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Introduction


The reconstruction of higher education in Australia through the creation of the Unified National System at the end of the 1980s is commonly seen as a watershed, bringing new ways of funding, directing and organising universities, expanding their size, reorienting their activities and setting in train a far-reaching transformation of the academic enterprise.


The design and effects of the Unified National System have attracted a very substantial literature that analyses the changes and contests their merits. For the most part such studies have been conducted at the system level, concentrating on particular aspects such as teaching, research and institutional management.


Here we examine the changes holistically at the institutional level, in four studies prepared and conducted to a common framework. They cover two old universities (Melbourne and Sydney), one newer, pre-1987 university (Griffith) and one formed as a result of the reconstruction (the University of South Australia). They also cover four states, allowing us to consider how the amalgamation process set in train by John Dawkins as the Commonwealth Minister for Employment, Education and Training was undertaken in different jurisdictions. Each study examines the changes that were made, their initiation, contestation, implementation and effects from the publication of the Green Paper at the end of 1987 to the change of government at the end of 1996.


The changes introduced by Dawkins have been usefully summarised by Grant Harman:


•  abolition of the binary system, with its clear differentiation between universities and colleges of advanced education, and replacement by a Unified National System of higher education


•  consolidation of institutions through amalgamation to reduce their number and to create larger and stronger institutions


•  substantial increases in enrolments and attention to student progress rates to achieve an increased output of graduates


•  greater concentration on particular fields of study, such as computer science, business studies and engineering, which were seen to be crucial to economic growth


•  a more selective approach to research funding, with a greater emphasis on national priorities, and substantial increases in the total amount of research funds


•  changes in institutional governance to make institutions more flexible and efficient, and to give greater power to chief executives


•  changes in staffing to increase flexibility and improve performance


•  greater autonomy to institutions within negotiated funding agreements, and efforts to increase institutional effectiveness and efficiency (including further reduction of unit costs per student, improved credit transfer, and rationalisation of the provision of courses by distance education)


•  shifting some of the financial burden for higher education to users and encouraging higher education institutions to generate income to supplement public funding.1


This summary has the advantage that it was made at the time, and is therefore not subject to the subsequent tendency to attribute changes in higher education to Dawkins that were not part of his reconstruction. In many accounts there is a danger of succumbing to the post hoc, propter hoc fallacy, seeing Dawkins as responsible for all that followed. Some of the changes were already under way before he created the Unified National System, whereas others are apparent in countries that did not follow the Australian path.


One purpose of these four studies is to trace the consequences of what he set in motion, another to consider institutional responses. We are interested in the proposals set out in the Green and White Papers that were not implemented, as well as those that were. The universities were not passive instruments of government policy: they resisted some components of the Unified National System and grasped others, and in each of them there was substantial contestation of how it should respond.


Nor, despite its homogenous characteristics, was the creation of the Unified National System ever likely to result in a uniform national system. Each of the universities was distinctive in location, orientation and aspiration. In adapting its organisation and practices to the reconstructed system of higher education, each sought to use some of these inherited characteristics to its best advantage. Accordingly, each study concludes by turning back to the nine components identified by Harman and indicating the outcomes that were reached by 1996.


Notes


1    Adapted from Grant Harman, ‘Institutional amalgamations and abolition of the binary system in Australia under John Dawkins’, Higher Education Quarterly, vol. 45, no. 2 (1991), pp. 182–3.




CHAPTER 1


Then and now


In May 2014 staff of the University of South Australia (UniSA) were delighted to read in their university publication UniNews that ‘UniSA [is the] youngest of the young stars in world’s top 50 under 50’.1 ‘With the full list from the Times Higher Education World Rankings of the Top 100 universities under 50 years old released today’, the article proclaimed, ‘UniSA has held firm at 49, reflecting the progressive and enterprising nature of its institutional direction.’ Vice-Chancellor David Lloyd weighed in with pride: ‘This is an extremely dynamic ranking of the world’s top young universities and the competition is increasingly strong globally, especially from young universities in our own Asia-Pacific region … It is pleasing to be placed in the top 50 in that list and to do so as the youngest Australian university at just 23 years of age. [It is the] youngest yet built on more than 150 years of achievement.’2 With more than 33 000 students, the university is South Australia’s largest.


