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Summary

Professions Australia (PA) believes that the basic objective of professional education should be to ensure a supply of qualified professionals to serve the community across Australia. This objective focuses sharply on outcomes – how the education system impacts upon the community.
The current debate on higher education has focused too sharply on the ‘input’ side – financing, fees, allocation of places and related issues – to the detriment of outcomes.

Diversity of university mission (a key aim of the Government’s package) does not guarantee good outcomes. Diversity means catering for the differing needs of the individual communities that universities serve and for the developing needs of the nation. 

There is an unspoken assumption in Crossroads and Our universities: Backing Australia’s future that tertiary education is too important to the nation to be left to universities. It is also too important to the nation and to individual communities to be left to government, or to government and universities. 
Community influence needs to be institutionalised to ensure community needs for graduates in particular professions are taken into account in higher education decision-making. The same applies at the national level.
This can be done through the proposed Commonwealth Grants Scheme (CGS). PA proposes that university-community consultative councils (U-CCCs) be set up at the national level and at the level of individual universities to feed into CGS decisions. 

U-CCCs would channel the views of professional bodies, community groups, state and local governments, and other stakeholders into decision-making about the mix of courses and the funding of universities. 

PA proposes that community consultation requirements be written into university corporate governance principles and that effective community consultation be made a condition for increases in funding per student place.

There is an evident need for greater community input into higher education decisions. There are already examples, particularly in ‘small enrolment’ professional courses, where the equitable supply of professionals across Australia is under threat. The PA submission presents evidence from a number of professions.

PA also fears that HECS deregulation may lead to competition between universities on the basis of ‘brand imaging’, predatory pricing to drive smaller universities out of some professional streams, and course mixes that do not reflect community needs. PA doubts that price signals alone, such as holding down HECS premiums on nursing and teaching, will channel students into ‘national priority’ streams.

PA believes that improving student: staff ratios can greatly improve the capacity of universities to produce adequately qualified professionals, along with mentoring and accreditation through professional associations. Mentoring also supports the inculcation of appropriate ethical standards in professional graduates.

There is scope for collaboration between institutions, provided it is done to produce better outcomes and not just to save money. 
Introduction

1.
Professions Australia (PA) is a national organisation of professional associations. It currently has ten member associations (see Attachment). A number of other associations are in the process of joining or rejoining PA and some of them have been consulted in the preparation of this submission. Professions Australia is the business name of the Australian Council of Professions Ltd. 
2.
Higher education is a policy priority for PA because of the role our universities and other tertiary institutions play in educating professionals. Consequently, PA welcomed the Crossroads review and the Our universities: Backing Australia’s future Budget financial package. 

3.
PA also welcomes this inquiry. PA’s submission addresses terms of reference 1, 2 and 5 of the inquiry.  
Term of reference 1: The principles of the Government’s higher education package

4.
Backing Australia’s future enumerates four principles: sustainability; quality; equity; diversity.
 For its part, PA believes that the basic objective of professional education should be to ensure a supply of qualified professionals to serve the community across Australia. Obviously, the universities should play a key role in achieving this objective.
5.
From this basic objective flow other objectives, such as building the knowledge base and skills of the professions (which further add to the ability of professionals to serve the community) and building Australia’s capacity in the Information Age. 
6.
How compatible are the Government’s principles and PA’s professional education objective? PA’s objective focuses sharply on outcomes – how the education system impacts upon the community, nationally and locally. Our objective leads PA to ask these questions.
· Do universities produce sufficient professionals to meet community demand? 

· Do universities help produce an equitable spread of professionals across the nation? 

· Do universities have an appropriate spread of students and graduates across professions? 

· Do universities produce professionals who are adequately qualified? 
· Do universities support the inculcation of appropriate ethical standards in their professional graduates?

7.
The Government’s four principles take some notice of outcomes:

· under ‘sustainability’ it is said that universities ‘should be able to respond flexibly to the needs of their constituencies’ and ‘need to be given maximum opportunity… to develop innovative responses…;

· under ‘quality’ there is a concern ‘that students develop knowledge and skills that are relevant to their own needs and to those of employers, professional associations, labour markets and society’; and

· under ‘diversity’ there is the objective of ‘a range of institutions servicing different communities and varied requirements’.

8.
Yet, despite these references, PA believes the Crossroads report, the consultation leading up to it, and the commentary that has followed Crossroads and Backing Australia’s future have all focused too sharply on the ‘input’ side – financing, fees, allocation of places and related issues – to the detriment of outcomes. 

