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5 Future Directions

The Australian Government has embarked 
on a wide-ranging reform agenda to 
improve the quality of our higher education 
sector and increase the choices available 
to students.  The Australian Government’s 
priorities for higher education were 
identifi ed in the Our Universities: Backing 
Australia’s Future package of higher 
education reforms released in 2003 which 
focused on four key policy principles: 
sustainability; quality; equity; and 
diversity.

Laying the foundations for the reforms 
is an increase in Australian Government 
investment in the sector of around 
$2.6 billion over fi ve years.  Over ten 
years, the Commonwealth will provide 
some $11 billion in new support for higher 
education to give universities access to the 
funding they need to deliver world-class 
higher education.  This signifi cant level of 
taxpayer investment is underpinned by a 
robust accountability and reporting regime 
to ensure that universities’ responsibilities 
are exercised with due diligence and that 
institutions are able to continue delivering 
services in both the short and longer 
term.  The Australian Government also 
seeks through its accountability regime 
to protect the interests of students in the 
new environment of partial deregulation 
and greater diversity which has developed 
under Our Universities: Backing 
Australia’s Future.

In the year 2005 and beyond, the 
Australian Government will consolidate 
its implementation of the Our Universities: 
Backing Australia’s Future package of 
higher education reforms, with a particular 

focus on achieving national consistency 
across the sector and maximising choice 
for students.  At the same time, it will 
maintain a watching brief on developments 
on the international higher education scene 
to ensure Australia retains its current high 
reputation in the international sphere.  

Responding to new challenges 
and opportunities in higher 
education
Australia’s higher education sector 
operates increasingly in the dynamic 
global environment.  Key international 
trends which have accelerated since Our 
Universities: Backing Australia’s Future 
include the blurring of the divide between 
public and private institutions and the 
growth of private higher education 
provision, through both face-to-face and 
internet delivery; new higher education 
frameworks in other countries that impact 
on growth and diversity; and the increasing 
demands of a knowledge-based economy.  

In response to these developments the 
Australian Government has recently 
initiated national conversations around 
the fundamental issues of the role 
and governance of Australia’s higher 
education sector.  These conversations 
will take place in 2005 and involve 
the Australian Government, State and 
Territory governments and other key sector 
stakeholders.  
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Building University Diversity: 
Future approval and accreditation 
processes for Australian higher 
education 
Changes in the global environment in 
which higher education is operating 
challenge the relevance of current 
arrangements for the approval and 
accreditation of higher education 
institutions.

Higher education and the bodies that 
can offer higher education awards 
are currently regulated through the 
National Protocols for Higher Education 
Approval Processes, formally agreed by 
the Australian Government and all State 
and Territory governments in 2000.  A 
review of the Protocols in 2004 by former 
Vice-Chancellor Gus Guthrie called for a 
national discussion of the definition of a 
university and of higher education more 
generally.  

On 2 March 2005 the Minister released 
a discussion paper Building University 
Diversity to initiate an informed debate 
about the future of Australian higher 
education, in the belief that institutions 
should be defined more by their quality 
and diversity and less by their form and 
structure.  The paper explores several 
issues.  One is the different combinations of 
teaching, scholarship and research which 
could define a university and whether 
there is a role for teaching-intensive and 
research-intensive universities as well as 
those which encompass both teaching and 
research.  Another issue is the potential for 
‘specialist’ institutions covering a narrow 
field of study in-depth in addition to those 
institutions which cover a wide range of 
disciplines.  The paper also asks whether 
the enduring capacity of a provider or an 
institution to accredit their own courses 
(be ‘self-accrediting’) should be on offer to 
providers other than universities and, if so, 
how it should be assessed.

If a more diverse sector is considered 
desirable by the Australian community, 
assuring quality and retaining Australia’s 
reputation as a high quality provider of 
education services will be paramount.  
Perceptions of quality will need to be 
informed by freely accessible information 
about performance and outcomes for each 
institution.  The discussion paper asks what 
criterion in the Protocols should assure 
quality and considers the merits and risks 
to quality associated with change.