On 2 October 2014 the University of South Australia continued its rapid rise in the Times Higher Education World University Rankings, moving from 340 in 2013 to 290 in 2014. In 2015 it moved to 288 in the QS World University Rankings, joining the top 300 universities worldwide. In 2015 its place in the Top 100 Universities under 50 years ranking rose further, from 49 to 25. When in late 2015 the university ranked eighth in the Excellence in Research in Australia (ERA) results the Vice-Chancellor declared: ‘There used to be a group of top 8 research universities that everyone knew. Now there’s a new kid on that particular block.’3


In 1987 these accolades could not have been imagined. The University of South Australia did not exist. South Australia boasted just two universities, the venerable University of Adelaide, established in 1874, and the progressive Flinders University of South Australia, one of the new post–Murray Report universities created in 1966, with the goal of attracting a wider group of students through new and innovative courses. Flinders had already established a fine reputation for research. As well, there was the South Australian Institute of Technology (SAIT), which had nineteenth-century roots in the School of Mines and Industries, established in 1889. It was an institution with high status in industry, producing inter alia engineers, surveyors and business students. It had a strong, if patchy, record of applied research. Then there was the South Australian College of Advanced Education (SACAE), itself a product of several amalgamations of smaller colleges of advanced education (previously teachers colleges but increasingly diversified) in the period from 1972 to 1982.4 It was the largest higher education institution in the state. SACAE had been predominantly concerned with teacher education, although by 1989 less than 50 per cent of its enrolments were in education. It had only a rudimentary research culture. Finally, there was Roseworthy Agricultural College, a small but highly regarded institution, Australia’s first agricultural college and, significantly, an institution of which John Dawkins was a graduate.


The Green and White Papers launched by the federal Minister for Education, John Dawkins, set off a flurry of activity in South Australia, as elsewhere. When the Green Paper was published in late 1987, Lynn Arnold, the State Education Minister in the Labor government led by John Bannon, initiated a review of tertiary education in the state and offered its own Green Paper. It became clear, after the discussion that followed, that there were a number of competing ideas about the state’s higher education future. These ranged from leaving everything pretty much as it was, to creating a large statewide university incorporating all the existing tertiary institutions. Some suggested creating four, three or two universities with various combinations of the principal institutions.5 In its second paper the State Government came down on the side of a two-university model.


It was left more or less to the institutions to decide their own futures as the State Government decided that it should not support any rationalisation that did not have the agreement of the merging partners. Cabinet did decide, however, in December 1988 that the South Australian Institute of Technology and the South Australian College of Advanced Education would not be redesignated as universities, an outcome that both had sought. Yet redesignation was the path followed by the principal institutes of technology in four other states. Cabinet also decided that Roseworthy Agricultural College should be asked to initiate discussions with either the Institute of Technology or the University of Adelaide.6


Following the Dawkins Green Paper, the Institute of Technology again forcefully argued that it should become a university of technology. Its second preference was to merge with Flinders University. The main reason for seeking university status was to have access to research funding, to offer expanded higher degrees and to be more competitive overseas.7 Flinders University also preferred to stand alone. Its second preference was to merge with SAIT.


In the event, by March 1989 Flinders and SAIT were working towards a possible merger. At the same time the University of Adelaide, Roseworthy and SACAE were strongly considering combining forces. These negotiations were consistent with the South Australian Government’s suggestion of a two-university model. During 1989, after considerable ink had been spilt and time and energy spent, both of these proposed mergers came to nothing. How was South Australia to meet Minister Dawkins’ desire for a Unified National System?


At this point, in late 1989, Denise Bradley, then the Acting Principal of SACAE, met the new State Minister for Employment and Further Education, Mike Rann, with a short paper in hand and offered a solution that in all important respects would come to fruition. It took the risky step of breaking up the College of Advanced Education while preserving its existing campuses. Sturt Campus was to go to Flinders University, a sensible co-location and a step that put Flinders above the level of 5000 Equivalent Full-Time Students (EFTSU) required if it was to conduct research. The city campus of SACAE was to join Adelaide University, again a sensible co-location from both a geographic and educational perspective. The remaining three campuses of SACAE (Magill, Salisbury and Underdale) were to join the three campuses of the South Australian Institute of Technology to form a new university. The result, as Bradley demonstrated, was that the new university would cover more than enough discipline areas, an important requirement for institutions to join the Unified National System. It would be a comprehensive university. This proposal met with the approval of Rann, who was keen to find a resolution to the deadlock, and of the Commonwealth Education Minister, John Dawkins.


