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University education: 

Australia’s urgent need for reform

Speech by Professor Donald Markwell, 

Warden of Trinity College, the University of Melbourne,

to the Rotary Club of Melbourne,

Wednesday, 6 August 2003

It is an enormous pleasure to be with you today. The reputation of Melbourne Rotary is very high, and I am honoured by your invitation to share with you some thoughts on a topic I believe to be crucial for Australia: our universities, and the essential need for reform if they are to be able to contribute as we all need to Australia’s future.

One of the most significant leaders in Australian universities for the last half century is with us today – Sir Zelman Cowen. Sir Zelman’s university career spanned positions in Australia, Britain, and the United States – reflecting the fact that Australian higher education operates in a global context. Sir Zelman himself is committed both to the highest standards of quality in education, and to the value of liberal education. He is someone to whom I owe more than I can say, and I am delighted that he is here. 

There are six major changes that I regard as crucial for Australian universities:

· First, a sharper focus on ensuring the highest quality of teaching and learning, and on the overall student experience;

· Secondly, a stronger emphasis on liberal undergraduate education, aimed at developing skills of thinking and communication and a broad understanding of the world around us, rather than premature specialisation in narrow vocational courses;

· Thirdly, something both government and opposition agree is needed, a significant increase in public funds for our universities;

· Fourthly, something I believe will both provide universities with greater resources to raise quality and will force them to focus on the quality of education – deregulation of HECS charges and greater reliance on student fees, supplemented with loans and scholarships so that students are able to get the highest quality of education regardless of their means.

· Fifthly, the restoration of an independent body such as the old Australian Universities Commission as a buffer between universities and government, to allocate public funds in a way that preserves the independence of universities from political interference.

· Sixthly, the development of a much deeper culture of philanthropy towards our universities and colleges.

You will be relieved to know that I am not going to discuss each of these proposals in detail. 

Instead, I would like to discuss:

· The consensus that there is a need for radical change if Australian universities are not to fall further and further behind the world’s best,

· Just what we can learn from the world’s best universities,

· What the two major policy options before Australia today – the Nelson and Crean/Macklin packages – are,

· Why I believe we should support the Nelson package, despite problems with it, and

· Why I believe the need is urgent.

The functions of universities are often defined as the conservation, the increase, and the transmission of knowledge – if you like, scholarship, research, and teaching. To these is sometimes added the role ‘community service’. Of these various roles, I want today to focus on teaching. In doing this, let me underline in passing the crucial role of universities in research and thus in innovation; much of what I have to say would apply equally well to our universities’ contribution to research, development, and innovation.

The Consensus On The Need For Reform

There appears to be very widespread agreement around a number of propositions:

· That we live in a world of increasing global competition in which the key determinant of the success of societies and economies will be the knowledge and high-level skills of their people – so-called ‘knowledge workers’ in a ‘knowledge economy’ or ‘knowledge society’.

· That in this global knowledge economy, there is a direct link between the quality of Australia’s higher education – its chief high-level knowledge generation and transmission mechanism – and its economic and social performance.

· That Australia’s universities do not have the resources at present to compete with the world’s leading universities, and that there has been a significant deterioration in this position over the last decade.

· That a very significant increase in resources, and perhaps a significant change in various practices, is essential to rectify this.

· That to fail to make significant – perhaps very radical – change is to risk Australia’s failing to achieve its economic and social potential, and falling behind our international competitors. 

In agreeing with this consensus, I also want to stress strongly, not merely the economic role of universities, but the role of university education in the development of civilised and fulfilled people, and thus of a civilised society, and of the training of active citizens and of leaders for our society.

There is, it appears, a consensus that there is a very major problem to be solved – that our universities are either in ‘crisis’, as Labor and the Democrats would have it, or are at the ‘crossroads’, as the Federal Education Minister, Dr Nelson, has it.  

Nearly two years ago, Rupert Murdoch made a vigorous call for the revitalisation of Australian higher education. He said that ‘without urgent support for our centres of learning, Australia is at risk of becoming worse than globally disadvantaged: it is no exaggeration to say we are threatened with global irrelevance.’

Last year, the Vice-Chancellor of the University of Melbourne, Professor Alan Gilbert, said: ‘There is a resource crisis in Australian universities that should be a matter of deep public and political concern. … The findings of international benchmarking are arresting and disturbing. In resources-per-student or resources-per-researcher, Australia has no university in the first 100 in the world, and its competitiveness is slipping. Australian universities are not sufficiently resourced to be internationally competitive at the highest level. That is a bedrock premise for higher education policy development.’