Face-to-face consultations with 
stakeholders on the Building University 
Diversity paper occurred during April and 
written submissions were sought by 22 
April.  A national seminar involving key 
stakeholders will be held later in 2005 to 
discuss the issues further and as a prelude 
to consideration by the Ministerial Council 
for Education, Employment, Training and 
Youth Affairs (MCEETYA).  Any changes 
to the Protocols will need to be formally 
agreed to by the Australian Government 
and all State and Territory governments.

The Guthrie Report is available on the DEST 
website at 
http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/higher_
education/policy_issues_reviews/guthrie_
review/Further_Development_of_the_
National_Protocols_for_Higher_Edu.htm 
and the Building University Diversity paper 
and written submissions received on it can 
be found at 
http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/higher_
education/policy_issues_reviews/reviews/
guthrie_review/building_university_
diversity.htm



Building Better Foundations  
for Higher Education in  
Australia: A discussion about  
re-aligning Commonwealth-State 
responsibilities  
The Australian Government currently 
has significant financial and policy 
responsibility for higher education while 
State and Territory governments retain 
major legislative responsibilities.  Recent 
debate has suggested that there may 
be a need to re-think this arrangement 
to promote national consistency and 
transparency in key areas and ensure 
the capacity of Australia’s universities to 
compete in both domestic and  
international markets.

A discussion paper released in December 
2004, Rationalising Responsibility for 
Higher Education in Australia, provided 
some scope within which such a debate 
could be progressed.  The Minister released 
a second discussion paper in March 2005.  
It explores in greater detail the issues 
raised in the initial discussion paper and 
takes into account the findings of two 
reports expressly commissioned by the 
Australian Government.  It suggests that 
there may be benefits in the Australian 
Government having a greater role in 
three key regulatory functions which are 
currently the responsibility of State and 
Territory governments.  

Firstly, legislative differences mean that 
universities do not operate on a level 
playing field in seeking to expand and 
diversify their revenue sources through 
commercial activities.  The Australian 
Government could play a strategic role 
in encouraging and achieving more 
consistency in areas such as land use, 
power to invest and to operate outside 
jurisdiction of establishment.

Secondly, governance and management in 
public universities have not always been 
responsive to changes in the operating 

environment over the last decade.  While 
the National Governance Protocols 
introduced by the Australian Government 
represent a major step in the evolution 
of governance, there is scope for further 
improvement.  

Thirdly, there is an emerging consensus on 
the need for greater national consistency 
in recognition of universities and 
accreditation of courses and providers.  
There are significant differences in the 
way in which the National Protocols on 
Higher Education Approval Processes are 
implemented across Australia, which may 
negatively affect Australia’s reputation for 
quality and consistency.

The purpose of the debate is not for 
the Commonwealth to take control of 
universities from States and Territories.  
Rather, it is about taking a serious look 
at how Australia can best achieve more 
consistent and effective higher education 
provision in Australia through cooperation 
at all levels.  The priority is now to seek 
the views and experiences of the States 
and Territories and key sector stakeholders 
on these issues, through discussion at an 
upcoming Ministerial Council (MCEETYA) 
meeting in May, consultations with key 
stakeholders around June-July and a 
formal submission process.

The two discussion papers are available on 
the DEST website at  
www.dest.gov.au/higher/pubs/
papers/responsibilty/rationalising_
responsibilities.pdf and www.dest.gov.au/
highered/pubs/papers/responsibility/.
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Building an internationally 
competitive higher education 
sector

Transnational Education and Training 

Australia is a leading provider of quality 
education and training, both within and 
outside Australia.  All sectors of education 
– higher education, vocational education 
and training, schools, English language 
courses and foundation programmes – are 
offered offshore.  In 2004, for example, 
over 55,000 students studied higher 
education courses offshore.  

It is vital that transnational education 
and training activities continue to meet 
the demands for quality by international 
students, their parents, governments 
and potential employers.  The Australian 
Government is therefore proposing that a 
national quality strategy for transnational 
education and training be developed, 
to draw together the quality assurance 
arrangements already in place for offshore 
delivery in each of the sectors.  The 
Minister released a discussion paper in 
April 2005 which canvassed three possible 
approaches to strengthening the quality 
framework.  DEST is currently undertaking 
an extensive consultation process 
with State and Territory governments, 
education and training providers, 
industry associations, staff and student 
representative organisations and other 
stakeholders.  It is expected that these 
consultations will feed into preparation 
of a paper to be provided to MCEETYA for 
discussion during the latter part of 2005.