9.
PA’s submission tries to redress this balance by working backwards from our professional education objective – to ensure a supply of qualified professionals to serve the community across Australia – to identify some of the factors, particularly those set out in Backing Australia’s future, that impact on that objective. PA then proposes three policy alternatives: 

· setting up university-community consultative councils at the national level and at the level of individual universities; 

· writing community consultation requirements into university corporate governance principles; and

· making effective community consultation a condition for increases in funding per student place.
Term of reference 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

HECS and related changes and their possible impacts

10.
How might the HECS and related changes proposed in Backing Australia’s future affect the decisions of students to enter professional courses? There may be general impacts, where university education generally becomes more or less popular, and differential impacts, whereby some professional courses become more popular than others.

11.
PA has noted the comments of deans of university law schools and the Law Council of Australia that deregulation of fees threatens to limit the access of less wealthy students to law courses, an issue that has been a matter of concern for the Council for some time.
 There may be similar impacts in other professional streams, as the ALP claims.
 
12.
PA is concerned at the recently reported suggestions that material on the impact of previous HECS rises has not been publicised.
 It is important that the significance of this material be established as quickly as possible and additional research be undertaken, if necessary.
13.
It remains to be seen whether new HECS models and provisions (e.g. FEE-HELP and changed thresholds) and proposed funding of additional places and  scholarships will counter the effect of fee deregulation. More work may need to be done by governments on student income support and the work-study balance. 
14.
PA is particularly interested in the differential impacts of fee rises. Any fee increase obviously impacts upon the choices intending students make between professional streams. Young professionals face considerable costs in establishing a practice (if they are going into business on their own account) as well as in starting a family and buying a home. Paying back increased HECS charges is a further future burden.
15.
The Senate of the University of Sydney has been quick to take full advantage of the new flexibility by deciding to increase HECS fees across the board by the maximum 30 per cent. Other universities may soon follow, though not all may go to the full 30 per cent.

16.
There is an understandable desire among universities to use the new flexibility to make up for years of underfunding by governments. PA agrees with the comment of Professor Karmel that ‘[t]he Government appears to be relying on students’ contributions to redress the shortages of resources in higher education’.
 PA therefore welcomes the increased Commonwealth funding included in the Backing Australia’s future package.
17.
Nevertheless, the HECS opportunities could make universities go for the money in all fields rather than tailoring HECS premiums to help produce student mixes that address community needs for graduates in particular professions. There is a real risk that greed will push aside need.
18.
If, on the other hand, the main reason behind the University of Sydney decision was to maintain ‘brand image’, the implications are even more disturbing for the university-community link.
 Raising fees to indicate that ‘quality’ courses are being offered encourages students to choose universities or courses for social rather than vocational reasons. 
19.
The community then suffers. The ‘brand image’ approach risks producing an over-supply of, say, prestige-chasing Sydney University-trained lawyers when what the community needs more of may be University of Western Sydney-trained teachers. When cost of courses is seen as a proxy for quality it is getting in the way of meeting community needs.

20.
High cost courses have other impacts, too. PA notes a recent report that HECS deferral rates are rising – indicating the financial stresses on students – and that cost will increasingly limit choice.
 Both developments are a cause for concern.
21.
The University of Sydney felt that raising fees in some courses by less than in others would ‘in a certain sense flag to potential students that we feel that some areas are less attractive’.
 But differentiating fees between courses is one way of attracting students into professional streams where there is a community need. 
National priority areas and price signals
22.
How might the fee changes affect the mix between professional streams? Backing Australia’s future caps HECS for nursing and teaching courses and clusters other HECS in three bands.
 Does more need to be done?
23.
Capping nursing and teaching HECS is so far the only decision in this area that has explicitly taken note of community need. Backing Australia’s future says: ‘Teaching and nursing have been identified as initial key areas of National Priority, to ensure an adequate supply of high quality graduates for Australia’s schools and hospitals’.
 

24.
While PA welcomes the recognition of the community need for nurses and teachers it questions whether price signals – holding fees down – alone will divert students into nursing and teaching. These are professions, more than most, where the human content is high, where a professional needs to feel a ‘calling’ or ‘vocation’ if he or she is to be successful and fulfilled. Lowering the price may not raise the numbers commensurately.
25.
There are also limited price signals to assist students to choose between Band 3 HECS professional streams (law, dentistry, medicine, veterinary science), Band 2 streams such as accounting, computing, architecture and engineering, and Band 1 streams. There might be some financial incentive for a student to pick, say, a psychology course at $3 854 plus up to 30 per cent, rather than medicine at $6 424 plus up to 30 per cent. But the prestige or social factor relied upon by the University of Sydney shows that price is only part of the equation; raising the price might not affect numbers commensurately. 
26.
The decision on teaching and nursing may boost the flow of qualified people in these professions into the community. Beyond that, the extent to which fees policy can contribute to the achievement of PA’s professional education goal – to ensure a supply of qualified professionals to serve the community across Australia – seems to depend on what is virtually a bidding war or poker game played by competing universities. 

