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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report provides an assessment of the level of engagement between Western Australia’s 

higher education sector, most specifically its universities, and the State Government and its 

agencies. The Terms of Reference for the project required that it should cover the following 

issues and themes: 

 the State’s professional workforce needs; 

 the role of higher education in regional development; 

 improving social inclusion through greater access and opportunity; 

 international engagement; 

 knowledge development and transfer; 

 quality assurance; 

 the connections between the higher education sector and other education and training 

sectors; 

 competition and cooperation amongst universities, taking account of their distinctive 

missions; 

 supporting innovation. 

The Panel established to guide the project initially provided a Discussion Paper to all 

universities; to a range of Government agencies that had relationships, either occasional or 

ongoing, with the universities; to three major VET providers; and to some non-Government 

organisations that were likely to have a particular interest in the subject.  The Panel then 

undertook interviews with the above groups and also invited written responses to the 

Discussion Paper. Twenty five interviews were undertaken (see Appendix B for the full list of 

interviewees) and 13 written responses to the Discussion Paper were received (see 

Appendix C for the full list of submissions). 

It is worth noting that this review was undertaken against the background of growing 

argument about the longevity of this nation’s, and this State’s, considerable resources-based 

prosperity.  It does not venture into that argument; but it does raise issues which go to the 

heart of the equally important debate about the future foundations of that prosperity.  This 

understanding was widely shared among those who participated. 
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There was a high degree of unanimity across both interviews and submissions that the 

relationship between the State and its universities was one of lost opportunities.  Many 

individuals, both within the universities and within some key State agencies, pointed to the 

more strategic approach to State–university relationships that has characterized Queensland 

and Victoria in recent years and expressed the view that it was imperative for Western 

Australia’s future that there be a concerted effort to build such relationships within this State.  

Other respondents, while not citing interstate examples, nonetheless expressed the view 

that neither the State nor the universities were doing enough to build a robust partnership 

that would contribute significantly to the future development—economic, social, 

environmental and cultural—of Western Australia.   

In that process of building, and in other ways, the Western Australian Higher Education 

Council (WAHEC)
1

 clearly has an important continuing role, but the Panel envisages more 

continuous and more informal contact between Government and the universities at the 

senior official level. 

All the universities agreed that there was no need for the State to add to the already 

burdensome regulatory and quality framework imposed by the Commonwealth; the 

recommendations have been framed accordingly. 

The Panel received a range of suggestions from respondents that could be significant in 

enhancing the relationship between the State and the higher education sector.  Key among 

these was the need to develop a strategic framework for the sector, and the need to employ 

a range of approaches to improve communication among all sectors, so that the needs and 

expectations of each are clearly understood and respected by all.   

A range of respondents, particularly but not solely the universities, also expressed 

considerable concern about the status of Western Australia’s higher education sector within 

the national system.  It was noted that the State’s success rate in a range of Commonwealth 

competitive schemes had declined and that, typically, Western Australian institutions in 

aggregate were receiving less than 10 per cent of Commonwealth distributions across these 

schemes.  The view was expressed that the State should become involved in facilitating 

better outcomes for Western Australian institutions and that the State should also be more 

engaged with the Commonwealth in overall policy setting for higher education as it affects 

the State’s institutions. 

Almost all of the higher education institutions raised issues to do with the academic 

achievements of their student intake, and these have been noted.  The matter, insofar as it 

deals with the activities of both the Department of Education and the School Curriculum and 

Standards Authority (SCSA), is a difficult one, the resolution of which lies outside the 

parameters of this review. Nevertheless it can to a considerable degree be addressed by 

more cooperative discussions and action between relevant Government agencies and the 

institutions. 

                                                
1

 WAHEC is a regular meeting between the Minister for Education, who has portfolio responsibilities 

for higher education in Western Australia, and the Vice-Chancellors of the State’s five universities. 

The meeting usually occurs 3–4 times a year and provides a forum to discuss matters of common 

strategic concern but generally does not involve other portfolios. 
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Based upon the feedback from interviews and submissions, and from its own deliberations 

and evaluations of other systems where higher education strategic frameworks are in play, 

the Panel has presented a range of recommendations to be carried out by a range of parties. 

The full set of recommendations is included at the end of this Executive Summary. 

It became clear to the Panel that in order to implement these recommendations, a modest 

increase in resourcing in both the Department of the Premier and Cabinet and the 

Department of Education Services would be required.  The Panel formed the view, however, 

that the level of resourcing would be far outweighed by the benefits achieved if the 

recommendations of this report are put in place. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

Recommendation 1 

That drawing on the analysis in this report, and further research into the State’s future labour 

market and population projections, the Government prepare a strategic plan for higher 

education in the State in consultation with Western Australian universities. The plan should: 

a. Set at aggregate levels a medium term target for higher education degree level 

attainment in the context of national targets; 

b. Balance the need for growth in higher education with the capacity of senior 

secondary students and other entrants to successfully complete qualifications; 

c. Have regard to an appropriate balance of participation and attainment across VET 

and higher education; 

d. Provide a guide to future intake levels from senior secondary schools and from other 

sources including from VET-higher education pathways, including the extent to which 

enabling pathways are required for students not meeting formal entry qualifications 

for specific universities;  

e. Assess how participation and attainment levels can be improved in regional Western 

Australia; 

f. Set out the State’s key priorities in terms of skills needs, including for its own 

professional workforce, and in terms of investment in science, research and 

innovation. 

Recommendation 2 

That the School Curriculum and Standards Authority urgently review, in consultation with the 

school, VET and higher education sectors, levels of achievement and patterns of 

participation in the WACE to ensure that in the future the majority of students receiving the 

WACE are equipped for entrance to and successful participation in higher education or in 

higher level VET qualifications. 

Recommendation 3 

That the Department of Education Services and the Department of Training and Workforce 

Development establish a strategy to review current levels of cooperation and partnership 

between the VET sector and universities including: 

 Credit transfer and articulation arrangements; 

 Joint delivery of qualifications including qualifications with recognition in both sectors; 

 The role of the VET sector in delivering the initial phases of degree programs; 

 Expansion of Associate Degrees 

 Sharing of facilities and other resources. 
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Recommendation 4 

That the Department for Regional Development and Lands be requested to provide 

recommendations with respect to the provision of support for higher education delivery in 

regional Western Australia 

Recommendation 5 

That the Department of Education Services and the Department of State Development 

initiate a roundtable discussion with key mining companies and university representatives 

about the potential for establishing learning centres on mining sites, primarily for online 

delivery of course materials to workers on the sites who are interested in engaging in higher 

education.  This might include postgraduate studies for existing graduates. 

Recommendation 6 

That the Department of Education Services investigate, with the universities, the potential to 

engage more effectively with Commonwealth-funded programmes to increase participation 

by low SES students in higher education. 

Recommendation 7 

That the Department of Education Services and the Department of Indigenous Affairs work 

together to consult the Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander People, and then convene a workshop with the higher education sector 

and relevant public sector agencies with a view to implementing its findings where 

appropriate. 

Recommendation 8 

That the Department of Education Services, in cooperation with other agencies, provide 

consolidated information to universities on the State’s future workforce needs, demographic 

trends, participation and attainment levels at State and regional levels to assist universities 

with their own future planning.  

Recommendation 9 

That the Department of Education Services and the Department of Commerce convene a 

workshop with key Government agencies, including the Department of Treasury, and the 

universities to discuss the development of a focused and strategic plan for State investment 

in research in key areas of significance to both the State and to the universities. 

Recommendation 10 

That State research funding be dependent upon (i) projects that support the key research 

priority areas and (ii) projects that come forward from one or more collaborative consortiums. 

Recommendation 11 

That a standing Nominations Committee be established through the Western Australian 

Higher Education Council to identify and promote nominations for national committees and 

panels that are responsible for recommendations on the allocation of Commonwealth 

research funding. 
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Recommendation 12 

That the State Government, through the establishment of a Strategy for International 

Education in Western Australia, consolidate and improve its International Education Program 

with a view to improving the student experience, enhancing the prospect of the State 

meeting its future skill needs and developing positive international relations, thereby 

increasing the already significant contribution of international education to the State and to 

the Western Australian economy. 

Recommendation 13 

That the Department of Education Services, in consultation with each of the universities, 

instruct on the preparation of a Universities’ Acts Amendment Bill that modernises, where 

necessary, the Acts’ governance, commercial and land use provisions with appropriate 

provisions for continuing accountability to the State Parliament. 

Recommendation 14 

That the Department of Education Services and the Department of the Premier and Cabinet 

be resourced to facilitate the development of a higher education strategy and to facilitate the 

implementation of the recommendations contained in this report. 