The Governor of the Reserve Bank, Ian Macfarlane, followed this up.

Citing Alan Gilbert that Australia has no university in the world’s top 100, Mr Macfarlane said: ‘What [this] suggests is that, although we have made great progress in the breadth of our education system, we cannot make the same claim about the depth. At the highest level of higher education we are not keeping up.’

Mr Macfarlane addressed a plea to all involved ‘to do something about this situation. The remedy’, he said, ‘will almost certainly involve the otherthrow of some long-held conventions that attempt to impose uniformity. It will probably also elicit the old catchcry of ‘elitism’, but far better that, than the complacency which accepts that our higher education can slip further behind world best standard.’

In introducing his package of reform proposals this May, Dr Nelson described it as an ‘incontrovertible fact’ that ‘universities needed longer-term access to more resources – both public and private’. He said that in the ‘world of higher education ... increasingly the only benchmarks that count are international ones. If we fail to recognise this imperative then Australian universities are on a long-term collision course with mediocrity. This can only be avoided by embracing change now.’

What Is ‘World Class’ University Education?

If there is a consensus that we need higher education of the highest international standards, what does this mean? 

Surely it must mean, amongst other things, that the most talented Australian students should be able to get in Australia a university education comparable in quality with what the most talented American or British students can get at the best universities in their countries. If we do not offer this, we are selling our students and our country short.

So what does this imply?

Let me simply list the attributes which I identify in the finest undergraduate institutions, such as Harvard, Princeton, Yale, Oxford, and Cambridge, and the leading US liberal arts colleges. They have concentrations of the very best students from around their country and indeed from around the world. Generally these students come together in a residential college community. They benefit from individual mentoring or advising from senior academics. There is a high quality of academic instruction and staff, with an emphasis on small group teaching and individual attention. This teaching stresses genuine mastery of material, independent thought, and clear communication. The focus is generally non-vocational, providing some form of liberal education. In such institutions there is a sense of engagement in a rich intellectual and public debate outside the classroom, strong attention to student welfare and pastoral care, concern for the development of character and values, and indeed often some encouragement to spiritual reflection. There will be opportunities for extra-curricular values of a high quality - be they in sport, culture or community service – from which students gain much in their personal development. 

These are attributes to which we, in my College in the University of Melbourne, aspire. We are focussing hard on doing these things as well as possible so that our students can in fact obtain, between what they get in the University and the College, an education which is more and more comparable with the best in the world. But my own view is that, outside such a situation, most of these attributes are rarely to be found even in Australia’s best universities.

Let us take one of those attributes: emphasis on small group teaching and individual academic attention. This depends on a relatively small number of students to each member of academic staff.

In the 1970s, the student:staff ratio in Australian universities was about 12:1 – twelve students per academic staff member. In 1990, it was 12.9:1. A decade later, it was 18.8:1. By 2001, it was 19.9:1. So we have moved in our universities from 12 students per staff member to roughly 20 students per staff member.

The range for the top eight US universities is 6 to 8 students per staff member. 

Compare that 6 to 8 with our 20 students per staff member!

The quality of academic staff in the leading US universities is, of course, extremely high. In these institutions, which are financed by student fees and supported by philanthropic alumni, companies, foundations, and others, there is a strong emphasis on liberal undergraduate education. There is also a strong focus on ensuring, through what is called ‘needs blind’ admission and scholarships and financial aid, that the ablest students can obtain this high quality education regardless of their means.

What follows from Australia’s adverse student:staff ratios is 

· The size of classes – crowding of lectures, and the effective abolition of the tutorial in many subjects in many Australian universities,

· The limited availability, or unavailability, of academic staff for private discussion,

· The high and increasingly unlikelihood that students will get to know academic staff, and that academics will get to know students – relationships which are at the heart of the finest university education.

Our students go from secondary schools where there are 12 and a half students per teacher to universities which used to have such a ratio but which today have 20 students per academic staff member.

No wonder the transition from school to university, which has always raised difficulties, is now of such particular concern in universities.

The resources needed to restore Australia’s past student:staff ratios, let alone to achieve the world’s best standards, are, of course, immense. 

Statistics are much disputed, but it seems incontrovertible that 

· there has been a decline in the real value of resources per student in our universities, and 

· the resources per student in Australia are far lower than in the world’s leading universities.

I give just one fact. The Productivity Commission reported last year that ‘Harvard University’s assets alone … are larger than the combined assets of Australia’s 37 publicly funded universities’.