27.
The University of Sydney has gone for broke, bidding high across the board. Another institution might try to attract students by mixing its course cards cleverly – a cut price accounting course perhaps (no HECS premium) balanced by a premium architecture course (say, HECS plus 25 per cent). Another university might bid for students in a new medical course by offering an introductory five-year deal of HECS with no premium. 
28.
In summary, partial fee deregulation could lead to ‘predatory pricing’ by the wealthier universities – undercutting on prices leading weaker competitors to drop courses as demand falls.
 If this were to mean wealthier universities having monopolies in particular courses, it could have severe impacts on the equitable supply of professionals across Australia. Competition reducing, for example, the number of dental schools to one in, say, Melbourne, could drastically reduce the supply of qualified dentists in the more distant states and territories. 
29.
Such an outcome might be a triumph for competition policy but it would not necessarily deliver the mix of professionals that the community needs. In this game, there is a risk that the community will be dealt out. 
The Commonwealth Grants Scheme

30.
How can the community be dealt back into the game? How can we ensure that universities are able to play their part in producing sufficient professionals to meet community demand? 

31.
Specifically, this means working to ensure that these professionals go to the communities where they are needed in Australia (for example, that there is no glut in the cities and shortage in the regions), and that the mix of professionals matches community needs (for example, that there are not too many architects and too few dentists, either nationally or in particular areas)?
32.
Clearly, there are other factors besides higher education policy that will help deliver these desirable outcomes. Universities can only ‘help’ to produce an equitable spread of professions. 
33.
For example, housing subsidies might encourage young professionals to set up practice in regional and rural areas. Remuneration levels and working conditions will also have an effect. There may be innovative ways of encouraging students to move interstate to take up courses (perhaps amalgamated courses) and to remain in their new city upon graduation.   
34.
The ‘bidding war’ referred to above will obviously influence the mix of students and graduates but the outcomes of ‘the differential impact of fee deregulation’ are likely to be fortuitous. They may not be in the interest of the community.
35.
PA welcomes the amended Commonwealth Grants Scheme (CGS) as offering potential for a move away from fortuitous outcomes. CGS may also provide a means for community priorities to influence course mix and student numbers in particular professional courses. If universities alone cannot ensure the desired equitable spread, CGS might provide a means for universities, government and the community together to do so.
36.
PA notes, however, that the potential for CGS in this area is not fully explored in the materials put out so far. Backing Australia’s future is light on detail about CGS and there are few hints in the issues papers put out in the Crossroads review. 
37.
CGS will achieve unsatisfactory outcomes if it becomes a top-down or centralised means of enforcing so-called ‘national priorities’. It will cater to fears that ‘university independence’ will be curtailed by ‘bureaucrats’ hand-in-glove with ‘big business’, or that the Commonwealth will control the mission of universities, or that universities will become mere ‘skills training centres’ rather than educational institutions.
 
38.
CGS as presented to date seems to lack a thought-through rationale. We need to know more. We know the Minister sees CGS as a means of achieving ‘diversity’ across universities but commentator Vin Massaro rightly asks ‘is there a plan to move the system in a particular direction or will the results merely reflect the preferences of those who happen to be doing the negotiating on the Government’s behalf?’
 
Bringing the community into CGS

39.
CGS as proposed deals the Commonwealth into the game but seems to leave the community out. PA believes that bringing the community in strengthens the rationale of CGS. It links mission diversity more firmly to outcomes. Diversity should be based on catering for the differing needs of the particular communities that universities serve and, by extension, on catering for the needs of the ‘national community’. 

40.
CGS should start from the assumption that universities are trustees of the community – both the community nationally and the communities within which universities are located – rather than social laboratories for education bureaucrats or skills schools for commerce and industry. The increased influence CGS offers for government should be balanced by institutionalising community influence.
41.
PA agrees with the Minister that Australia cannot ‘continue to fund each one of the 38 universities in the same way’.
 A CGS with proper community involvement could ensure that the funding and course mix for each institution reflects the needs of the community in which it is located – North Queensland, New England, Melbourne, Hobart, Adelaide, Darwin, or wherever – and the broader national community.
Producing adequately qualified professionals

42.
PA is also concerned that the professionals that universities produce should be adequately qualified. This is an important element of ensuring the supply of professionals across the country. 