Recommendation 15 

a. That the Western Australian Higher Education Council, supported by the Department 

of Education Services and chaired by the Minister responsible for higher education, 

be formally constituted and recognised as the primary point of engagement with 

Western Australian universities in relation to statewide and system wide issues and 

initiatives.  

b. That Ministers and senior officers from other portfolios be invited to place issues on 

the Council agenda and participate in Council meetings for relevant agenda items. 

Recommendation 16 

a. That the Commonwealth Government be requested to resume the practice of 

meetings with the Department of Education Services (and in the future other 

portfolios) in relation to key State priorities, prior to compact meetings with 

universities. 

b. That the State request the right to participate in compact discussions and that the 

views of other States on this issue be sought with the view to having it formally 

considered at both Ministerial Council and COAG.  

c. That the Department of Education Services meet on an annual basis with each 

university prior to compact discussions to gain a more timely and long term 

understanding of each university’s strategic directions, the State’s views on those 

directions and ways in which the State can assist the university to meet those 

objectives, in particular through support for major Commonwealth funded programs 

and initiatives where partnerships with the State will leverage Commonwealth and 

industry investment and philanthropic contributions. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In its publication New Pathways to Prosperity: A National Innovation Framework for Australia 

(2006) the Business Council of Australia commented that 

It is now evident that the most successful societies of the new millennium will grasp the 

opportunities and challenges of innovation, make it their own vision of the future and 

translate the vision into reality through strategic focus and action.  Australia must 

ensure that it is one of these societies.
2

  

The BCA publication emphasised that, to achieve this would require close integration and 

partnership between government/public agencies, universities, the private sector, and 

finance and venture capital.   This is one of many such discussions of the need for a future 

based upon a strong culture of innovation, not only in order to achieve economic prosperity, 

but also to achieve high levels of social wellbeing, environmental sustainability, and cultural 

awareness.  And these findings are as applicable for the State of Western Australia as for 

the nation as a whole. 

This review has, in effect, been looking at the relationship between two of the four crucial 

components identified by the BCA—government and universities—, and it must be said that 

the relationship between the two in Western Australia could be said to be characterised by a 

high degree of benign indifference.  For the universities, the State is seen primarily as a 

source of funding and of external auditing, while many State agencies view the universities 

solely as Commonwealth–funded institutions that have no bearing on State deliberations.  In 

both cases the picture is a highly limited, even erroneous one and ignores both the strength 

of some existing connections and the potential for the future of the Western Australia that 

could come from building a robust and holistic relationship between the State and its 

universities. 

This report seeks to clarify some of the misconceptions, and to look at the potential to 

develop the type of relationship between Government and higher education in Western 

Australia that is a hallmark of emerging innovative societies in the developed and developing 

world.  To achieve this will require some attitudinal change on the part of both parties.  Some 

Government agencies will need to rethink the traditional view that, because the universities 

receive their operating funding from the Commonwealth, they are therefore of little 

significance for the State.  And the universities will need to show an ability to work 

collaboratively for the good of the Western Australian higher education system as a whole, 

on a consistent rather than spasmodic basis.  There is much to be gained for the State as a 

whole, but these two pre-conditions will have to be met in order to develop the type of 

innovative culture that will be crucial for Western Australia in a post resources–driven era. 

This report now looks at the context in which Western Australia’s higher education sector is 

operating, before turning to the challenges for the sector and the State.  Potential strategies 

to overcome these challenges are proposed, together with the steps that need to be taken to 

develop a strategic framework for a future that is characterized by a close and productive 

partnership between the Government, its agencies, and the higher education sector. 

 

                                                
2

 Business Council of Australia, New Pathways to Prosperity: A National Innovation Framework for 
Australia (2006) 16. 
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PURPOSE AND SCOPE OF THE REVIEW 

The importance of higher education in Western Australia raises challenging questions about 

how the State Government and higher education institutions can most effectively work in 

partnership to continue Western Australia’s path towards a diversified knowledge-based 

economy and to meet the needs and aspirations of the State’s growing population including 

those who live in rural and regional areas. 

A key issue in that regard is the extent to which arrangements within the State Government 

facilitate effective and mutually beneficial partnerships between the State and Western 

Australia’s higher education institutions, in particular its universities, and support the growth 

of higher education as an industry in its own right. 

To this end, the Minister for Education commissioned a review of future directions for the 

role of the State in higher education in Western Australia. The project has been overseen by 

a Panel comprising: 

 Emeritus Professor Margaret Seares (Chair); 

 Richard Strickland, CEO, Department of Education Services; 

 Tony Rutherford, Executive Director, Department of the Premier and Cabinet; and 

 Tom Leeming, Director, Strategic Initiatives, Department of the Premier and Cabinet.  

Richard Miles, Assistant Director, Higher Education Policy and Planning at the Department 

of Education Services, coordinated the work of the Panel. Peter Noonan from the Allen 

Consulting Group and David Phillips from PhillipsKPA were engaged to assist the Panel. 

The Terms of Reference specified that the analysis should include consideration of the 

following issues and themes: 

 the level of the State’s current engagement with the higher education sector in Western 

Australia; 

 the State’s professional workforce needs; 

 the role of higher education in regional development; 

 improving social inclusion through greater access and opportunity; 

 international engagement; 

 knowledge development and transfer; 

 quality assurance; 

 the connections between the higher education sector and other education and training 

sectors; 

 competition and cooperation among universities, taking account of their distinctive 

missions; 

 supporting innovation; and 

 other issues considered relevant. 
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The Panel was asked to evaluate existing connections between the State and the higher 

education sector, taking account of the following: 

 legislation; 

 State policies and strategic frameworks; 

 governance; 

 permissible use of land; and 

 State funding. 

The scope of the strategic analysis included analysis and evaluation of: 

 the contribution made by the higher education sector in Western Australia; 

 the implications of Commonwealth Government strategic policy and direction; and 

 recent policy statements made by other Commonwealth and State Governments. 

Recommendations arising from this analysis should include suggestions for advancing 

greater coherence, coordination, capability and leverage. 

It is anticipated that this report will be read by people from the higher education sector, the 

government sector, and relevant business and industry groups.  For this reason, it 

commences with a brief overview of the Western Australia higher education sector that, 

while familiar to those in the sector, may bring new information to those from other areas. 
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Chapter 1 The contribution of higher education in Western Australia: the 
context for the report 

Western Australia has a well-established and diverse higher education system.  

Higher education in Western Australia is provided by a range of institutions and 

organisations. The largest providers are the five universities:  

 Curtin University (Curtin) 

 Edith Cowan University (ECU) 

 Murdoch University (Murdoch) 

 University of Notre Dame Australia (UNDA) 

 The University of Western Australia (UWA) 

Each of the universities was established and is governed under its own Act of State 

Parliament, while having access to Commonwealth funding for undergraduate and some 

postgraduate programs.  All universities other than Notre Dame are statutory authorities for 

the purposes of the Financial Management Act 2006 (WA) and are subject to that Act’s 

provisions (except where certain exemptions have been allowed under legislation), as well 

as to the Auditor General Act 2006 (WA). Each of the public universities is required to 

produce an Annual Report which is tabled in the Western Australian Parliament. There is 

therefore an accountability relationship between the universities and the Parliament through 

the Minister for Education and the Treasurer. The Board of Directors of the University of 

Notre Dame Australia is required, within 5 months after the end of each year, to transmit to 

the Minister for Education an auditor’s report on all expenditures from public funds by the 

University for that year.  

The public universities have governing bodies, variously called ‘Senate’ or ‘Council’ that are 

responsible and accountable to the State for the governance of the institutions in accordance 

with their enabling Acts.  The State also appoints some members to the university governing 

bodies as specified in the various university Acts. Each of these four Acts provides for a 

governing body of around 20 persons. Six are appointed by the Governor (UWA, four) while 

the Minister for Education appoints one person to each of Curtin and ECU.  Each Act 

provides for the election of members from among staff (academic and non-academic), 

current students (undergraduate and post-graduate), alumni and co-opted persons. 

While all universities have access to funding from the Commonwealth Government for their 

undergraduate and some postgraduate student load, the four public universities are, 

legislatively, instrumentalities of the State. 

This group of institutions provides the State with diversity of strengths across the higher 

education spectrum: indeed, one of the strengths of the Western Australian university 

system lies in the relative distinctiveness of the missions of each of the universities which 

provides a good range of choices and options for students wishing to pursue studies in this 

State. 
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All five Western Australian universities have their main campuses in the Perth metropolitan 

area. This reflects the historical concentration of the Western Australian population in Perth: 

a distinctive feature in particular contrast to Queensland where three universities have their 

main campuses in large regional centres.  