Thus, in 1991, the University of South Australia was born and joined the Unified National System. It was a university formed entirely from the advanced education sector. The journey from its beginnings in 1991 to the Times Higher Education World University Rankings in 2014 and 2015 was a long and complex one. Bringing together large educational institutions with different aims and histories, each spread over several campuses, was a task requiring dedication, innovation and hard work, a task that might have threatened to overwhelm a less determined leadership. This short account traces that South Australian story during the 1980s and early 1990s and asks whether, in the end, this massive reorganisation helped meet Dawkins’ goals of transforming higher education in Australia. It also raises the question of whether the amalgamations of the late 1980s are the end of the story. In 2016 there are still issues to be resolved in South Australian higher education, and dynamics that threaten to unsettle the three-university solution adopted in 1989. Will there be another cycle of advance and retreat, yet another restructuring, before Dawkins’ legacy in South Australia can be finally assessed?


Notes


1    UniNews, May 2014.


2    University of South Australia, media release, 1 May 2014.


3    David Lloyd and Tanya Monro, email to all UniSA staff, 4 December 2015.


4    Gregor Ramsey, ‘Institutional amalgamations in tertiary education: Process versus outcome’, in Grant Harman and V. Lynn Meek (eds), Institutional Amalgamations in Higher Education: Process and Outcome in Five Countries, University of New England, Armidale, 1988, pp. 79–94.


5    Office of Tertiary Education, Higher Education in South Australia: Future Directions and Organization: A Discussion Paper, Office of Tertiary Education, Adelaide, 1988.


6    Flinders University of South Australia and the South Australian Institute of Technology, ‘Merger Implementation Committee Preliminary Report to the Councils’, 1989, FUSA archives.


7    Ibid.




CHAPTER 2


The steady state in South Australia, and the awakening


In 1990, when Flinders University’s Vice-Chancellor, John Lovering, was writing his annual report, he noted that the university was about to receive its first capital funding in fifteen years. South Australia, in common with the other Australian states, had suffered from the ‘steady state’, the stasis in Commonwealth funding to universities that had affected all South Australian higher education institutions, albeit with different results. Operating grants were held constant for a decade while enrolments grew and capital works grants were savagely cut. Newer universities and the advanced education sector suffered most: while there was a decline of 2 per cent in real funding per student in the university sector, the cuts reached 12 per cent in advanced education.1


Planning for Flinders University began in 1961, following the national inquiry chaired by Sir Keith Murray that called for the Commonwealth to assist a substantial increase in university provision. It began in 1966 and by 1988 was a medium-sized institution with 4922 EFTSU. Its founding Vice-Chancellor Peter Karmel, one of Australia’s best-known educationists, planned the university at a time of innovation, claiming that ‘We want to experiment and experiment bravely’.2 In keeping with that aim, Flinders offered an untraditional academic structure of four large schools and introduced subjects not taught in South Australia such as sociology, drama, fine arts, Spanish, Indonesian, oceanography and meteorology. Karmel was notable not only for creating an exciting new educational environment but also for fostering a strong cadre of academics who would play leading roles in higher education policy. Flinders was situated at Bedford Park, about 11 kilometres south of Adelaide’s city centre and, innovatively, co-located its campus next to its medical school and hospital buildings. The medical school and associated Flinders Medical Centre acquired a very strong reputation for state-of-the-art teaching and impressive research. Flinders was described by the Commonwealth Task Force on Amalgamations in 1989 as having a ‘relatively limited academic profile’ with the disciplines of humanities, social sciences, business and science but few professional courses, and its very successful medical faculty consisted of only 455 EFTSU in 1988. Higher degree students constituted 8.5 per cent of its load.3