43.
PA is disturbed by Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (AV-CC) figures showing that university student-teacher ratios rose from 14.3 in 1993 to 21.4 in 2002.
 This trend threatens the capacity of universities to produce adequately qualified professionals. For example, the Royal Australian Institute of Architects (RAIA) has a recommended ratio of 17 and would prefer it to be as low as 12 to ensure improved quality in architecture education.
44.
PA endorses recent comments from its member association, Engineers Australia:

Engineers Australia believes that changes to the student: staff ratio have had adverse effects on the quality of undergraduate teaching provided to students in Australian universities. The student: staff ratio has increased from 15:1 to 19:1 between 1993 and 2000. In engineering the change has been even more severe, from 10.9:1 in 1990 to 17:1 in 2000.  Engineers Australia believes that the easiest way to increase and ensure quality is to reduce student: staff ratios.
  

45.
Mentoring and contact with leaders in the student’s intended profession should augment the university education that students receive. (Input from practising professionals should not, however, produce an adverse effect on student: staff ratios – mentors effectively substituting for staff rather than augmenting them.) Mentoring also goes towards ensuring that universities support the inculcation of appropriate ethical standards in their professional graduates – another important concern for PA (see para 6 above).

46.
Some universities need to do more to invite experienced professionals to serve as adjunct professors or occasional lecturers. In our submission to the Crossroads review, PA said: 
[T]he major professional associations … maintain contact with the professional schools in the universities in the various states. In many cases this contact is maintained by visiting panels of practitioners, in some cases in relation to the accreditation for professional purposes of professional courses and in others to sit on academic advisory panels. Additional contact is established by the presence on university teaching staff of practising professionals as part-time members of staff or as adjunct professors and senior advisers. In addition, the presence of academic professionals as members of the professional associations on the courses boards and committees of the professional association further strengthens the lines of contact.
  
47.
Accreditation also has a role to play in some professional disciplines. Again, PA is pleased to report the views of Engineers Australia:

Accreditation of the higher education sector must be undertaken in a cohesive and world recognised manner. Since 1965, Engineers Australia has undertaken an accreditation program for universities programs and courses. Every engineering school in Australia is reviewed on a five-yearly cycle (if it so wishes: to date all do). Accreditation of each degree program is confirmed or withheld, as appropriate and developmental advice is offered. Engineers Australia looks upon accreditation as a community of interest between the profession and its educators.
 
48.
RAIA has been involved with state and territory boards of architecture in the accreditation and recognition of Australian architecture programs for many years. RAIA has the responsibility of accrediting all the courses of architecture throughout Australia. The Institute does five-yearly assessment of Australian architecture courses and annual monitoring visits to each course. It is also helping to develop an international validation system for architects with UNESCO and the International Union of Architects (UIA). 

49.
PA notes the initiatives in Backing Australia’s future on learning and teaching, workplace productivity and collaboration between institutions.
 PA looks forward to receiving more detail on how these programs will help achieve our professional education objective. In our Crossroads submission, we enumerated salaries, teaching equipment and infrastructure, research funding, stemming the ‘brain drain’, industry partnerships, and innovative ways of learning as means of improving quality.
 
50.
Collaboration particularly is worth exploring as a means of making the most of resources to produce quality outcomes, not simply as a cost saver. Collaboration proposals need to pay close attention to impacts on communities. In PA’s Crossroads submission we said:

The Council views with caution the implementation of specialisation which would cause the closing down of certain disciplines in some universities, although accepting that some careful rationalisation may be supportable. The particular geographic dispersion of population centres in this country can justify the retention of courses which may otherwise appear not to be viable.  Such courses may well exist with support from and collaboration with local professional communities and fulfil a local need extending beyond immediate educational purposes.

In both teaching and research the Council believes that funding savings can be achieved by greater collaboration between universities. However, current competition policies and proposals to increase competitiveness may well prejudice such collaboration.

51.
Engineers Australia, for example, admits that it is not necessary for all engineering schools to cover the same ground. There could be research collaboration, sharing of facilities, movement of staff and students between locations, secondment of lecturers from industry, use of online material, video-conferencing, and so on. 
52.
But the engineers do not believe these innovations should lead to ‘the closure of regional universities where they are unable to provide specialisation. Regional universities do have a community service obligation and a public service role.’

53.
RAIA’s course accreditation and recognition procedures (para 48 above) recognise this imperative. They support a diverse approach to architecture education. The procedure is designed to encourage individual strengths within schools and local variations within architecture courses. It is not a process designed to standardise architectural education. 

· 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’

Tailoring CGS to meet individual community needs

54.
This clause in the terms of reference is of particular interest to PA, given our concern that universities produce an equitable spread of qualified professionals across the nation. As noted above (para 37), CGS may be a blunt instrument unless it is administered in a way that takes account of the needs of the community and the matching of supply and demand for particular professions. 

