictability of student demand, with the penalties for over-enrolling students appearing particularly draconian; we are also concerned that the mix of disciplines (and reallocation of places within universities) will be set by the Government rather than allowing universities the capacity to respond to student demand, participation rates and overall performance.

FULLY FUNDED HIGHER EDUCATION PLACES

We welcome the conversion of marginally funded higher education places to fully funded higher education places; this is long overdue and will go some way to correcting the imbalance in funding of higher education that has developed in recent years; we also support the creation of additional fully funded higher education places (1,400 from 2007 and as recently announced an additional 1,800 new places planned for 2008).  Our support for both of these initiatives is qualified by our concerns regarding the way in which these places will be distributed.

HECS REPAYMENT THRESHOLD

We support the Government’s intention to increase the HECS repayment threshold, although we agree with the AVCC in its recommendation that the repayment threshold should be raised to the average graduate starting salary; we are also concerned that the package does not contain any changes to student income support arrangements.

EQUITY MEASURES

We support the proposed equity measures and initiatives to increase indigenous participation in higher education, although we echo statements made by the AVCC and the Go8 that these need to be considerably strengthened to ensure that potential students are not discouraged from applying to university.

SCHOLARSHIPS

We welcome the support that will be provided in the various scholarship schemes, although we voice our strong concern on the regressive impact of support (in the form of Commonwealth monetary scholarships, HECS-exemption or waiving of fees by institutions) being counted as income by the Department of Family and Community Services, thereby reducing the real value of this funding.  This threatens the Government’s stated goal of enabling all students to fulfil their potential regardless of their personal circumstances and backgrounds.
LEARNING ENTITLEMENT

We support the concept of a learning entitlement.  However we reiterate calls from the Go8 to release more detailed information so that we can understand how the policy will be applied fairly to all students and fit with the broader issue of life-long learning; in addition, we note with some concern that learning entitlements are for five years, while scholarships are only funded for a maximum of four years.

RESEARCH, LEARNING AND TEACHING

We are concerned that there is no additional investment in university research.  However, we look forward to seeing the outcome of the evaluations of the Institutional Grants Scheme, Research Infrastructure Block Grants and the Research Training Scheme, and the results of the taskforces that will be set up to develop research and collaboration strategies; also, we welcome all initiatives that will recognise and reward excellence in teaching and learning.
GOVERNANCE ISSUES

We share the concerns of both the AVCC and the Go8 that essential funding is conditional on changes in governance and workplace relations; changes that are part of a reform agenda that should be advanced through other means.  In addition, we wish to record our objections to the proposed legislation to ensure that membership of student organisations is optional and the resulting impact this will have on the provision of services currently supplied by student organisations.
It must be highlighted that there is still insufficient detail available to make informed judgements about the relative merits of many of the proposals contained in Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future.

FULLY FUNDED HIGHER EDUCATION PLACES

Of primary concern to the University of Adelaide is the distribution of marginally funded higher education places that will be converted to fully funded higher education places, and the allocation of newly-created higher education places.   It has already been stated that new fully funded places will not go proportionally to those institutions that are currently over-enrolled.  Rather, they will be distributed “according to Commonwealth priorities, taking into account the outcomes of discussions of labour market needs with States and Territories”. 

Unmet demand for university places has continued to grow, and in 2003, there were 229,427 eligible applicants for Australian university entry, a rise of over 3% on the previous year. 
  There were 63,118 unsuccessful eligible applicants – 17% more than in 2002.
  This is despite universities over-enrolling by an average of 30,000 students over the last five years.  South Australia had 2,818 unsuccessful eligible applicants in 2003, an increase of 46% on the previous year.
  Demand is likely to intensify in the coming decades as the requirement for university education increases in most areas of employment.

While it is acknowledged that the number of 15-19 year olds will fall nationally (including in South Australia), it should be noted that most of this reduction will occur after 2011.
  The long-term outlook for population growth should therefore not be used without qualification to determine the distribution of fully funded places between 2005-2008.  The participation rate of the population aged 15 and over has stabilised nationally, and while there has been a decline in some states (including South Australia), this does not necessarily reflect demand, but rather the constraints on the number of places available.  The current distribution of Commonwealth subsidised places as shown in the chart below does not appear to “ensure equity of access to higher education”.
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Source: Independent Study of the Higher Education Review: Stage 2 Report, Volume 2 – Potential impact of the Higher Education Review, Phillips Curran, June 2002 (derived from ABS 3201.0, DEST Selected Student Statistics 2002, DEST Higher Education Funding Report 2003-2005)

The net-entry rate, an alternative measure to the age participation rate, is used by the OECD and indicates that in 2001, people in Victoria, South Australia and the ACT were substantially more likely to enter higher education over their lifetime than the national average.
  Use of this measure would appear to better reflect the Government’s commitment to lifelong learning.  In 2002, 22% of all Australian students commencing a program at Bachelor level or below had partially completed or completed higher education programs.  In South Australia, 10.1% of commencing students had completed a higher education program (above the national average of 9.3% and second only to Queensland with 10.2%).