We are a very long way from achieving the financial capacity of leading US universities. Some people respond to this by saying that we shouldn’t even try to compete with them, or to compare ourselves with them. This is rather like wanting to do well at sport in international competition, so long as we don’t compare ourselves with those who keep winning all the time! 

My response is that we must pursue vigorously those policies that will mean that we do not fall further behind these world leaders and that will position us best to reduce the gap. This requires, in my view, a change to the funding system for our universities, and also the development of a much stronger base of philanthropic support for our universities.

The Options Now On Offer: Nelson or/and Crean/Macklin

There are now two alternative policy packages for higher education reform before the Australian people – Brendan Nelson’s and Simon Crean and Jenny Macklin’s.

The Nelson package has provisions on a wide range of matters, and this reflects the fact that it promotes only a partial deregulation: the complexity of the provisions reflects a continuing reality of a highly regulated, essentially public higher education system. Indeed, in many respects, other than HECS and student fees, it is even more interventionist than before.

The essential elements of the Government’s package are these:

· Approximately $1.5 billion in additional government funding for higher education over the next four years, with more additional funding per year from 2007. Much of the increase is dependent on universities adhering to government provisions on governance and workplace relations.

· Except for the ‘national priority’ areas of teaching and nursing, universities will be able to charge Australian students HECS - the Higher Education Contribution Scheme payment – at a level which the university determines between zero dollars and a maximum level 30% above the present HECS.

· Universities will generally be able to offer Australian students ‘full fee paying’ undergraduate places – that is, places with full fees set by the university, not government-subsidised HECS places - up to 50% of the undergraduate places – which is up from the current 25% maximum. 

·  A new Higher Education Loan Program – HELP – will offer loans to students paying fees either at undergraduate or postgraduate level – FEE-HELP – as well as including the HECS scheme – HECS-HELP.

· HECS will continue to be deferrable, and the income level before graduates start making repayments will be raised from just under $25,000 to $30,000. 

· FEE-HELP will be an income-contingent loan facility, offering a loan up to the amount of the full tuition fee charged for the course, to a total limit of $50,000. 

· Commonwealth Learning Scholarships for educational and accommodation costs will be offered, with increased support to students from disadvantaged groups, particularly indigenous students.

Dr Nelson’s catch-words are that he wants a higher education system that is

· Sustainable,

· High quality, 

· Equitable, and

· Diverse.

The Labor Opposition has just two weeks ago published an alternative plan entitled Aim Higher: Learning, training and better jobs for more Australians, signed by Simon Crean and Jenny Macklin.

Labor’s plan is 

· That there be a significant increase – some tens of thousands - in the number of university and TAFE places,

· No increase in HECS fees, and no deregulation of HECS fees,

· The abolition of full fee paying places for all new Australian undergraduate students,

· Increasing the HECS repayment threshold to an income level of $35,000 per annum,

· Increased university funding, including what is described as ‘a competitive $450 million fund to encourage universities’ transition to twenty-first century learning institutions’,

· Maintaining the value of funding to universities by including the Wage Cost Index (Education) in an index to increase university grants over and above existing resources,

· As the government also intends, fully funding the 25,000 student places – so-called over-enrolled places - that are currently funded at a much lower marginal rate, and

· Many other provisions which focus on national skills shortages, equity, and quality.

Labor’s ‘Aim Higher will provide $2.34 billion [extra] over four years for Australian tertiary education’.

And so we have two contrasting approaches. The government proposes extra public funds, plus much more emphasis on student fees, plus loans plus scholarships to enable students to pay these fees. The opposition proposes more extra public funds, but no more emphasis on fees. The government proposes a partial deregulation, some movement from central planning and public funding to a somewhat more market-focussed system, but with significant and in some areas increased government regulation. The opposition wishes to maintain the stronger focus on government funding as well as decision making.

Which approach is better?

The Labor Party is to be commended for identifying and promising to fix two of the major reasons why a funding crisis developed for our universities: the government’s refusal to index grants to universities by an index that actually reflected the real increase in costs, especially salary costs, and the development, through the decisions of universities, of over-enrolled places that the government at present funds at only a marginal, not a full, rate. Labor’s changes in these two areas would be extremely helpful. So would Labor’s overall commitment to a significant increase in public funding for our universities. This I applaud.

However, I have no doubt that the long-term future of Australian higher education, the opportunities for our students, and the vitality of the country will be much better promoted by our moving along the lines of the Nelson reform package.

The Nelson package will, I believe, lead to:

· Greater revenue for universities which will enable them to increase the quality of what they do.