55.
So, there is a set of inter-related issues:

· supply and demand for all professions nationally;

· supply and demand for all professions in individual communities; and

· supply and demand for individual professions in individual communities.

The key problem will be how to administer CGS to reflect needs for professional graduates in individual communities where universities are located. 
56.
The recent Phillips-KPA review noted that both the nursing and teaching reviews ‘have highlighted the complexity of the supply and demand dynamic for these professions and the evidence suggests that the drivers of both supply and demand differ considerably across States and Territories’.
 Having a good supply of qualified physiotherapists in Brisbane, for example, does not address a shortage of physiotherapists in Perth, if the Brisbane people do not want to move.

57.
The Australian Physiotherapy Association (APA), which represents most of Australia’s registered and practising physiotherapists, is deeply concerned about the national shortage of physiotherapists. This shortage is evident not just in rural and remote areas of Australia, but also in urban areas where there is an acute shortage of physiotherapists in specialised areas such as oncology, gerontology, paediatrics and neurology. 
58.
The APA’s board of directors believes this shortage is among the most critical issues facing the profession and that it has considerable adverse impact on the community. The reasons for the shortage are complex, but higher education policies which more strongly reflect community needs are clearly important in tackling the problem.
59.
Australia is not known for a heavy flow of graduates out of the places where they have grown up and been educated. We need to start from the assumption of limited mobility – that architects raised and educated in South Australia will prefer to stay in that state, that dentists who are from Melbourne and educated there will not look first to Darwin as a location to set up their practice, and so on. 
60.
This should force education policy-makers to focus sharply on the university-community link – supplying the community’s need for professionals from its local campus or campuses – and how to strengthen it. But do they? The Phillips-KPA review of Backing Australia’s future for state and territory education ministers includes this revealing paragraph:

Both the National Review of Nursing Education and the Australian Council of Deans of Education have emphasised that it would be in the national interest for a more coordinated workforce planning and policy development approach to be taken to ensuring the supply of nurses and teachers. While the Commonwealth has given a commitment within the Backing Australia’s Future package to consulting with States and Territories about their workforce needs, it has not proposed any specific new strategies or mechanisms to address the concerns that have been raised about the lack of a national whole-of-government approach.

61.
Market-driven education will not always deliver what the nation needs. Still less does the Backing Australia’s future package propose mechanisms at the individual community level. PA notes that a key element of the package can be written as follows: 
Performance-based incentives → differentiated missions → diversity.

PA would reformulate this as:

Performance-based incentives plus community input → differentiated missions → diversity.
62.
PA welcomes the recognition in Backing Australia’s future that ‘[a] more diverse system will be achieved by institutions forging distinct missions within the overall system and through greater collaboration between individual universities and other education providers, industry, business, regions and communities’.
 We would have liked the Minister’s report to explore more fully how this can be done. Our comments against term of reference 5 take up this issue.
The problem is with us now

63.
It is clear that matching the flow of graduates to individual community needs is an increasingly important issue. Examples abound. PA notes with concern the statements from the podiatry profession following the decision of Curtin University to close down the only podiatry school in Western Australia. 
64.
After pointing to the need for podiatry services to deal with the increased incidence of diabetes and to assist the mobility of an aging population, the President of the Australasian Podiatry Council summarises the issue in words that could apply to all professions: ‘Why aren’t federal and state governments ensuring that our universities reflect community needs?’

65.
Commenting on the podiatry case, Professor Charles Watson from Curtin University said ‘small but vital health sciences courses like audiology, orthotics and prosthetics, dietetics and occupational health and safety were under threat nationwide. “We call them endangered species courses,” Professor Watson said. “The future of … courses with relatively small enrolments has been put at risk by nationally reduced university funding and the high cost of clinical education,” he said.’

66.
Another university in a smaller state is making changes to a Master’s clinical course to improve its economic viability – and thus to support its continuation in the state – as well as doubling the hours for its clinical component. Students will do practical work with certified employers and be paid minimal salaries. The academic side of the course will be taught in blocks twice a year rather than over the full year.
67.
Introduction of this course is being closely monitored to ensure academic and professional standards are maintained. The course is expected to make a significant contribution to the particular profession but there will always be concern when economic requirements drive institutions to less than optimal solutions. 
68.
There is a risk in such cases that academics’ role as ‘marketing executives’, trying to attract sufficient students to preserve the future of a threatened course, will adversely affect their performance as teachers and researchers. Nevertheless, similar options may have to be contemplated for undergraduate courses in some disciplines.