Ensuring the sustainability of the 
higher education system

National Strategic Principles 

The implementation in 2004 of one of the 
key elements of Our Universities: Backing 
Australia’s Future - the allocation of 
new places - convinced the Australian 
Government that it is time to take 
a national approach to the funding 
of Commonwealth supported places 
throughout Australia.

The Australian Government funds 
places in higher education through the 
Commonwealth Grant Scheme (CGS).  DEST 
is developing a set of national strategic 
principles which will be used to inform 
the Australian Government in its decisions 
and investment in relation to funding 
under the CGS and other Higher Education 
Support Act 2003 (HESA) programmes 
such as the Capital Development Pool 
(CDP) and the Collaboration and Structural 
Reform Fund (CASR) as appropriate.  The 
principles will consider the allocation of 
new Commonwealth supported places, 
the movement of existing places between 
campuses and the protection of discipline 
areas of national importance (including to 
address skills shortages) to ensure that the 
higher education sector is best meeting the 
social, economic, diplomatic, scientific and 
strategic needs of the nation.

A framework for the application of 
principles will consider national, state and 
broader regional needs, workforce shortages 
and priorities, supply and student demand, 
demographic changes and institutional 
sustainability.
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Higher Education Workplace 
Relations

If Australia’s higher education is to remain 
internationally competitive we must ensure 
that it is vigorous, diverse and flexible.  
Increased global competition for academics 
in key areas and changes in the value of 
the Australian dollar create challenges.  
Ongoing workplace relations reform is 
needed to ensure the sector’s long term 
sustainability.

New Higher Education Workplace Relations 
Requirements (HEWRRs) under the 
Commonwealth Grant Scheme (see www.
dest.gov.au/highereducation) are designed 
to provide staff with greater choice and 
institutions with more flexibility.  They will 
enable universities to attract, retain and 
reward the best people.  Universities will 
need to meet these requirements, as well as 
the National Governance Protocols, in order 
to be eligible for the increase in assistance 
funding under the Commonwealth Grant 
Scheme (5% in 2006 and 7.5% in later 
years).

The requirements cover choice in 
agreement making, direct relationships 
with employees, workplace flexibility, 
workplace productivity and performance, 
and freedom of association.  Universities 
will be required to offer staff the choice of 
an Australian Workplace Agreement, and 
must engage in more direct relationships 
with their employees.  Third party 
involvement, including union involvement 
in workplace relations and human resources 
matters, will only be at the express 
invitation of university employees. 

The Australian Government is consulting 
with the higher education sector on 
the arrangements for the Workplace 
Productivity Programme ($83 million 
between 2006 and 2008) in the light of the 
workplace reforms. 

e-Research Coordinating Committee

In recognition of the potential capability 
and benefits of modern information 
and communication technologies (ICT) 
in the conduct of world class research, 
the Australian Government made a 
commitment in October 2004 to the 
formation of an overarching e-Research 
Coordinating Committee.  The Committee, 
to be chaired by Dr Mike Sargent AM, 
will bring together key stakeholders in 
the Australian research community, 
including industry, to provide a strategic 
policy framework to the Australian 
Government to encourage coordination and 
collaboration in Australia’s research effort 
across organisations, both nationally and 
internationally. 

The e-Research Coordinating Committee 
will be the primary source of expert 
advice to the Australian Government 
on developing a sustained capacity for 
Australia’s research to capitalise on the 
Government’s substantial investments 
in national and international broadband 
networks, high performance computing, 
instrumentation, large experimental 
facilities, and research information 
infrastructure.  