In 2002, over-enrolment stood at 32,627 EFTSU nationally.  The University of Adelaide’s over-enrolment was 2.6% of the total Australian over-enrolment, 9.8% over its fully funded target (well above the national average of 7.9%), and the University had the second-highest proportional over-enrolment among the research-intensive Group of Eight universities.
  In 2002, there were almost 2,442 students across the state that were not fully funded, and preliminary 2003 figures indicate that there has been an increase of 29% in marginally funded students at the University of Adelaide alone.
  This in no way suggests a reduction in quality; cut-off scores in many of our programs increased in 2003
 and the University of Adelaide has therefore been accepting over-enrolment to accommodate demand from students who are highly qualified.
This is a clear indication both of demand from our community and of South Australian universities’ desire to serve them.  The University of Adelaide is committed to the idea that the community has the right to expect similar numbers of places at the University to be maintained.

South Australia already loses students to universities in other states.  In 2002, while 2,974 students came to this state, more than 4,700 otherwise eligible South Australian students moved to other states, resulting in a net loss to the state of 1,768 students.
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Source: Students 2002: Selected Higher Education Statistics, DEST 2002

A further reduction in the number of fully funded higher education places available to students will result in even more eligible South Australians moving interstate in order to obtain a fully funded place in their chosen degree, with the very real risk that these students will not return to South Australia at the conclusion of their studies.  This in turn will have a deleterious effect on the South Australian economy and labour market, unnecessarily perpetuating the rationale for removing these places in the first place.

Should South Australian universities be forced to reduce the level of overload without being compensated with fully funded places, cut-off scores for programs will inevitably rise.  Preliminary data analysis conducted by the University of Adelaide has shown that with a reduction in the number of offers in more popular programs of between 10-20%, cut-off scores will rise substantially.  This will create a domino effect, as unsuccessful eligible students will then be forced to accept places into their lower preferences, which will in turn result in the increase of cut-offs for many other programs.  Some students may miss out on a place altogether, or be forced to move interstate.  None of these outcomes is beneficial to South Australia.

This clearly will impact on the ability of South Australians to access higher education on an equal footing to their counterparts in other states.

At the meeting of the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs on 11 July 2003, the States and Territories agreed to work with the Commonwealth on a mechanism to distribute new university places.  Submissions from States and Territories are due by the end of August, with universities invited to respond to the options proposed by late September.  It is not clear how this process will overlap with the terms of reference of this inquiry, specifically ‘…the provision of fully funded university places, including provision for labour market needs, skill shortages and regional equity…’ as options for the mechanism to distribute new university places will not be available for consideration by the time this submission is required.

In conclusion, the University of Adelaide is supportive of many of the general principles as proposed in Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future. However, we are strongly committed to maximising the fully funded learning opportunities for South Australians and as such are deeply concerned about the potential loss of any fully funded opportunities which may occur following conversion of marginally funded places.  Issues such as the long-term economic and social needs of each State that are not necessarily easily quantifiable by data analysis must be considered when determining the mechanism for allocation of any fully funded places.

� The Hon. Dr Brendan Nelson, Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future, May 2003, page 17.


� Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee, Survey of Applicants for Undergraduate Higher Education Courses, 2003, Table 1: Total eligible applicants and eligible applicants not receiving an offer by State, 2002-2003, page 2.


� ibid.


� ibid.


� Phillips Curran, Independent Study of the Higher Education Review: Stage 2 Report, Volume 1: The Current Situation in Australian Higher Education, June 2003, page 23.


� The Hon. Dr Brendan Nelson, Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future, May 2003, page 11.


� Phillips Curran, Independent Study of the Higher Education Review: Stage 2 Report, Volume 1: The Current Situation in Australian Higher Education, June 2003, page 28.  Note, while the calculation includes domestic fee-paying undergraduates, the University of Adelaide only had 26 EFTSU of domestic fee-paying undergraduates in 2001.


� DEST, Higher Education Student Statistics, 2002, in Phillips Curran, Independent Study of the Higher Education Review: Stage 2 Report, Volume 2 Potential Impact of the Higher Education Review, June 2003, page 77.


� DEST, Higher Education Report for the 2003-2005 Triennium, 2003, page 49-50.  Note that the overload reported by Charles Sturt University includes 3011 EFTSU which was part of a special arrangement for police training in conjunction with the New South Wales State Government (Phillips Curran, Independent Study of the Higher Education Review: Stage 2 Report, Volume 2 Potential Impact of the Higher Education Review, June 2003, page 11).  If this load is excluded, over-enrolment at CSU stood at around 9% and accordingly reduced the national average to 7.9%.


� DEST, Higher Education Student Statistics 2002, and data used in the University of Adelaide DEST Profile Submission, June 2002.


� For example: Bachelor of Arts 2002 – 68.0, 2003 – 71.0; Bachelor of Media 2002 – 80.05, 2003 – 83.05; Bachelor of Health Sciences 2002 – 80.05, 2003 – 85.00; Bachelor of Biotechnology 2002 – 77.25, 2003 – 81.75


� DEST, Students 2002: Selected Higher Education Statistics, 2002, page 47.
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