69.
These ‘small enrolment’ courses – and the ability of their graduates to serve the community – are threatened nationally. There are other examples, too. There may be future shortages in metallurgy, geo-technical engineering, and mining engineering. These are partly attributable to pre-tertiary influences (suggesting there is a need at the secondary and even primary level to point students towards these areas) and to cultural aspects (remoteness of likely work sites once students qualify, long hours, etc.) but course-mix decisions by universities accentuate them. 
70. 
There are more general issues about supporting low-demand but nationally important engineering courses. Over the past decade, a growth in unit offerings within engineering schools has been driven by industry and community demand. While this has occurred, two-thirds of engineering schools have maintained a broadly based curriculum with the remaining one-third becoming more narrowly focused on specialised programs in the biomedical, aeronautical, petroleum, mining and minerals processing areas.

71.
In view of these developments, industry has shown concern that some engineering disciplines are in danger of disappearing because of small student numbers. Many of these disciplines, for example, telecommunication and high voltage power engineering, are vital for the economic, health and defence requirements of Australia. 
72.
The problem is that these disciplines, while requiring low graduate levels annually, are already experiencing shortages of graduates – which are not being offset by overseas migrants. PA endorses the view of Engineers Australia that ‘[a]ny movements towards large-scale rationalisation must also consider how to support nationally important disciplines that have low participation rates’.

73.
The issue of maintaining specialist areas of study, critical to Australia’s economy, regardless of student numbers, will need to be addressed in any movement to encourage specialisation, cooperation, amalgamation and rationalisation in engineering schools. This will require the active involvement of the industries concerned, supported by government-backed incentives.

74.
Similar issues have been identified in the veterinary profession, where a key concern is getting graduates into farm animal practice – which is a national need for clinical and production work – but also meeting the needs for inspection, surveillance and certification of animal-derived exports and for early detection of exotic and emerging diseases. Young veterinarians going offshore for experience and better early-career salaries have added to this effect.
75.
The recent Frawley review of rural veterinary services recommended that relevant bodies ‘undertake regular analysis and submit biennial reports … on numbers of specialists by discipline, an assessment of likely future numbers against needs, and recommendations for action to avoid shortages both nationally and within jurisdictions’.
 HECS deregulation may favour access to veterinary courses by city-based applicants and further reduce interest in rural farm practice. 
76.
The Frawley review also referred to ‘the likelihood of a shortage of [veterinary] specialists emerging over the next 10 years’.
 There is a particular  problem where relatively small or isolated communities are trying to attract specialised professionals from already small pools of graduates. 
Opportunities lost and focus blurred

77.
At a number of points in the Crossroads consultation the Minister noted the special position of regional universities. Backing Australia’s future points to ‘the significant role of universities, particularly those in regional areas, in the economic and social lives of their communities’.
 But allusions like these are generally not followed through.
78.
There is a regional loading on the funding side of the package which may significantly assist some of the more remote institutions. Backing Australia’s future is mostly silent, however, on ways in which ‘the economic and social lives of … communities’, both now and in the future, can be linked into how universities plan strategically and organise their courses.
79.
The Crossroads issues paper Varieties of excellence: Diversity, specialisation and regional engagement included some interesting material about partnerships between universities and regional communities.
 It is a pity that more of this material did not find its way into Backing Australia’s future as the basis for some innovative thinking about university-community links in the regions and elsewhere. It is not just in the regions where ‘engagement’ is necessary.

80.
PA fears there is in higher education policy a ‘blind spot’ about outcomes. Cost efficiency – the input side – is obviously important. The community’s dollars should be well-spent. Universities should be accountable to the governments that are responsible for much of their funding (despite HECS). But the continuing lack of focus in higher education discussions on outcomes, on effectiveness – how universities make a difference – is a matter of concern to PA.
81.
During the Crossroads process, PA looked forward to the promised issues paper on vocational education and training (VET). PA felt this paper would address many of the issues we regarded as important. In our submission to the review, we said:

The council believes that there is an urgent need for a discussion paper to be developed to study the concept of professional education, taking account of societal changes which have taken place and to ensure that the education of professionals will serve Australia well into the first decades of the present century.
 
82.
However, when the VET issues paper (Varieties of learning: The interface between higher education and vocational education and training) arrived, PA commented that it was ‘primarily about issues of boundary setting and overlap between the higher education and vocational education and training sectors’ and ‘does not amount to the comprehensive prospectus on professional education in the 21st century’ that was needed.
 