Promoting diversity in the higher 
education sector

Learning and Teaching Performance 
Fund

The strength of Australia’s higher education 
sector depends on the development of an 
environment of excellence in the full range 
of activities undertaken by institutions.  
While teaching is recognised as a core 
activity of all higher education institutions, 
Commonwealth funding, internal staff 
promotion practices and institutional 
prestige have tended to reinforce the 
importance of research performance rather 
than teaching performance.
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The Australian Government believes that 
rewards and incentives for excellence in 
learning and teaching will promote the 
overall quality of the sector, enabling 
excellence in learning and teaching to 
be placed alongside delivery of research 
excellence in terms of contribution to 
Australia’s knowledge systems.  The 
Learning and Teaching Performance Fund 
will reward higher education providers 
which best demonstrate excellence 
in learning and teaching.  The Fund 
is an ongoing programme which will 
commence in 2006 with funding of around 
$54 million.  

Allocation of funding will be determined 
in two stages.  The focus of the first stage 
is evidence of institutional commitment to 
teaching and learning.  Higher education 
providers are required to establish 
eligibility for funds by demonstrating 
that they have appropriate policies and 
processes in place and that these are 
publicly available on their websites.   There 
is no funding attached to Stage 1.  All 
eligible higher education providers (those 
listed in Table A of the Higher Education 
Support Act 2003) were requested to submit 
documents relating to the five requirements 
of Stage 1, and Stage 1 has now been 
finalised.

The focus of the second stage is learning 
and teaching outcomes.  A higher education 
provider’s performance in learning and 
teaching will be assessed using a range 
of methods, which may include using 
an appropriate performance model with 
indicators such as student satisfaction, 
outcomes and success.  Only excellence 
will be rewarded, therefore not all higher 
education providers will benefit from this 
funding.  The allocation model for Stage 2 
will be announced later in 2005.

Research Quality Framework

The Australian Government is concerned 
to ensure that it funds the highest quality 
research in all circumstances.  In 2004-
05, over $3 billion was invested by the 
Australian Government in research and 
research training in Australia.  The 
Australian Government is committed to 
ensuring that these resources are directed 
to areas of research excellence and public 
benefit.  

Currently there is no consistent way to 
measure the quality and impact of research 
conducted in Australia’s universities and 
Publicly Funded Research Agencies, as 
well as benefits of research to the wider 
community. 

It is for this reason that the development 
of a Research Quality Framework (RQF) is 
a priority for the Australian Government.  
The RQF will provide a more consistent 
and comprehensive approach to assessing 
the quality and impact of publicly funded 
research.  An Expert Advisory Group, 
chaired by Professor Sir Gareth Roberts, 
is overseeing the development of the 
Framework.  It will provide advice to the 
Australian Government by the end of 
2005 on preferred models for assessing 
research quality.  An RQF will ensure that 
Australia’s future research effort is directed 
to areas of research quality.

Assuring the quality of Australia’s 
higher education

Australian Universities Quality 
Agency (AUQA)

The Australian Universities Quality Agency 
(AUQA) is an independent national agency 
set up to audit, and report on, quality 
assurance in Australian higher education. 
It operates independently of governments 
and the higher education sector under the 
direction of a Board of Directors. AUQA 
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is owned by and receives core operational 
funding from the Commonwealth, State and 
Territory Ministers for higher education 
who are members of MCEETYA.  AUQA 
will be conducting a self-review in the 
second half of 2005 and an independent 
review of AUQA is scheduled for 2006. The 
AUQA Board agreed to conduct a strategic 
assessment during the first half of 2005. 
As the Australian Government is part 
owner of AUQA, and is represented on the 
AUQA Board, it will be a participant in the 
strategic assessment of AUQA.

Offshore Auditing

As part of the Australian Government’s 
$2.6 billion Our Universities: Backing 
Australia’s Future package, the Australian 
Government has committed $590,000 per 
annum to enhancing offshore auditing of 
Australian higher education.

In July 2004 a Reference Group on Offshore 
Auditing of Higher Education was formed 
to advise the Minister on how best to 
enhance offshore auditing of Australian 
higher education. In its report to the 
Minister, the Reference Group outlined 
the following purposes for strengthening 
offshore quality assurance:

n To promote Australian higher education 
as a quality assured sector.

n To ensure consistency of Australian 
higher education standards in offshore 
operations.

n To ensure the comparability of 
Australian higher education awards 
wherever they are delivered.

n To encourage continuous improvement 
of Australian higher education delivery 
offshore.

n To assist institutions to systematically 
manage risk associated with offshore 
operations, by promoting good practice 
and identifying where weak practice 
needs improvement. 