ECU has one regional campus in Bunbury, Curtin’s Western Australian School of Mines has 

a campus in Kalgoorlie, Murdoch has a second campus in outer-metropolitan Rockingham 

with links to the Peel campus in Mandurah, UWA has a campus in Albany, UNDA has a 

small campus at Broome, and Curtin a small campus in Margaret River.  

The Geraldton Universities Centre (GUC) is an independent, not-for-profit organisation that 

supports the delivery of tertiary education courses in Geraldton. Central Queensland 

University, Charles Sturt University and Curtin University currently provide courses across 

business studies, nursing and primary education through the GUC. The GUC also facilitates 

bridging courses for university entry. 

Several of the universities have minor presences in regional centres of the State. For 

example, Curtin delivers some courses in humanities and business through regional centres 

including Albany, Armadale, Esperance, Geraldton (nursing and education through the 

GUC), Karratha, Midland and Port Hedland. ECU provides preparatory courses at Margaret 

River. 

Until recently, Curtin operated the Curtin Vocational Training and Education Centre at 

Kalgoorlie, but that facility is currently the subject of a transfer to the Department of Training 

and Workforce Development. Similarly, Curtin taught out the last year of its agribusiness 

degree at Muresk near Northam in 2012, with the future of the campus being worked through 

by the Department of Training and Workforce Development.  

The universities also have substantial presences outside of Western Australia. For example, 

UNDA and Curtin have campuses in Sydney. Internationally, Murdoch has operations in 

Dubai, Singapore and Malaysia and Curtin offers courses in Singapore and has a major 

campus in Sarawak. ECU has been very active in Africa and the Middle East, while UWA 

has established joint research laboratories with universities in China and Japan. 

There are also twenty-one other institutions in Western Australia registered to offer 

accredited higher education courses from diploma to masters level, including Polytechnic 

West (formerly Swan TAFE) which offers a number of associate degrees. These courses are 

funded on a full-fee basis with students able to access FEE–HELP through the 

Commonwealth. While, as part of this project, individuals from some VET providers were 

interviewed and provided submissions on the terms of reference, the focus of discussion has 

been primarily in relation to the universities that are the responsibility of the Minister for 

Education. 

1.1 Higher education in Western Australia is growing 

In total, over 93,000 equivalent full time higher education students were enrolled with 

Western Australian providers in 2011 (the most recent available data, at the time of writing). 

Of these 64,942 were domestic students, 28,508 were overseas students.   Overall there 

were 19,818 overseas students studying in Western Australia, and 16,153 studying off–

shore. The universities employed 11,422 equivalent full-time staff, including casual staff. 
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TABLE 1 The higher education sector in Western Australia: key statistics 2011 

 

Source: DEEWR Higher Education Student Statistics, DEEWR Finance Reports, DIISR 

Higher Education Research Data Collection.  

 

This puts them, as a group, on a similar scale to the information, media and 

telecommunications sector, and the arts and recreation services sector. 

Commencement of domestic students in Bachelor degrees was static at the Western 

Australian public universities for some years through the early and mid 2000s, with numbers 

actually lower in 2007 than in 2001. Increased commencements at Notre Dame over this 

period produced a small net increase of 7 per cent for all universities combined. 

Factor Curtin ECU Murdoch 

Notre 

Dame UWA Others 

WA  

TOTAL 

Total student load (EFTSL) 32,352 17,934 13,576 7,722 19,803 2,063 93,450 

Domestic student load (EFTSL) 18,587 14,294 9,022 7,389 15,306 344 64,942 

Overseas student load on shore 

(EFTSL) 

7,442 2,610 1,724 334 3,655 1,715 17,480 

Overseas student load off shore 

(EFTSL) 

6,323 1,030 2,830 0 843 0 11,026 

Undergraduate load (EFTSL) 26,249 14,249 11,306 6,881 15,903 1,544 76,132 

Postgraduate coursework load 

(EFTSL) 

3,997 2,709 1,402 337 2,109 0 10,554 

Higher degree research load 

(EFTSL) 

1,404 461 608 49 1,635 0 4,157 

Staff (FTE) (unis only) 3,670 1,795 1,556 549 3,852 0 11,422 

Operating revenue ($'000) (unis only) 759,859 353,427 310,839 131,839 825,932  2,381,641 

Research income ($'000) (unis only) 62,467 15,754 28,248 746 197,100  304,314 

Net Assets ($'000) (unis only) 914,657 837,331 775,322 92,376 1,467,004  4,086,690 
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FIGURE 1: DOMESTIC, BACHELOR COMMENCING STUDENT LOAD (EFTSL) 2001-

2011 

 

Source: DEEWR Higher Education Statistics Collection, Student Load 

Since 2007, commencements of domestic students have increased substantially at all 

universities other than Murdoch, where intakes of domestic undergraduates have remained 

largely flat over the decade to 2011. 

 

 FIGURE 2: DOMESTIC, BACHELOR COMMENCING STUDENT LOAD (EFTSL) BY UNI 

2001 - 2011 

  

Source: DEEWR Higher Education Statistics Collection, Student Load 
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Domestic student demand for the four public universities, as measured by total applications 

through the Tertiary Institutions Service Centre (TISC), declined for a number of years until 

2008, before growing in 2009 and 2010. Applications for 2011 fell slightly and remained 8 

per cent lower than in 2004.  

In broad terms, Western Australia’s higher education sector is now of a scale commensurate 

with the State’s population share. In 2011 Western Australia represented 10.5 per cent of the 

national population and had 10.3 per cent of Australia’s domestic higher education student 

load. This corresponded to 27.6 higher education places (EFTSL) per 1,000 residents of 

Western Australia, slightly below the national average of 28.1 (Figure 3). 

 
FIGURE 3: DOMESTIC HIGHER EDUCATION STUDENT PLACES PER 1,000 RESIDENT 
POPULATION, 2011 

 

Source: DEEWR Higher Education Statistics Collection, Enrolments, ABS Cat No.3101.0 

In 2010, however, Western Australia was below its population share in relation to 

postgraduate coursework students, overseas students on-shore, and research income.  

The number of overseas higher education students enrolled by Western Australian providers 

rose from just over 10,000 in 2001 to just over 38,000 in 2011.  The most rapid growth was 

for students enrolled at Western Australian universities’ off–shore campuses, where 

enrolments increased from 1,845 to 16,153. The proportion of overseas students enrolled 

off–shore is much higher for Western Australia providers (42 per cent in 2011) than for 

Australian providers overall (24.2 per cent). Overseas students make up 30 per cent of all 

higher education students for Western Australia, compared with 27 per cent for Australia as 

a whole, and provide 14 per cent of the universities’ revenue. 

The State was above its population share in relation to undergraduate and total student load 

because it had a markedly high share of the national total of overseas students off-shore 

(18.0 per cent). 
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TABLE 2: Western Australia Higher Education Sector Higher Education Sector 
Shares of Key Factors 2011 (population share= 10.5 per cent) 

 

Factor WA share (per cent) 

Total student load (EFTSL) 10.6 

Domestic student load (EFTSL) 10.3 

Overseas student load on shore (EFTSL) 9.1 

Overseas student load off shore (EFTSL) 18.0 

Undergraduate load (EFTSL) 11.1 

Postgraduate coursework load (EFTSL) 7.7 

Higher degree research load (EFTSL) 10.1 

Staff (FTE) (unis only) 10.0 

Operating revenue ($'000) (unis only) 10.1 

Research income ($'000) (unis only) 9.4 

Net Assets ($'000) (unis only) 10.2 

Source: DEEWR Higher Education Statistics Collection Student Enrolment, DEEWR 

Finance Reports, DIISR Higher Education Research Data Collection, ABS Cat No 3101.0 

 

1.2 Higher education is a major industry in its own right 

In 2011 combined operating revenue for Western Australian universities was nearly $2.4 

billion, including identified research income of $304.3 million (as recorded in the Higher 

Education Research Data Collection). The net assets of the five universities totalled almost 

$4.1 billion. 

In 2011 the higher education sector in Western Australia generated 10.1 per cent of the 

revenue of the Australian total. It has sustained this 10 per cent share over a long period of 

time (Figure 4). The Western Australian higher education sector had a high share of 

overseas student fee revenue in the mid 1990s but its market share fell before stabilising at 

between 9 and 10 per cent from about 2004. Conversely the Western Australian sector has 

increased its share of domestic postgraduate fee revenue over the same period. 
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FIGURE 4: WA SHARE OF HIGHER EDUCATION REVENUE 1995-2011 

 

Source: DEEWR Finance Reports 

Viewed as an industry, the international higher education sector drew into Western Australia 

around $1.2bn in 2011 as follows: 
3

 

- Each student, (including their friends and family visitors) contributed an average of 

$23,970 to the West Australian economy. 