83.
PA asked its readers then (August 2002) to consider a key paragraph from the VET issues paper (paragraph 6) and assess where education for the professions fitted into this vision of the role of the tertiary education sectors:

The higher education and VET sectors have distinct but complementary roles; their futures are inextricably linked and dependent on their capacity to adapt and respond to changing demand for the educational products of both sectors. For higher education the primary focus is on the pursuit, preservation and transmission of knowledge. While employment-oriented learning outcomes are a legitimate concern of higher education, these tend to be more generic and generalist in nature, equipping graduates for a range of economic and social contributions. The Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) website describes VET as “education and training for work. It exists to develop and recognise the competencies or skills of learners”. 
 
84.
Between a rather ‘highbrow’ and generalist vision of university education and an apparently TAFE-centred view of VET, education for the professions seemed to be squeezed out. PA felt then – and still does – that higher education policy-making may have lost sight of the objective of professional education – to ensure a supply of qualified professionals to serve the community across Australia.

Term of reference 5: Alternative policy and funding options for the higher education and public research sectors

85.
How then might this objective be again brought to the forefront of university education? Commentators have anticipated that the Backing Australia’s future measures will ‘certainly place the [Commonwealth] government in a commanding position to direct the future development of universities. The need to reach annual agreements on the mix of courses and the number of places that will be funded consistent with the university’s mission will enable it to negotiate the mission as well.’

86.
This is not good enough, if the professional education objective is to be achieved and the questions posed at the beginning of this submission are to be answered satisfactorily. There is an unspoken assumption in Crossroads and Backing Australia’s future that tertiary education is too important to the nation to be left to universities. It is also too important to the nation and to individual communities to be left to government, or to government and universities. 
87.
Diversity of mission does not guarantee good outcomes. If diversity of mission merely supports competition for its own sake the outcome will be sterile. 

88.
Outcomes need to match supply and demand for professionals nationally and locally. Whether this happens will partly depend on how the CGS instrument is wielded. 
89.
PA is encouraged by the word used in Backing Australia’s future in relation to teaching and nursing. They are described as ‘initial’ areas of national priority (see above para 23), implying that other professional disciplines may follow as needs are identified. Elsewhere, Backing Australia’s future says that the national priorities system ‘will allow the Commonwealth to respond to current and emerging national needs’ and that national priorities will be reviewed ‘periodically’.

90.
PA’s member association, Engineers Australia, has already called for engineering to be made a national priority area, like nursing and teaching. ‘Without financial incentives to encourage students to acquire engineering skills, there will not be the ability to back Australia’s longer-term competitiveness within the international knowledge economy.’

91.
Other professions could make similar cases, citing the needs of the nation or of particular communities. There needs to be a mechanism to sift and balance these pleas to assist universities to make course decisions to achieve the best possible outcomes for all Australians.

Proposal A: Set up university-community consultative councils at the national level and at the level of individual universities
92.
PA believes its objective for professional education – to ensure a supply of qualified professionals to serve the community across Australia – is more likely to be achieved if the Commonwealth institutionalises consultative arrangements to support CGS at the national and university level. PA proposes that these be called university-community consultative councils (U-CCCs). 

93.
U-CCCs would channel the views of professional bodies, community groups, state and local governments, and other stakeholders into decision-making about the mix of courses and the funding of universities. They would ensure that information about needs was available or, where information was lacking, that research could be commissioned. 
94.
U-CCCs would meet the criticism that the CGS and related incentive-based schemes run the risk that decision-making will be based solely on the not necessarily well-informed views of public servants and university administrators. U-CCCs would firmly ground mission diversity in the varying needs of individual communities,  against the context of national economic and social requirements. They would inhibit ‘brand imaging’ and counterbalance predatory pricing.
95.
U-CCCs would be composed differently at the national and university level. The national U-CCC might comprise Commonwealth, state and territory government representatives, and representatives of the AV-CC, national professional associations such as PA, business, and the community. 
96.
The national U-CCC would influence the setting of national guidelines for administering CGS to achieve the national objectives the Minister has in mind. It could take a national perspective on workforce supply and demand issues. It would have an independent chair reporting direct to the Minister. It could meet quarterly.
97.
The national U-CCC would work with the university-based U-CCCs and other state and profession-specific bodies looking at workforce issues. But it would be important to preserve a degree of local autonomy for the university-based U-CCCs.
98.
A U-CCC for a particular university could include representatives of the university, representatives of state and local governments, local professionals supported by the resources of their professional association, and local community and business representatives. The composition would vary from institution to institution – a suburban university serves a different community from a regional university.

99.
This U-CCC would feed information to its university about local needs for professional graduates in order to assist the university in its CGS negotiations with the Commonwealth. It would have an independent chair reporting to the national U-CCC chair. It would meet at least twice a year. 
100.
There are a number of existing models that might be drawn upon in setting specifications for U-CCCs at both the national and university level:

· The former Commonwealth Tertiary Education Commission might provide some useful precedents. 
· The Minister has proposed a new council to promote business and university collaboration; this body might be merged into a national U-CCC.
 