The Report also put forward ten 
recommendations that suggested a 
series of actions from several parties to 
further strengthen Australia’s offshore 
higher education quality assurance. The 
recommendations included: extension of 
the offshore auditing activities of AUQA, 
further development of Australian higher 
education institutions’ own quality 
assurance frameworks; and revision and 
promotion of the Australian Government’s 
information on Australia’s higher education 
quality assurance framework.

In response to these recommendations 
the Minister announced on 8 April 2005 
that the Australian Government will be 
providing the Australian Universities 
Quality Agency (AUQA) an additional 
$450,000 to enhance the quality assurance 
of offshore provision by our higher 
education providers and the AUQA.  These 
funds will be used to reimburse the direct 
costs of AUQA’s offshore audits; facilitate 
increased sampling of offshore operations 
of institutions rather than systematic whole 
of country audits; provide opportunities 
for additional training and development 
in auditing offshore operations to AUQA 
auditors; and develop an annual aggregate 
report prepared by AUQA which will 
summarise the key themes arising from 
offshore institutional audits.  

In May 2004, the Australian Vice-
Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC) was 
contracted to award grants to individual 
universities/groups of universities on a 
competitive basis to develop best practice 
models for off-shore delivery.  The projects 
are due for completion in late 2005 and will 
be show-cased in a national seminar.
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Auditing of Private Providers

The Higher Education Support Act 2003 
(HESA) requires Higher Education Providers 
to be audited by a quality auditing body.  It 
is important that institutions in receipt of 
Australian Government funding undergo 
a quality audit to provide accountability, 
encourage institutions to strive for 
continuous improvement and to develop 
an effective internal system of quality 
assurance with the aim of maintaining 
and improving the quality of education 
they provide.  A quality audit focuses on 
the institutions’ own objectives and the 
extent to which these are being achieved, 
including the institutions’ own assessment 
of its performance against its objectives. 

DEST is currently consulting with a 
working group comprising representatives 
of the non self-accrediting sector to finalise 
details of the approach to auditing that 
should be taken.  Further consultations 
and a trial audit process are expected in 
2005 before the final form of audits is 
determined.  Audits are expected to begin 
in 2006.  

Promoting choice for students

Voluntary Student Unionism 

The Australian Government is opposed to 
compulsory union membership because it 
hinders freedom of association.  It believes 
students should have the right to decide 
for themselves whether they wish to join a 
union or be a member of an organisation.  
Students should not be forced to pay a fee 
that supports a political organisation or 
political activities in order to further their 
education.

In 2005, the Australian Government has 
introduced a legislative Bill to implement 
voluntary student unionism.  The Bill 
proposes to ensure that providers do not 
require a student to be or become a member 
of a student organisation.  It will also 

ensure that students are not required by 
a provider to pay any fees to a provider 
or any other entity for the provision of an 
amenity, facility or service that is not of 
an academic nature, unless the person has 
chosen to contribute to the amenity, facility 
or service.

The Australian Government is not opposed 
to student organisations.  Students are, 
and should be, free to organise, develop 
representative structures and undertake 
advocacy on behalf of other students.  
Legislation for voluntary student unionism 
will not stop or impede such voluntary 
activity.

Articulation and credit transfer 

A key priority for the Australian 
Government is to streamline entry 
to higher education for Australians 
from a variety of backgrounds and life 
experiences.  Credit transfer arrangements 
are important in building a strong skill 
base for the future and in promoting 
lifelong learning in the context of an 
aging population.  While Australia has 
been active in recognising prior learning 
and granting different levels of credit and 
recognition for the purposes of university 
entry, we need to do more to keep pace with 
international developments.  We also need 
to work with the States and Territories to 
promote a consistent approach across all 
States and Territories and all institutions.

The Minister has stated his commitment to 
improving the arrangements for students 
transferring from Vocational Education 
and Training (VET) to higher education so 
that graduates from VET courses are able to 
gain entry to universities and recognition 
of their previous studies in the form of 
credits or advanced standing when they 
seek to upgrade their skills and knowledge 
in their chosen fields.  Recognising 
previous relevant learning means 
that students spend less time gaining 
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qualifications and this frees up places for 
others to learn.