- International student expenditure generated around 12,000 FTE jobs in the Western 

Australian economy. 

- For every dollar spent on education by an international student, another $1.91 was 

spent in the Western Australian economy. 

Furthermore, a recent report on the expenditure patterns of visitors to Western Australia 

showed that, whilst visitors coming to Western Australia for leisure spent approximately $810 

per person, international visitors coming for the purpose of education spent approximately 

$11,500 per person.
4

   

The total economic impact of the State’s higher education providers, therefore, is several 

times this amount if the added human capital value of the graduates is included in the total, 

in addition to the major, but unquantifiable, benefits to the State flowing from the higher 

education sector’s contribution to social and cultural infrastructure and the wellbeing of the 

population.  

                                                
3

 Australian Bureau of Statistics, International Trade in Services, by Country, by State and by Detailed 
Services Category, 2011, ABS Catalogue no 5368.0.55.004. 

4

 Tourism WA, Quarterly Visitor Snapshot Year Ending December 2011. 
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The estimates also do not include revenue from the non-university higher education 

providers which represent around 3 per cent of higher education student load in the State. 

Furthermore, the universities pay significant payroll tax to the State. In 2005 the four public 

universities made a submission to the State regarding payroll tax in which they noted that 

the aggregate amount of tax paid by all institutions was $36m, which represented around 84 

per cent of the money allocated by the State to universities through various schemes during 

that year.
5

  

1.3 Higher education is part of the broader tertiary education system 

Western Australian higher education institutions are complemented by nine public state 

training providers (STPs)
6

 in Western Australia, with 47 campuses across metropolitan, 

regional and rural areas, to form the State’s broader tertiary education system. These STPs 

offer a broad range of Vocational Education and Training (VET) qualifications and play a role 

in the higher education sector, primarily through pathways between VET and higher 

education. 

1.4 Universities make a major contribution to the State in terms of human capital 

development and innovation  

As well as their role in education more broadly, and in addition to their economic contribution 

to a state, universities world-wide are increasingly recognised for the contribution they make 

to long-term economic growth. Such growth is dependent on investment in knowledge 

production and diffusion, as well as in physical capital and labour. 

The 2001 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) Report, Cities 

and Regions in the New Learning Economy, was one of the first major studies to examine 

the operation of the knowledge economy and the impact of public policy at a regional/state 

level. The Report analysed the links between economic performance at the regional level 

and educational attainment, R&D expenditures per capita and patent applications per million 

inhabitants in 180 regions/states across the European Union. The key findings were: 

 a strong relationship between educational attainment and economic performance at the 

regional level; 

 secondary educational attainment generally seemed more important than tertiary 

education attainment levels, although in the UK and the former West Germany tertiary 

education clearly had the greatest impact on economic performance. Tertiary education 

capacity is also closely linked to R&D intensity; and 

 R&D intensity (relative scale of expenditure and outputs) was strongly correlated with 

economic performance at the regional level. 

Crucially, the OECD also concluded that regional/state policies can have a significant 

impact: 

Regional policies are indeed crucial for stimulating individual and organisational 

learning.  

                                                
5

 Universities of Western Australia, State Taxation Review Public Submission (2005) 
6

 Formerly known as TAFE Colleges. 
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A general conclusion is that policy makers (at the regional/state level) are the only 

regional agents able to co-ordinate several policy areas and thus increase 

organisational learning by matching regional education and public R&D to industry, 

while providing supporting investment in transport and communications infrastructure, 

welfare and culture.
7

 

An important implication for public policy is that it should focus not only on the elements of 

the innovation system – education, training and R&D in institutions and enterprises – but 

also on the relations among these elements. This is an area where State Governments are 

uniquely placed to make a difference. 

While the knowledge economy is increasingly a global phenomenon, it remains true that 

geographic proximity and regional transport infrastructure and communication links are 

important in the formation of networks between educational and research institutions and 

industry.  

As a consequence, this report on higher education in Western Australia is underpinned by a 

view that Governments are usefully positioned to influence the operation of the knowledge 

economy within and across State borders. Similarly, Governments are best positioned to 

take an integrated view of the whole human capital formation process, including pre-school, 

school, post-school education and training and the transition to employment, and to adopt 

whole-of-government policy approaches accordingly.  

1.5 This contribution will be critical to the future of Western Australia 

The higher education sector in Western Australia makes a major contribution to the State 

through the education and skilling of the workforce and community, the generation of new 

knowledge and new ways to apply knowledge, the creation of networks for the exchange of 

ideas and the enhancement of the health and wellbeing of the society. A high quality and 

accessible higher education system helps to make Western Australia a desirable place in 

which to live, work and conduct business. These social and cultural functions are essentially 

for the public benefit of Western Australia. As income and educational levels rise, so will the 

aspirations of young people, as well as adults, for a higher education qualification. 

Higher education also makes a critical contribution to the State’s innovation and research 

system through pure and applied research, through key research centres, by assisting firms 

and industry to innovate, in training researchers, and in attracting world–class researchers 

and research teams to the State. 

The strength and quality of Western Australia’s higher education sector is a direct 

determinant of the strength and quality of its social infrastructure—schools, hospitals, the 

legal system, Government—and of its cultural infrastructure—museums, galleries, theatre, 

music, architecture and so on. The benefits of these functions are almost entirely captured 

within the State. These functions not only have intrinsic value but, through their contribution 

to the quality of life and to the stability and quality of the operating framework for business, 

are essential in attracting enterprises and people to the State. Economic and social policies 

are intertwined in knowledge-based economies which must develop the potential of their 

local populations as well as attract and retain highly skilled and mobile knowledge workers.  

                                                
7

 OECD, Cities and Regions in the New Learning Economy (2001) 107. 
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Looking comprehensively at the roles of universities in this development, there are two broad 

perspectives that must be balanced.  For some the view is a utilitarian one, where the 

courses that are taught contribute graduates directly to the professions—geology, medicine, 

mining engineering, accounting, for example.  For others, there is an understanding that one 

important attribute of universities is the process whereby young people are effectively taught 

how to think, analyse and research, and to understand something of the cultural basis on 

which much of their education is founded, as well as the history, culture and philosophical 

traditions of other societies.  Such an approach to education is not tied to any single subject 

or range of subjects.  At its highest, it begins to teach students how one gets from 

knowledge to wisdom, and something of how civil society is constituted.   This is one reason 

why some universities maintain the teaching of subjects like philosophy and classics. This 

approach is profoundly important in that it is capable of producing graduates with the skills 

that will contribute meaningfully to a civil and educated society and is as important as the 

role of universities in training of the State’s professional workforce.  

Ultimately both of these perspectives are critical in helping to build a modern knowledge–

based economy and a vibrant civil society with high levels of economic and social 

participation. 

As well as being a key underpinning of most other industries in the State, higher education is 

also a substantial industry in its own right. It is an industry that: 

 has great potential for further export growth; 

 is, in itself, relatively unaffected by domestic economic cycles (and actually has some 

counter-cyclical characteristics where people use periods of unemployment to retrain 

and up–skill);  

 will not move core operations interstate or off-shore; and 

 generates economic benefits that are largely captured within the State. 
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1.6 State Government engagement with the higher education sector is extensive but 

un-coordinated 

A wide range of State Government departments and agencies has interactions with the 

State’s universities.  Some of these are research relationships in which State departments 

might be an active player or might only be a funder. Some are through the provision of staff 

expertise, where public servants have roles as visiting teachers or postgraduate supervisors 

or, in the case of the Health and Education portfolios, may play a role as assessors and 

mentors.  Sometimes the State has played a major role in establishment of teaching or 

research centres, even to the extent of providing accommodation in a centre’s early years.  

And, in the case of VET Certificate and Diploma courses, such as those offered by the 

Western Australian Academy of Performing Arts at ECU, the State is the primary funder.  

These various interactions between State agencies and universities range across the 

sciences through to education and to the humanities and creative arts.  However, there is no 

one place in which the information about these extensive links with the university system 

resides, and this has been a significant problem in undertaking a strategic overview of this 

kind. 

1.7 The State Government is uniquely placed to enhance some of the key elements of 

the Western Australian knowledge economy 

In light of the preceding discussions, the key question is: Has the State Government the 

appropriate policy and strategy settings and levers to maximise the potential of its 

universities for the benefit of the community as a whole?  In considering this, the Panel has 

noted the comment in WA Science—State of Opportunity (2012), prepared by the 

Department of Commerce, which notes the importance that scientific research can play in 

underpinning the progress and prosperity of Western Australia’s social, environmental and 

economic attributes and which adds, crucially: 

By responding to demand for research in new areas, the State Government ensures 

the cycle of renewal and regeneration is maintained, which is an important factor in 

preventing social stagnation, economic decline and environmental decay.
8

 

While this comment pertains to science research, the Panel is of the view that it has 

application more broadly across the higher education spectrum. For this reason, it is 

important to identify the challenges for the State in maximising the benefits of a strong higher 

education sector, and to look to identifying strategies to address these challenges, so that 

the ‘cycle of renewal and regeneration’ can be maintained for the benefit of our community.  