· The Australian Competition and Consumer Council has recently proposed revised training arrangements for surgeons which involve greater stakeholder consultation.
 

· The recent national review of nursing education proposed ‘nursing education and workforce forums’.
 
Proposal B: Write community consultation requirements into university corporate governance principles

101.
Consultation is only effective if it affects decision-making. One way of ensuring this happens at the individual university level is to write the requirement to consult the university’s U-CCC into the corporate governance principles that are part of the Backing Australia’s future package.

102.
As they stand, the proposed corporate governance principles (‘National governance protocols for public higher education institutions’) require universities to tighten up strategic planning, specify the duties of governing body members, ensure that some of them have financial expertise, ensure that they undergo professional development, improve reporting, effectively oversee controlled entities, and so on. 
103.
The principles are essentially ‘best practice’ governance arrangements that might apply in any corporation that undertakes commercial activities. But, to follow the corporate analogy, the principles nowhere require the members of university governing bodies to take account of the interests of their ‘shareholders’, the members of the community which the university serves. 
104.
This deficiency should be remedied. The effectiveness with which a university serves its community should be addressed just as explicitly as is the efficiency with which it spends its money. 
105.
PA proposes that the corporate governance principles should include an explicit requirement to consult the university’s U-CCC on matters of university policy and planning that affect the courses taught at the institution and their funding. The extent and nature of consultation and how it actually affected university decision-making should be reported in the university’s annual report. 

106.
PA recognises that a degree of flexibility in determining course mix and numbers needs to be retained by the university. On the other hand, PA is concerned at the lack of mechanisms existing or (so far) foreshadowed for bringing community input into the decision-making process. These mechanisms are the practical expression of the university’s role as a trustee of the community it serves. 
Proposal C: Make effective community consultation a condition for increases in funding per student place
107.
As noted, the corporate governance principles currently emphasise the efficient management of money. This emphasis flows through to the consequences of the principles. The Commonwealth proposes to increases its financial contribution per student place – on certain conditions. 

108.
Backing Australia’s future says:

The incremental increases in funding under the Commonwealth Grant Scheme will be conditional on implementation of these Protocols and the workplace reform requirements outlined in Section 2.2. This is in the best interests of universities and necessary for the building of a modern Australia. New legislation will outline the conditionality of funding and compliance will be monitored through the new Funding Agreements to be negotiated between the Commonwealth and each institution.

109.
PA believes it would be the height of irony if the result of implementing the corporate governance principles were to more efficiently spend an increasing flow of money in the wrong direction. This is less likely to occur if U-CCCs exist and if evidence of them being properly consulted is made a condition of increased funding.
110.
PA believes the legislation on the conditionality of funding should include explicit requirements that universities consult U-CCCs. Monitoring compliance with this requirement will contribute more to the achievement of educational objectives than will the narrowly-based compliance regime proposed at present.

Conclusion

111.
PA proposes an objective for professional education – to ensure a supply of qualified professionals to serve the community across Australia. This has not been done adequately in either Crossroads or Backing Australia’s future. This is strange, 
given that the education of professionals has traditionally been a key objective of universities and needs to continue to be if Australia is to progress in the Information Age and if the benefits of that progress are to be spread equitably among Australians. 

112.
PA’s professional education objective has led us to focus sharply on outcomes – how the education system impacts upon the community. Our university and education planners should be asking these questions, too. Questions like these should structure our consideration of the role of universities:
· Do universities produce sufficient professionals to meet community demand? 

· Do universities help produce an equitable spread of professionals across the nation? 

· Do universities have an appropriate spread of students and graduates across professions? 

· Do universities produce professionals who are adequately qualified? 

· Do universities support the inculcation of appropriate ethical standards in their professional graduates?

113.
PA believes these questions have not been asked properly by those who should have asked them. Our submission puts forward proposals that may enable these questions to be asked – and, we hope, positively answered – in the future.
Professions Australia

15 August 2003
Attachment: Professions Australia members 

(15 August 2003) 
Audiological Society of Australia
Australasian Institute of Mining and Metallurgy
Australian Computer Society
Australian Dental Association
Australian Institute of Quantity Surveyors
CPA Australia
Engineers Australia
New South Wales Council of Professions
Pharmaceutical Society of Australia
Royal Australian Institute of Architects. 
Note: At 15 August 2003 a further four associations had applied to join or rejoin PA or had advised of their intention to do so. A further ten associations were considering joining or rejoining. PA has an objective to have 20 member associations by the end of 2003.
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