The larger University of Adelaide was also classified as medium-sized, with 7666 EFTSU in 1988 and a higher degree load of 11.2 per cent. Once one of three leading Australian universities and surpassing both Melbourne and Sydney in its Nobel laureates, it had fallen behind, in part owing to South Australia’s difficulty in keeping pace with other states such as Queensland and Western Australia because of its limited natural resources and its outdated strategy of industrialisation. Nevertheless, it had a very strong reputation for research and was considered the premier university in the state. It offered a wider range of disciplines—humanities and social sciences, business and economics, sciences, medicine and health sciences, engineering and architecture—and was located in the city centre on a campus graced by time and tradition. It was run along traditional collegial lines with the Vice-Chancellor as academic leader and the Registrar in charge of administration and management, an arrangement that suited Vice-Chancellor Kevin Marjoribanks, an educational sociologist, perfectly. The Vice-Chancellor, assisted by a large council, held authority over academic and financial matters, while the Registrar Frank O’Neil wielded considerable managerial power. There was a sense of age and privilege at the University of Adelaide, sometimes referred to as ‘Oxford by the Torrens’, an ideal that Marjoribanks endorsed.


At both universities there was tension among academics as new notions of accountability were appearing. The year 1988 would see the first federal industrial awards for staff, which defined academics as employees and presaged some deterioration of their working conditions.4 As well as the two universities, South Australia boasted two large colleges on the other side of the binary divide: the South Australian Institute of Technology and the South Australian College of Advanced Education. There was also the small but well-respected Roseworthy Agricultural College, which had 546 EFTSUs in 1988, a third of which were at the subdegree level. Sixty per cent of it students studied agriculture and science, and 20 per cent business studies. Clearly it was too small to stand alone in the reorganisation proposed in the Green Paper at the end of 1987.


In the period immediately before the release of the Green Paper, the advanced education sector in South Australia was struggling with growing demand for higher education, increased enrolments, restricted resources and a frustrated desire to increase its postgraduate offerings. In accordance with the binary divide, the college sector was not funded for research or higher degrees, although the teaching of Masters degrees was slowly becoming accepted in a small number of courses. At SAIT some engineering schools had supervised PhDs, which were awarded through an English university.5 The sector had dealt with reduced funding from the mid-1970s. The Commonwealth Tertiary Education Commission (CTEC) report for the 1982–84 triennium, published in 1981, noted that recurrent funds for advanced education had not kept pace with the increasing pressures on college budgets. Capital grants in the college sector had fallen from $262 million in 1975 to $38 million in 1981.6 Although the reduction was partly due to slowing demand, the report noted that there was still a need for capital expenditure ‘to remedy existing deficiencies and to permit changes in academic programs’.7 The lack of funding for capital works was common in both sectors, although it appeared to be more serious in the advanced education sector where there was a greater increase in enrolments.


Concern about Australia’s declining economic performance led by the early 1980s to demand for changes to the higher education system, and the Commonwealth imposed mergers and rationalisation on the college sector. Yet as the decade progressed there was growing student demand and an awareness that economic recovery would require a more highly skilled workforce. The principal advisory body, Commonwealth Tertiary Education Commission, cited in its summary report for the 1985–87 triennium the increasing number of young people seeking entry to higher education, the need to support technological change and economic development, and the Federal Government’s expressed intent to increase participation and equity.8 South Australia was particularly aware of the need for vocational and skills development, as its manufacturing base (motor vehicles and white goods) was declining. Professor Colin Power of Flinders University highlighted the problems in a report entitled The Significance of Technological Change for the Future Structure, Function and Organization of Post-compulsory Education in South Australia, written in 1985 for the South Australian Education and Technology Task Force. He found that


 




… the Australian education system is producing a small minority of professional workers and highly skilled trade workers, and a large majority of unskilled and semi-skilled workers who learn their skills on the job. The low levels of educational attainment and of occupational skills of the mass of Australians and the unequal access to the limited educational and career opportunities that do exist continue to reduce the nation’s capacity to respond adequately to the challenges of technological change and to maintenance of inequities within the society.9