· Pressure on universities to compete to attract students: this will force a greater focus on the quality as well as the price of what universities offer to students.

· The development of a wider diversity of institutions, each focussed on fulfilling its own distinctive mission, rather than all seeking to achieve the same mission. We will have universities better placed to stretch our brightest students, and other universities freer to focus on providing access to higher education for students who will benefit from it but who do not need to be stretched at the same level.

Each of these seems to me to be a major advance on what we now have.

Equity Concerns

The most common criticism of the Nelson package is about equity. The proposition is that university places will go more to those who can afford to pay than to those who cannot. But with the Higher Education Loan Program, no student will need to pay either HECS or fees up-front: payment will not need to be made until the student is earning sufficient to start making payment.

The argument against higher HECS and fees then becomes that, even if they don’t have to be paid up-front, they will deter students from poorer backgrounds or from families without previous higher education experience from undertaking university study. 

In fact, ‘there is no hard evidence that the introduction of HECS has adversely affected the [Socio-economic Status] distribution of students’ (Peter Karmel).

I am not sure why some students’ fear of debt should condemn all students to a mediocre education. But I would argue that we need a whole shift of culture, of ethos, even of values. Students and their parents need to see their university education as a crucial investment in themselves – as well-educated people, as citizens, as professionals in the making. This attitude is widespread about secondary education: that high quality secondary education is an investment worth paying for. Why do we not apply this approach to tertiary education?

We are willing to borrow to buy a car, to buy a house, often to do other things, including holidays. Why are we not willing to see our education as an investment in ourselves which it is worth borrowing for?

We know, of course, that graduates will earn on average considerably higher salaries than non-graduates: that the university education has a financial return, often a very significant financial return, for a high proportion of students.

In my view, the most potent fact is that the Nelson package provides strong provision for equity through the loans and scholarship schemes. My greatest worry here is the $50,000 cap on loans to students. This does mean that a student undertaking a course that costs more than $50,000 would have to pay up-front, and the equity argument against this becomes very strong.

We Cannot Rely Solely on Public Funding

I would argue that we cannot rely solely upon public funding to provide for the quality of higher education that we need.

· The size of the increase in expenditure in the Crean/Macklin package over the Nelson package appears to be only $840 million over four years.  While this sounds like a lot of money, it is actually far less than the operating budget of the University of Melbourne for one year – a single year’s operating budget of one university spread over all 37 universities over four years. This really is a relatively modest increase, and we need a massive increase in the funding of our universities: not a modest one. 

· We cannot rely on that public funding ever being delivered, or on being maintained amidst the vagaries of public funding, of budget ‘black holes’ and budget cuts. This, after all, is why we are in our present pickle: because our universities relied so heavily on public funding, and this has been tightened bit by bit over the last two decades. To rely again on public funding being sufficient for our needs would represent, as Dr Johnson said of second marriages, the triumph of hope over experience.

· The reliance on public funding also gives no particular incentive to our universities to focus on students – but if universities are competing for student fees, they are compelled to focus on the quality of education that they are offering. 

· The reliance on public funding places universities at the mercy of politicians not only on the size of their funding but in all manner of regulation. He, or she, who pays the piper will call the tune. 

In this context, I would like very strongly to support the proposal of Peter Karmel that Australia re-establish an independent agency to allocate government funding to universities such as we used to have. This buffer between universities and government is a very desirable safeguard of their long-term independence and freedom. 

Why, I wonder, don’t we have both the government funding increases promised by Labor and the Nelson package of fees plus loans plus scholarships? The combination of greater government funding and the fee income would position our universities very much better than for many, many years.

The Need For Reform Is Urgent.

· Every year we fall further behind the top institutions overseas – the gap we have to catch up becomes larger.

· Each cohort of students gets one chance at being an undergraduate – although life-long education is important, it has to build on the skills developed then. Why should we condemn each new cohort of students to mediocre education when we could offer them something far better?

· We risk losing the talent of our top academics and future leaders. There is not an infinite talent pool. Top researchers, top teachers, and top university leaders are not easy to find or to replace. We are also losing top undergraduates to overseas – some, I fear, never to return.

· We risk losing our capacity to attract fee-paying students from overseas if we do not offer a quality of education that meets their needs and aspirations.

Finally: if we are not to reform now, then when? We have had over the last 18 months an elaborate process of consultation, and the development of a remarkable degree of support – though of course not unanimous or unquestioning support - for Dr Nelson’s proposals around the higher education sector. 

If we lose this opportunity, when will we have another?
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