In 2003 MCEETYA endorsed national credit 
transfer arrangements as a priority and 
referred the matter to its Joint Committee 
on Higher Education (JCHE) for advice.  
It asked the JCHE to consider the best 
options to progress the implementation of 
national arrangements for credit transfer 
and articulation from the VET to the higher 
education sector.  Following the JCHE’s 
consideration of advice from a Working 
Party, MCEETYA has endorsed a twofold 
strategy aimed at improving information 
available to students and potential students 
on credit transfer and articulation and 
achieving better implementation of credit 
transfer and articulation in practice.

The JCHE identified poor information 
practices as a factor contributing to 
poor uptake of credit transfer and 
articulation arrangements by students 
and prospective students.  MCEETYA has 
noted a set of Draft Principles for Good 
Practice Information Provision as the 
basis for consultation with the higher 
education and VET sectors about their 
information provision on credit transfer 
and articulation.  With assistance from 
individual universities, the Australian 
Government has updated its Going to Uni 
website to include links to institutions’ own 
information about their credit transfer and 
articulation policies and practices.

MCEETYA has also adopted a set of 
Principles for Good Practice on Credit 
Transfer and Articulation.  These will 
provide high-level Ministerial endorsement 
for further improvements in institutional 
practice, and are similar to a statement 
adopted by Canadian education Ministers 
which was successful in driving change.  
The Principles are broad in nature and 
recognise academic and institutional 
autonomy in assessing and awarding credit. 

These Principles will form the framework 
for a national study of current practices in 
credit transfer and articulation between 
VET and higher education.  The study 
will identify gaps in practice/barriers and 
make recommendations for initiatives 
to drive further improvement.  A data 
working party with cross-sectoral 
representation will also be established 
to look at improving existing data sets 
and definitions of articulation and 
credit transfer so that a more accurate 
and informed assessment of national 
performance can be made in future.  
MCEETYA will also ask the Australian 
Universities Quality Agency (AUQA) and 
the new VET quality agency to take a more 
active role in auditing credit transfer and 
articulation practice against the National 
Good Practice Principles.

Higher Education Information 
Management System 

A new web-based system, the Higher 
Education Information Management System 
(HEIMS) has been established and includes 
a range of facilities to:

n provide students with timely, accessible 
and accurate information about course 
offerings, Commonwealth and student 
contributions to course costs and loan 
details;

n enable the efficient and effective 
management of Commonwealth student 
loans and higher education entitlements 
(including scholarships); and

n provide one entry point for institutions 
to input statistical data; financial 
management reporting and programme 
management reporting.

HEIMS has been underway since late 
2003 with the initial phase of the project 
focussing largely on sector impacts, 
most specifically, the development of 
the Commonwealth Higher Education 
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Student Support Number (CHESSN), data 
specifications for 2005, and the Going 
to Uni website (including the Course 
Information System).  The CHESSN 
management system is being developed 
in a series of releases in 2005 to 
administer CHESSN duplicates and student 
identification data updates in the CHESSN 
database.  

The first release of the Going to Uni website 
was officially launched on 17 November 
2004.  Further releases and functionality 
are planned for 2005.  The Going to Uni 
website will be expanded in September 
2005 with a Course Information System 
which will provide a comprehensive and 
nationally comparable knowledge base of 
courses offered by all accredited higher 
education providers in Australia.  Work is 
also being undertaken in improving the 
look and feel, content and general usability 
of the Going to Uni website.

Monitoring and alert procedures are being 
established to enable both students and 
Higher Education Providers to manage 
entitlements such as the Student Learning 
Entitlement and FEE-HELP limits.  Work is 
currently underway on business analysis 
and technical design to implement support 
for a Student Entitlement and Loan 
System.  A Memorandum of Understanding 
(MOU) has also been established with the 
Australian Taxation Office (ATO) for the 
provision of data and reports on higher 
education programmes for the 2005-2006 
period.

While these external aspects of HEIMS 
will be developed further, the next phase 
of the project will focus on internal 
activities, including the development of 
higher education data environment and 
an integrated and redeveloped financial 
system.