It is to these issues that this report will now turn.   

 

  

                                                
8

 Department of Commerce, WA Science—State of Opportunity. Supporting Document to the Draft 
Science Policy Statement (June 2012) 9.  
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Chapter 2 The changing context for higher education in Western Australia and 
the resulting challenges 

The rapidly changing context within which higher education in Western Australia is operating 

presents significant challenges and opportunities for the sector. The extent to which these 

challenges and opportunities are successfully addressed is important for the future economic 

and social development of the State and therefore of strategic importance to the State 

Government.    

2.1 The Western Australian economy is growing and diversifying 

Western Australia continues to recover comparatively well from the effects of the global 

financial crisis. The economy is experiencing variable growth across its industries, with the 

minerals and resources sector, in particular, enjoying some growth, despite indications that 

the extended period of high demand and commodity prices may have come to an end. 

Nonetheless it is anticipated that the generally buoyant economic outlook in Western 

Australia will drive demand for increased skills both in aggregate terms and in several 

industries and occupations at higher levels of qualifications.  This is the first challenge for the 

higher education sector. 

2.2 Potential demand from population growth must be met 

A second key challenge for the sector in Western Australia is meeting the demand stemming 

from the expected population growth in the State, itself resulting from the projected 

economic growth. Strong population growth provides the State’s universities with capacity to 

grow both in scale and in breadth of provision and provides for a more robust outlook than 

institutions in States and regional centres that will experience static, or declining and ageing, 

populations. 

The Allen Consulting Group’s demographic modelling tool takes data from a range of 

sources (including the ABS) to project population growth in metropolitan and regional cities 

across Australia. For Western Australia, projections have been modelled for the 15-34 year 

old age group in Perth, Mandurah, Bunbury, Geraldton and Kalgoorlie/Boulder to 2031.  

Figure 5 focuses on the expected growth in these groups for the Perth metropolitan area. 

This chart indicates that until 2018, growth is largely confined to those aged 25–34, and it is 

not until 2021 that there is discernible growth in the group aged 15–24. 
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 FIGURE 5: PERTH POPULATION GROWTH TO 2031: 15–24 YO AND 25–34 YO 

 

Source: The Allen Consulting Group 2012 

Figure 6 estimates population changes in four regional centres for the group aged 15-34. For 

Bunbury and Mandurah, growth in this age group is anticipated to be sustained over the next 

two decades. In the case of Geraldton and Kalgoorlie/Boulder, the population is predicted to 

remain stable over the near term and is expected to experience some decline over the 

longer term. 

  

FIGURE 6: REGIONAL POPULATION GROWTH TO 2031: 15–34 YO 

 

Source: The Allen Consulting Group 2012   
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While all demographic projections necessarily come attached with serious caveats, 

nevertheless, understanding broad trends across age groups, metropolitan areas and 

different regional areas will be important in planning for future student demand and 

estimating its implications for campus infrastructure and for investment in regional areas.  

This will be particularly important in responding to the demand–driven funding policies 

established by the Commonwealth. 

 

2.3 Demand–based funding will drive further growth in the higher education sector 

The Commonwealth Government has set a national target of 40 per cent of 25– to 34–year– 

olds holding a Bachelor degree by 2025. To help achieve this target, the Commonwealth has 

introduced demand–driven funding for most categories of domestic undergraduate students. 

In the past, Commonwealth funding for each university was capped at a level determined by 

an agreed number and discipline mix of students. From 2012, however, funding is being 

provided for every domestic student enrolled in Bachelor degree programs at the public 

universities without limit (with the exception of medicine where caps remain). This measure 

has stimulated growth though there is evidence now that demand has slowed   

Under this policy universities may expand their undergraduate enrolments, with 

corresponding funding, if they wish to do so and if there is sufficient student demand. Early 

indications are that most but not all universities are seeking to grow, introducing an 

additional degree of competition into the system. This was an explicit intention of the policy: 

... a demand–driven system could see a shift of students and funding toward those 

institutions that wish to grow and that can attract increased numbers of students. This 

is precisely what is intended: to allow funding to shift between institutions in response 

to student demand and to create a system in which each institution’s funding is 

determined dynamically by the quality of its performance rather than by an historically–

based system of centrally–planned student load allocations.
9

 

Review of Australian Higher Education, p 156 

Transitional policy settings encouraged some universities to increase their undergraduate 

numbers substantially in 2010 and 2011 in anticipation of the full shift to demand–driven 

funding in 2012. This has demonstrated the appetite and capacity for growth and highlighted 

the cost implications for the Commonwealth. Given the tight fiscal strategy advocated by 

both the Commonwealth Government and the Opposition there is speculation in the sector 

about whether and for how long the demand–driven arrangements will be sustained, 

although it should be noted that the policy had bipartisan support. 

The shift to demand–driven funding has been accompanied by measures to: 

 support structural adjustments for universities (through the Commonwealth Structural 

Adjustment Fund); 

 invest in major infrastructure projects for both teaching and research (through the 

Education Investment Fund); and 

                                                
9

 DEEWR, Review of Australian Higher Education (2009) 156. 
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 implement a new indexation formula that better reflects changes in institutional costs.
10

 

 

2.4 The challenges of the demand–driven system for Western Australia need to be 

addressed by the State and Commonwealth Governments 

Demand–driven funding is an essential part of the Commonwealth’s aspiration to lift the 

percentage of Australians who have a tertiary degree.  Its introduction for higher education 

presents an opportunity to draw Commonwealth investment into Western Australia to: 

 ensure that the State’s participation rate in higher education matches the State’s 

population growth; 

 help to ensure that the State’s future workforce needs are met, including in areas where 

the State is the major employer, such as education and health; 

 provide an adequate base to meet the future needs of the State in terms of research and 

innovation. 

The target as set by the Commonwealth is a national target, however, and there has been 

limited discussion to date on the appropriate target for Western Australia.  A number of 

people who spoke to the Panel expressed concerns about the impact on skilled trades 

training, through the VET system, resulting from a requirement on the universities to 

significantly increase the percentage of students enrolling for university studies, as opposed 

to VET training.  This could have perverse impacts by pushing the universities to admit 

students whose overall educational achievement or career aspiration was more appropriate 

for the VET system or for the workforce.  In the words of one respondent: ‘The demand–

driven system could impact negatively on skills training, and cause market failure in some 

[VET] institutions.  The State needs to watch this carefully…’. 

It has also been suggested that some universities, in order to begin the process of reaching 

the target and in order to maintain their income, are admitting students who are not up to the 

standard of completing their studies satisfactorily.  The issue of standards per se is 

canvassed further in Chapter 3 but at this stage it is important to acknowledge that the move 

to a demand-driven system has been largely motivated by a philosophical and policy 

approach that seeks to enhance access and equity to the higher education sector by 

students who, in the past, may not have gained access due to the quota-driven approach.  It 

is therefore important for the higher education system in Western Australia that this new 

cohort of students be given strong support by the universities in making the transition from 

the school or VET sectors.  At the same time, it is important for any future planning of the 

higher education profile in Western Australia to recognise that the task of enhancing access 

and equity while at the same time enhancing excellence will remain a challenging but crucial 

one for the sector and should be an ongoing focus of discussion at the Western Australian 

Higher Education Council and in discussions with the Commonwealth. 

                                                
10

 The Commonwealth Government has announced an intention to lift indexation of university grants 
from the long-term average of 2 per cent to 3.8 per cent over the forward estimates. 
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Given this situation, it is important in the short term that the appropriateness of the 

Commonwealth target be thoroughly assessed by the State Government, through the 

Department of Education Services in conjunction with the universities and other relevant 

State agencies, with the outcomes of this assessment then raised with the Commonwealth 

Government.  For this and other reasons, the Panel is recommending that the State 

intercede with the Commonwealth so as to ensure that the State is invited to attend all future 

compact and profile discussions between the relevant Commonwealth Department(s) and 

the universities. 

Another issue for the university sector in responding to the demand–driven system lies in 

increasing the number of school leavers who aspire to further study, and this issue is 

canvassed further in the following chapter of this report. 

