Submission

to

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee

Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation


Submission no:
251
Received:

15/8/03

Submitter: 

Mr Kevin Poynter

Organisation:

Address: 

witheld
Phone:


Fax: 


N/A

Email:




As a University lecturer of nearly nine years I write to express my disappointment and opposition to the Federal Governments proposed higher education reform package. While the package does provide a small amount of assistance to regional and remote Universities, it seems to be based on the false premise that higher education is first and foremost a business that can only benefit the community by removing the burden of funding from government. This perception of “University as business” is fundamentally flawed. The prime function of a University is not to make money, it is to support and develop the national intellectual and cultural identity through an interrelated process of education and research. Certainly sound financial management is important to achieving the aims of any organisation, but it should never form an end in itself. The fact that the Government is attempting to put its higher education agenda in place as part of the federal budget, rather than have it debated seriously as a package of education and research in its own right, is a cowardly act that clearly signifies their intention to ignore the cultural and social responsibilities of a University mission.

The assumption behind the proposed industrial and governance reforms seems to be that the relationship of a University with its’ staff and students is and adversarial one. An assumption of this nature shows a complete ignorance of University culture. In fact the fundamental principles of sharing and developing knowledge are ideals that Academics dedicate their life to. It would be more appropriate to acknowledge that staff and students have valuable experience and skills that can be utilised in the formation and execution of University policy than relegate them to the status of special interest groups.

Shifting the burden of funding University education to users in the form of changes to the HECS scheme, student loans and increasing the percentage of full fee paying places in Universities further erode the notion of a University as a place for the nation to develop and educate its children for the greater benefit of society. These sort of funding arrangements develop an atmosphere of self-interest that can only ever see Australia’s best and brightest being lured away to countries that have a greater capacity to pay cash for their expertise. For this reasons we need to develop a higher education system that values students as resource for the future of the entire Australian community. Not just a short term solution to a cash flow problem.

In order for Universities to support and develop the national intellectual and cultural identity through an interrelated process of education and research any reform needs to recognise that a University is a community of minds founded on the following principles:

· Equal access of education to all based on merit; regardless of gender, race, class, religion or wealth.

· The freedom of thought, opinion and expression as a basic human right.

· Open and inclusive governance.

· Research and cultural development as tool of improving the human condition.

The proposed reform package is not based on these principles and does nothing to address the issues really affecting university performance. 

Yours truly,

Kevin Poynter

