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Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee

Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation

Introduction:

FASTS is a peak council representing the views of 60,000 working scientists and technologists.

FASTS supports in general a higher education funding scheme that attracts contributions both from the immediate beneficiaries (students) and from society as a whole (government).

We will discuss the proposed policies under each of the terms of reference.

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

FASTS agrees with principles of sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities.  The higher education package should provide the environment and the resources necessary to realise these four principles. 

In addition, there should be a set of milestones which shows both the level of progress and the rate of progress to achieving the new vision articulated by these principles.  FASTS would expect Australia to aim to achieve higher education outcomes and spending levels (as a percentage of GDP) that are well above the OECD average.

At present FASTS does not believe that the funding levels indicated in Backing Australia’s Future will achieve these goals.

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

· The financial impact on students, including merit selection, income support and international comparisons,

FASTS believes that a 30 per cent increase in fees would impose a greater burden on students, making our higher education fee structure one of the most expensive in the world.  

The repayment threshold is too low, and the level of debt disadvantages people who have not paid HECS up front when they come to seek home loans in the current market.

FASTS is very supportive of the innovative ideas outlined under the scholarships programs.  In general, we believe more funds are required if the programs are to be effective.  In particular FASTS:

· supports the CECS scheme, but notes that the scholarship level should be increased to offset the impact on disadvantaged groups.

· supports the CAS scheme, but funds need to be increased to encourage mobility throughout the entire higher education system since differentiation in course offerings requires movement.

· would like to see an extension of the OS-HELP program to postgraduate students.  This would enable them to work in overseas laboratories to gain experience; and enable technology transfer (in addition to $1M Postgraduate/postdoc international industry forums fund).

· The financial impact on universities, including the impact of the Commonwealth Grants Scheme, the differential impact of fee deregulation, the expansion of full fee places and comparable international levels of government investment, and

Overall, FASTS supports a funding model that links Commonwealth course contributions to the cost of courses.  FASTS welcomes the funding of institutions to reflect what is actually taught, with disciplinary weightings applied, rather than the present system of part-funding extra places at marginal cost.  The latter has been detrimental to science-based disciplines.

A differentiated higher education system will operate more effectively through collaboration rather than competition, particularly for specialised disciplines including some of the sciences.  Already there are excellent examples of collaborative teaching eg in physics in Perth, and in the geosciences in Melbourne.  Funding for such collaboration should be increased – it presently represents less than $0.2m per annum per institution.

In practice, there is cross-subsidisation between teaching and research costs in the sciences in universities, with the availability of research funding generally ensuring that quality staff are attracted and retained.  BAF has thus far not examined this linkage, or the benefits to senior level science students of being trained in an environment where there is good scientific infrastructure and an R&D culture.

· The provision of fully funded university places, including provision for labour market needs, skill shortages and regional equity, and the impact of the ‘learning entitlement’.

FASTS is disappointed that the Government has not reduced HECS for the sciences and mathematics as there is now evidence that HECS debt may be discouraging students from studying these disciplines.

The same comment applies to training programs for science and mathematics teachers.  It is anomalous that science and mathematics teachers end up with a higher HECS debt than other teachers.  The increased demand for science and mathematics teachers should be a priority within the teaching priority area.

FASTS is particularly concerned that if there is widespread adoption of a 30 per cent additional HECS levy, it will be applied to higher demand courses such as law and economics.  This will inevitably shift resources away from courses such as science and mathematics, and further discourage students from studying these disciplines.

If some institutions do adopt a 30 per cent fee increase across all disciplines, this will also exacerbate the problem of attracting quality students to science as the student's debt level is increased.

3
The implications of such proposals on the sustainability of research and research training in public research agencies.

FASTS is supportive of the move to fund ARC chief investigators' salaries as part of a move to fuller funding of the true costs of research.  This will only be effective if there are more overall funds provided for research in order to fund more fully a larger number of research proposals.

4
The effect of this package on the relationship between the Commonwealth, the States and universities, including issues of institutional autonomy, governance, academic freedom and industrial relations.

FASTS believes that there is a need for institutional flexibility to enable the support of promising and unpredictable new areas of science.  FASTS would therefore not support the replacement of all block funding by a single competitive funding pool.

FASTS also believes that over-prescriptive involvement of government in university autonomy discourages diversity and innovation, and militates against institutional flexibility, intellectual enquiry and independent advice.

FASTS would like to see the evidence to support linkages between the proposed workplace relations reforms, and improved research and training outcomes in Higher Education.

5
Alternative policy and funding options for the higher education and public research sectors.

Greater collaboration between universities and publicly-funded research agencies is commendable in principle, but FASTS does not want to see the creation of a research funding monoculture.  The different missions and timescales of research bodies requires a diversity of funding mechanisms, and the nation cannot afford to have one set of imperatives driving all research uniformly. 