Summary 

Drivers are now in place that are likely to result in an increase in demand for higher 

education in Western Australia over the next decade.  It is important that the State plays a 

proactive role with the sector in ensuring that there are no unforeseen negative impacts 

arising for any part of the sector from any of these drivers. 
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Recommendation 1 

That drawing on the analysis in this report, and further research into the State’s future 

labour market and population projections, the Government prepare a strategic plan 

for higher education in the State in consultation with Western Australian universities. 

The plan should: 

1. Set at aggregate levels a medium term target for higher education degree level 

attainment in the context of national targets; 

2. Balance the need for growth in higher education with the capacity of senior 

secondary students and other entrants to successfully complete qualifications; 

3. Have regard to an appropriate balance of participation and attainment across 

VET and higher education; 

4. Provide a guide to future intake levels from senior secondary schools and from 

other sources including from VET-higher education pathways, including the 

extent to which enabling pathways are required for students not meeting 

formal entry qualifications for specific universities;  

5. Assess how participation and attainment levels can be improved in regional 

Western Australia; 

6. Set out the State’s key priorities in terms of skills needs, including for its own 

professional workforce, and in terms of investment in science, research and 

innovation. 

 

  



F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S  F O R  T H E  R O L E  O F  T H E  S T A T E  I N  H I G H E R  E D U C A T I O N  
 

Page | 31  

 

Chapter 3 Raising aspiration and increasing the number of young Western 

Australians pursuing higher education (including university and VET study) 

 

3.1 There needs to be a concerted campaign to increase the aspiration for tertiary 

study among Western Australia’s young people 

The current participation level in undergraduate higher education in Western Australia is at 

about the national average level; however, this will fall if student demand is not consistent 

with population growth or if the pool of eligible applicants for places is insufficient.  

In this regard significant issues raised in consultations and submissions include: 

 the need to increase school student, parental and community aspirations for higher 

education, particularly for those students who may be the first in their family to go into 

higher education; 

 the extent to which school students are being adequately prepared for entry to higher 

education; 

 the effectiveness of current arrangements for regional higher education provision and for 

students from the regions; and  

 the impact of the strong labour market on participation in post–school education and 

training. 

 

3.2 School student demand and preparation for higher education must be enhanced  

As currently structured, the Western Australian Certificate of Education (WACE) offers 

school students multiple pathways to university, vocational education and training or work. 

Over the final two years of school, students must complete 20 units across Stage 1 (entry 

units for senior secondary education), Stage 2 (preparation for VET or workforce entry) and 

Stage 3 (appropriate for tertiary selection). 

Data from the School Curriculum and Standards Authority (SCSA) indicate a bifurcation of 

enrolments between Stage 1 and Stage 3, with enrolments at Stage 1 considerably higher 

than expected. As the SCSA noted in its submission, this suggests that there is a substantial 

number of Year 12 students who are not undertaking courses at a level of difficulty 

commensurate with their ability. 

Western Australian Year 12 students are required to complete four or more Stage 2 or Stage 

3 units to gain an Australian Tertiary Aptitude Rank (ATAR). Concern was expressed during 

consultations that this structure of the WACE has the unintended consequence of too many 

students moving away from the more demanding Stage 3 subjects. One interviewee 

indicated specifically that this had caused a decline in students studying science and 

mathematics courses and that, given the significance of jobs in these areas in Western 

Australia, the fact that fewer and fewer schools were offering the full range of school-level 

Science–Technology––Engineering–Mathematics [STEM] subjects was becoming a social 

inclusion issue for the students who were missing out.  Another interviewee noted that, if the 

State desired to have a growing biotechnology industry, it would need to enhance 

investment in science teaching in schools.  The universities echoed these concerns while 
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also communicating their more general concern that the quality of student preparation for 

university study had declined, a concern that has been expressed for a decade or more. 

Reinforcing the views expressed by the universities, all VET providers interviewed also 

expressed concerns about the poor preparation that school leavers have for successful 

completion of VET courses at Certificate 3 and above. 

It is important for the State and for the community to encourage secondary students to 

complete the WACE in a way that provides them with the capacity to undertake a broad 

range of higher education offerings including maths, sciences and languages. Building 

student and family aspirations to engage in higher education, including these critical areas, 

is essential to the future of Western Australia, a point consistently and strongly made during 

the consultation process. 

During the past decade, average TISC cut–off scores for entry to some, but not all, courses 

have fallen, although this is not the case for all courses at all institutions. For example, 

Bachelor of Science cut off scores at some universities fell from 80.17 in 2004 to 68.33 in 

2013. For Commerce/Business the change was from 82.69 to 66.26, for Computer Science 

77.31 to 66.43, and for Primary Education 79.67 to 65.12. Analysis of 2013 figures shows 

that average cut–off scores across Western Australian universities have moved further with 

the exception of Science (although this does not pertain to UWA whose Senate has 

mandated a base cut-off score of 80 for all courses except a specific programme for 

students from disadvantaged backgrounds). Further detail is provided below in Table 3. 

TABLE 3: Cut-off scores 2004-2013 (public universities) 

Source: Tertiary Institutions Service Centre, individual year data  

Year Commerce Computer Science Primary 

Education 

Science 

2004 
82.69 77.31 79.67 80.17 

2005 
75.00 72.58 71.67 76.00 

2006 
71.91 69.85 65.87 72.50 

2007 
70.65 68.14 67.60 69.13 

2008 
70.04 69.63 68.53 68.42 

2009 
70.00 68.83 68.33 68.33 

2010 
70.00 68.96 68.33 68.33 

2011 
67.54 67.66 65.07 68.33 

2012 
66.41 66.94 65.23 68.33 

2013 
66.26 66.43 65.12 68.33 

CHANGE -16.43 -10.89 -14.55 -11.83 
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Significant drops in cut–off scores appear to be associated with softness in demand and 

changes to the higher education funding environment, initially partial fee deregulation in 

2005 and, more recently, in anticipation of the introduction of demand–driven higher 

education in 2012.  

It is important to note that, as more students move from school to higher education through 

TISC, cut–off scores will inevitably fall in many areas, because the score represents a 

ranking relative to other students and not an absolute score. In this regard it is the quality of 

student outcomes in the WACE across the broad range of learners wishing to access higher 

education that is critical; a high cut–off score if student outcomes are declining may be a 

poorer outcome than a lower cut–off score if student outcomes are improving.  

Murdoch University’s submission to this review points out that ‘If Australia has a participation 

rate around 40 per cent, then the minimum ATAR will [by definition] be 60. (i.e. the top 40 

per cent of the cohort) and more likely below that …. Thus a drop in ATAR represents the 

success of initiatives to increase participation.’  Notwithstanding these points, significant and 

sustained declines in cut–off scores are undesirable as Win and Miller have shown these to 

be associated with high attrition rates, increased failure rates and decreasing student 

satisfaction levels and employment outcomes.
11

  

Win and Miller particularly noted that students with scores close to or below course cut–off 

scores and who gained admission to their third or fourth preferred course were far less likely 

to complete their studies. They argued that these students could be supported through 

transition courses that prepared them for the type of study required at university.   

Other writers have confirmed the association between tertiary entrance rank and course 

completion. Analysis of data derived from the Longitudinal Survey of Australian Youth 

(LSAY) found that approximately 94 per cent of students with a rank above 90 were 

expected to complete a course compared to 73 per cent of students with scores between 60 

and 69.
12

 Moreover, a difference of 20 points in tertiary entrance ranks more than doubles 

the odds of course completion when controlling for other variables. Students who fail to 

complete their course have significantly poorer labour market outcomes than those who 

graduate.  

These findings highlight the need for students completing the WACE to have the broad 

capabilities required to enter and successfully complete higher education courses and for 

other learners to enter higher education through VET pathways or through transition and 

foundation level courses, rather than students at risk of not succeeding in higher education 

entering courses with inadequate preparation. It is also clear that the universities could be 

exerting greater influence on the issue of WACE outcomes, while the Department of 

Education and the various independent school associations could also play a role by 

encouraging a greater emphasis upon students aspiring to Stage 3 subjects in the school 

system.  Not to do so is, according to the research cited above, tantamount to confining 

some students to a position in society where they will not enjoy the benefits that they should 

be able to aspire to.   

                                                
11

  R Win R and P Miller, ‘The effects of individual and school factors on university students’ academic 
performance’ (2005) 38(1) Australian Economic Review 1-18. 