Australia faced a decline in demand for its primary products and greater dependence on the manufacturing and service sectors. Neither industry nor education had kept up with the technologically sophisticated needs of international trade, and the Hawke government was dismantling the policies that protected local industries. In South Australia the industrial strategy initiated by Tom Playford, Premier from 1938 to 1965, was faltering and the car industry was adjusting to the Motor Industry Development Plan promoted by John Button, the federal Minister for Industry, as a means of modernising and transitioning to a lower level of protection. Professor Power argued that Adelaide and Flinders universities needed to review their strategies and directions, and so did the other institutions. He also saw a greater role for the Institute of Technology. He suggested that it ‘could be a highly successful technological university after the mode of similar institutions in France and Germany, which would assist it with staff involvement in research’.10


Deeming South Australia to be suffering from the malaise of the steady state, Power concluded that ‘if South Australia is to move into an era of high technology with any degree of confidence … the post-compulsory education system must reassert its links with industry and in turn industry must be provided with incentives to establish a working relationship with educational institutions’.11 It is worth considering the long history of the Institute of Technology as it illustrates the shifting alliances between the university and non-university higher education institutions and the issues surrounding vocational and technical education.


South Australian Institute of Technology


While SAIT was part of the South Australian advanced education sector, in common with other Australian metropolitan institutes of technology it enjoyed a profile closer to the universities. As they developed their applied research with industry partners and expanded postgraduate teaching, the institutes were testing the boundaries of the binary system.


SAIT underwent a long evolution from a well-respected School of Mines and Industries, which incorporated a feeder technical high school from 1903 to 1963, and in 1960 became an institute of technology with its own Act. While situated on North Terrace next to the University of Adelaide, it drew from a different social stratum, thereby earning its reputation as the ‘people’s university’.12 In 1965 SAIT opened a campus at Whyalla, the state’s third most populous city, located five hours drive north of Adelaide. The new campus was to train engineers for the city’s biggest employer, BHP, but enrolment levels dropped when the company closed its shipyard in the 1980s. The Whyalla campus subsequently offered courses in accountancy, applied science, social science and nursing. SAIT also acquired a site of approximately 70 hectares at The Levels, in outer northern Adelaide in 1967. The cost of its purchase was provided equally by the State and Commonwealth governments, and more than four million dollars were made available from the Commonwealth Advisory Committee on Advanced Education for the triennium 1967–69 for building and site works. The first buildings were completed and occupied by first-year science and engineering students for the beginning of the 1970 academic year.13 Thus, unlike institutes of technology in other states, SAIT operated from three campuses, one at a considerable distance from the city.


For much of its history SAIT shared a close link with its next-door neighbour, the University of Adelaide. From its inception, the School of Mines and Engineering and the University shared engineering courses until the University set up an independent engineering school in 1940. After its designation as an institute, SAIT gained its first Commonwealth funding for degree-level teaching; Institute students could gain Bachelor of Technology degrees. In 1956 a joint Faculty of Technology was formed with the University of Adelaide, and in 1962 the Director of SAIT, Dr S.I. Evans, became the Faculty’s first Dean. This was a unique event in Australia, as Evans noted: ‘The appointment of an institute staff member as dean of the university faculty was an event of momentous constitutional importance to the institute; it had far reaching implications with the tacit recognition by the university re the institute’s new role in the relationship.’14 This arrangement continued under a renamed Faculty of Technology and Applied Science, and Dr Evans remained as Dean until 1977. However, the Martin Report of 1964, which established a two-tiered system of tertiary education, ultimately led to the demise of this arrangement. Even though the two institutions offered parallel courses, they were required to be firmly differentiated.15


The Martin Report thus brought mixed blessings for SAIT. On the one hand, the location of institutes of technology in the new college of advanced education sector foreshadowed more Commonwealth funding. The Martin Report also suggested lengthening the three-year Bachelor courses by a year and reinstating three-year associate diploma courses. SAIT was also to be responsible for diplomas and degree courses in ‘non-university’ areas, since the University of Adelaide transferred its pharmacy course, its physiotherapy diploma, medical laboratory certificate and Diploma of Social Studies to SAIT. On the other hand, Martin’s firm demarcation of universities and colleges, the one funded for research and the other not, set back its hopes for eventual university designation. Nevertheless, SAIT persisted with its attempt to offer higher degrees. By 1970 a Master’s degree in pharmacy was offered, the first at that level in SAIT, followed by a Master of Applied Science in 1977. Significantly, too, SAIT staff salaries were the same as those of universities from 1970.
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