12

 G N Marks, Completing University: Characteristics and Outcomes of Completing and non-
completing Students, Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth,  Research Report 51, March 2007. 
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The current situation brings to mind a comment of the 1983 Ministerial Working Party on 

School Certification and Tertiary Admissions Procedures, chaired by Professor Barry 

McGaw, which noted that: 

 … the Working Party considered a proposal to (a), discontinue the Tertiary Admissions 

Examination Committee; (b), reduce the role of the Tertiary Institutions Service Centre 

to the processing of applications for, and offers to, enrolment in tertiary institutions; and 

(c), reconstitute the BSE [Board of Secondary Education] with more extensive tertiary 

representation, and have it assume responsibility for all centrally-accredited courses of 

study in Years 11 and 12 and for all centralised assessment and certification of student 

achievement in Years 11 and 12.   

The Working Party, however, saw several difficulties with this proposal: 

 

One is that, since the Board of Secondary Education is responsible for Years 8 to 12, it 

may be unable to give as much attention to Years 11 and 12 as is provided at present 

with the Tertiary Admissions Examination Committee being involved.  Another is that 

representatives of tertiary institutions would be obliged to deal with a much wider range 

of matters in secondary education, from Years 8 to 12.  A third, and perhaps the most 

important, point is that the secondary sector’s sense of impotence in regard to key 

aspects of its curriculum and assessment of its students will simply be replaced by the 

tertiary sector’s sense of impotence in regard to the assessments which it uses in 

selecting its students.  Trading one set of resentments for another seems to us an 

unproductive step and likely to lead to a separation of the two sectors …. 

We would prefer to see a balance of power over the curriculum and assessment in 

Years 11 and 12, rather than the present imbalance in favour of tertiary institutions or 

an alternative imbalance in favour of schools.
13

 

As the history of the SCSA’s predecessors shows, the question of balance of interests is a 

perennial problem.  At issue is what needs to be done to rebalance the respective interests 

of the sectors, and the Panel believes that the Government, through the SCSA, the 

Department of Education, the Department of Education Services and the Department of 

Training and Workforce Development, needs to be pro-active in improving dialogue between 

the sectors in order to effect a rebalance that does not ultimately result in yet another period 

of imbalance for one of the sectors. 

It was noted by some respondents that, while some universities have expressed concern 

about the poor standards of some WACE holders, they are nonetheless accepting students 

with low ATARs because of the pressure to maintain enrolments and staffing levels. 

Remediating this complex problem needs to be a joint effort of the SCSA and the 

universities.  It would be assisted by the Department of Education ensuring that reward 

signals to schools are based, not so much upon sheer numbers of WACE graduations, but 

on the quality of those graduations. 

                                                
13

 B McGaw Assessment in the Upper Secondary School in Western Australia (1984) Report of the 
Ministerial Working Part on School Certification and Tertiary Admissions Procedures. 
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It was also suggested by one respondent that the universities have it within their power to 

set pre-requisites for entry that would preclude students entering without the ability to 

succeed in their chosen course. 

 

3.3 More effective coordination between the higher education and VET sectors is 

required 

In a report prepared for the Australian Qualifications Framework Council in 2009, Burke, 

Brown, Long and Noonan identified three scenarios for the broader tertiary sector in terms of 

the relationship between the VET and higher education sectors:
14

 

 the status quo with gradual but patchy growth in articulation pathways concentrated in a 

relatively small number of universities; 

 significant growth in student movement through articulation pathways and through dual 

awards, dual offers, cooperative provision including through franchising arrangements; or 

 decline in student movement between the sectors as more students directly enter higher 

education, universities increase provision in Diplomas, Advanced Diplomas and 

Associate Degrees and reduce cut–off scores for degrees, while TAFE Institutes and 

other registered training organisations become higher education providers. 

The extent to which these scenarios are played out in Western Australia will shape the future 

of the broader tertiary education sector in the State, with the likelihood that different 

scenarios will emerge between different institutions and in different localities.  

A number of respondents to the review noted that there is poor or non-existent alignment 

between the schools, VET, and university systems in the State, as opposed to seamless 

pathways.   

Better communication between those sections of the State Government engaged with 

schools, VET and the university sector, and between those three sectors, is increasingly 

essential.  There is a growing focus on the broader tertiary education system in Australia in 

terms of the relationship between the VET and higher education sectors. The Review of 

Australian Higher Education (the Bradley Review, 2009) argued for distinctive but better 

connected sectors through a more coherent qualifications framework; the extension of 

Commonwealth higher education funding to VET Diplomas and Advanced Diplomas under a 

tertiary entitlement funding model including the availability of income contingent loans in 

VET; national regulation of VET and higher education by a single national regulator; the 

creation of a single Ministerial Council responsible for tertiary education; shared strategic 

advice on future workforce needs and labour market intelligence; and strengthened credit– 

based pathways between the sectors. 

                                                
14

 J Brown, G Burke, M Long and P Noonan, Funding for Tertiary Education and Training: Impacts on 

student movement between the sectors (2009) Report prepared for the Australian Qualifications 

Framework Council, prepared by the Centre for the Economics of Education and Training and the 

Australian Council for Educational Research, Melbourne. 
 



F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S  F O R  T H E  R O L E  O F  T H E  S T A T E  I N  H I G H E R  E D U C A T I O N  
 

Page | 36  

 

While many of these issues remain to be addressed at a national level, there is no reason 

why some that are of strategic importance for the State should not be jointly explored in 

Western Australia by the university and VET sectors.  Many respondents to this review from 

both university and training sectors recognised the benefits of clear articulation pathways, for 

example.  More than one interviewee noted the potential two-way benefits of a good 

articulation system: graduates who are job–ready and competent; diversity of education and 

training choices for the potential 25+ age cohort; and access for those that have traditionally 

seen themselves as excluded from the system, such as some migrant groups. 

However, to achieve this, it was suggested that the State needs to play a more directive role 

so as to ensure the linkages through to higher education are well understood and that 

articulation systems between the VET and higher education systems are systemic, rather 

than ad hoc as they are now.   

Responses also, however, indicated concern about the current poor alignment and poor 

communication between the secondary, VET and university sectors. A view was expressed 

by some interviewees that not all universities have clear policies outlining how their 

articulation pathways work, nor what the criteria are that govern them, nor whether there are 

centralized or decentralized levels of decision making in relation to individual student 

applications.  Some universities believe that they have clear and transparent systems in 

place, but some interviewees from the training system disputed this view and were critical 

that decisions on student articulation are frequently made on a case-by-case basis at a 

faculty or even school level.  While a State-wide articulation system might not be supported 

by all parties, some respondents from the universities themselves supported the notion that 

institutional pathways should be managed centrally, as part of a university’s admissions 

system.  At the same time, some respondents also believed that there should be further 

discussion around the issue of competency-based assessment if articulation pathways are to 

be effective, with the suggestion that the State should encourage the university sector to 

work with the VET sector to help students transition from a competency to a knowledge-

based approach.  

Finally, as part of the desire to encourage more seamless pathways, and to encourage 

aspiration among potential students, it was also suggested that the universities should be 

encouraged and assisted to develop further university-schools partnerships such as those 

that exist between Como Secondary College and Curtin University, and Shenton College 

and UWA. 

Summary 

One of the most important roles that the State—largely through the Department of Education 

— can play in the development of higher education in Western Australia is to ensure that an 

increasing proportion of young people are prepared for entry to and successful participation 

in higher and tertiary education, including in critical areas such as maths and sciences. 

Ensuring that more young people complete the WACE at levels and in enrolment patterns in 

subjects that achieve this outcome should be a fundamental objective of the reform of the 

WACE. 
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For their part universities and VET providers will need to be more actively engaged with 

secondary schools to assist teachers and students, particularly in areas of specialisation and 

teacher shortages and in providing senior secondary students with early exposure to the 

higher education learning environment. A strong focus, in both initial teacher education and 

postgraduate programs, on ensuring that teachers have the skills and capabilities to assist 

students to successfully complete the WACE, and innovative strategies to increase the 

supply of teachers in areas of critical shortages will be of mutual benefit to schools and 

universities. 

The State Government—through leadership and public advocacy—can also help to build 

aspiration and influence subject choice. Strong commentary by State and Commonwealth 

leaders and Ministers about the importance of school completion saw rapid increases in 

school retention rates in the early–to mid 1980s—in advance of school and curriculum 

reform.  Such commentary would be welcome in Western Australia as the State moves 

towards a post-mining knowledge economy. 
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Recommendation 2 

That the School Curriculum and Standards Authority urgently review, in consultation 

with the school, VET and higher education sectors, levels of achievement and 

patterns of participation in the WACE to ensure that in the future the majority of 

students receiving the WACE are equipped for entrance to and successful 

participation in higher education or in higher level VET qualifications. 

 

Recommendation 3 

That the Department of Education Services and the Department of Training and 

Workforce Development establish a strategy to review current levels of cooperation 

and partnership between the VET sector and universities including: 

 Credit transfer and articulation arrangements; 

 Joint delivery of qualifications including qualifications with recognition in both 

sectors; 

 The role of the VET sector in delivering the initial phases of degree programs; 

 Expansion of Associate Degrees 

 Sharing of facilities and other resources. 
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Chapter 4 Regional higher education must be delivered more effectively 

The State Government has a strong commitment to increasing service delivery in the regions 

and in regional cities and larger regional towns without higher education campuses.  

The report Review of Regional Loadings: Final Report, published by the Commonwealth 

Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations in 2010, provides a succinct 

summary of the characteristics of regional higher education and the regional student cohort: 

Regional higher education differs from metropolitan areas in the following key ways:  

 higher education participation rates are lower in regional areas  

 regional secondary-school completers are much less likely to plan to undertake 

higher    education  

 potential students face greater disincentives to study because of costs and distance 

to campuses  

 higher deferral rates  

 students are more likely to be from a low socio-economic status background  

 students are predominantly from regional areas  

 students are more likely to be female, older and care for dependents (and thus less 

able to move to study)  

 students are more likely to be enrolled in enabling courses and less likely to be 

enrolled in research doctorates or masters by coursework  

 students are more likely to study part time and via distance/multi-modal education  

 graduates tend to stay in regional areas for further study and employment especially 

if they grew up in a regional area.
15

  

All of these present particular challenges for regional delivery.  Universities and other 

stakeholders consulted for this review, in recognising this, consistently expressed the view 

that ongoing provision of regional higher education is necessary but must be conceived of 

more broadly than providing physical infrastructure in regional locations. It may be possible 

to develop a model of course co-delivery through public training provider (TAFE) campuses, 

as operates in other States, such as the partnership between the University of Southern 

Queensland and TAFE Queensland, and Charles Sturt University and TAFE NSW.  Charles 

Sturt now draws 30 per cent of its student intake through VET pathways.  There was strong 

support for a coordinated approach that incorporates such strategies, with the Goldfields-

Esperance Education Alliance cited as one model that could be implemented in other 

regions, with student accommodation being a key consideration. A different approach which 

could also have wider application is the one taken in the Mid West where the Geraldton 

Institute Inc., a not–for–profit organisation trading as the Geraldton Universities Centre 

(GUC), has service level agreements (SLAs) with Central Queensland University, Charles 

Sturt University, and Curtin.  Under each of these SLAs, students are enrolled by the 

University of their choice, undertake the University’s accredited course/s locally, and upon 

                                                
15

 DEEWR, Review of Regional Loadings: Final Report (2010) vi. 
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successful completion of all requirements are awarded the University’s qualification.  Course 

delivery is typically a combination of on-line instruction and local face-to-face tutorial support.  

The GUC provides support services which can include, for example, assistance with 

enrolment, classrooms, IT equipment, high speed broadband, office accommodation, 

advertising and promotion, and invigilated examinations.  The GUC has been operating for 

over a decade and the degree courses currently available are business, accounting, 

psychology, journalism, teacher education and nursing.  A university preparation course is 

also available. 

The GUC is not a “higher education provider” under any relevant Commonwealth legislation 

and is therefore inter alia not eligible for any direct Commonwealth funding for its students; 

instead Commonwealth funds go to the University enrolling the students.  Varying 

proportions of the funding received by the enrolling universities flow through to the GUC in 

accordance with the terms and conditions of the relevant SLA.  The combination of the 

reluctance of Western Australia’s universities to deliver through the GUC and the hard 

bargaining of those that were interested, has led the GUC to look increasingly to interstate 

partners which have established track records in regional delivery.  This has increased the 

number of courses on offer and the number of students enrolled and thus improved the 

financial position of the GUC. 

As a third approach, UWA proposed that a blended scheme be developed that involves both 

studying in the regions and coming to Perth, while a number of respondents cited the 

desirability of a two-way flow of students: from the regions to Perth, and Perth-based 

students undertaking periods of study in the regions, rather as occurs with the Rural Clinical 

School.  A number of respondents advocated an expansion of student accommodation in 

Perth; the use of information and communications technology in regional delivery; 

scholarships for regional students who might otherwise not be able to afford to attend 

university; and collaboration between universities to ensure efficient provision.  

The Regional Development Council advocated that higher education delivery in regional 

areas should be compatible with regional development objectives, and that key stakeholders 

‘such as local Government, regional development commissions, schools, community groups, 

employers and industry need to be included in discussion and decisions about the focus, 

level and location of higher education and research facilities, including the ways in which 

they could support and foster innovation.’   The Council supported the notion of a facility in 

each region ‘where students can be supported in a range of courses offered by one or more 

higher education institutions.’ 

All of the universities expressed the concern that the costs of operating regional campuses 

are not fully understood within the regions themselves.  The Department for Regional 

Development and Lands noted that regional campuses are to some extent ‘market failures’ 

for universities but advocated greater alignment between the State, the Regional 

Development Commissions and the universities to agree on an approach to sustaining these 

campuses.   

In reviewing the situation, the Panel has concluded that regional higher education delivery in 

Western Australia is significantly underfunded, and that this is a major disincentive to 

sustaining delivery and offerings in regional settings.  The Commonwealth has recently 

reviewed regional delivery and has no plans to revisit this in the near future. One way for the 

State to address this matter would be to provide support to cover the difference in costs 
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through Royalties for Regions funding.  Support that leads to increased delivery would, in 

turn, effectively leverage increased Commonwealth expenditure in the regions (in the context 

of the Commonwealth Government’s uncapped model).  Clearly any decision to provide 

State support would take account of competing priorities for regional funding including roads, 

transport, water and other education sectors; and policy issues in regard to State and 

Commonwealth funding.  However, it was suggested by several respondents that the 

Royalties for Regions scheme could develop a strategic approach to supporting regional 

campus delivery.  

It is also clear that further development of higher education in regional areas is likely to rely 

heavily on the possibilities provided by broadband technology, as well as physical centres, 

for course delivery and tertiary preparation. Broadband communication technologies, when 

available to regional and rural communities, offer the ability to deliver rich on-line learning 

environments and the real-time exchange of data and information. Careful consideration will 

need to be given as to the effectiveness of delivering these to students in their home or 

workplace or developing study centres with high quality telecommunications access but also 

with access to well-qualified local tutors.  In this regard, the Great Southern Development 

Commission noted the value of having a research activity involved in the regional campuses, 

which ensured the presence of high quality staff who would be engaged extensively in the 

region. 

Another area of opportunity in regional delivery that is important to the State, and one that 

was raised by several Government agencies, is the potential to engage FI-FO (fly-in, fly-out) 

workers in higher education. It was recommended that the State enter dialogue with some of 

the mining companies for the establishment of learning centres on mining sites, such as the 

Rio-BHP pilot centre in the Pilbara.  

Essential to the development and delivery of higher education throughout Western 

Australia’s regions will be successful bids to any future Commonwealth regional 

infrastructure funding rounds. These bids will require significant planning, support from key 

stakeholders and thorough understanding of the most appropriate forms of delivery for each 

region and its students.  As highlighted later in this report, Western Australian higher 

education providers have had limited success in these rounds and anecdotal feedback 

suggests that some other more successful applications have been supported strongly by 

their State Governments and have also ensured the engagement of their State Governments 

very early in the process. 

Summary 

The findings from the Review of Regional Loadings: Final Report quoted earlier in this 

chapter provide compelling reasons for any Government to take the issue of regional 

delivery of higher education seriously, more so in a State with so many small regional and 

remote locations as Western Australia.  In addressing the issues raised here, both higher 

education outcomes and broader socio-economic outcomes for the regions can be achieved.  

As suggested above, some of this will require resources but much of it will depend on higher 

levels of collaboration and co-operation from across the education sectors and between 

those sectors, regional development authorities, and local communities. 
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Recommendation 4 

That the Department for Regional Development and Lands be requested to provide 

recommendations with respect to the provision of support for higher education 

delivery in regional Western Australia 

 

Recommendation 5  

That the Department of Education Services and the Department of State Development 

initiate a roundtable discussion with key mining companies and university 

representatives about the potential for establishing learning centres on mining sites, 

primarily for online delivery of course materials to workers on the sites who are 

interested in engaging in higher education.  This might include postgraduate studies 

for existing graduates. 
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Chapter 5  Access and outcomes for disadvantaged sectors of the community 

must be improved 

In 2011 Western Australian higher education providers enrolled over 7,500 low SES 

domestic undergraduate students. This represented 11 per cent of the total number of 

domestic undergraduates in the State. The Commonwealth Government has adopted a 

national target of 20 per cent of undergraduate students enrolled in universities being from 

the lowest socio-economic quartile of the population by 2020.  

A particular feature of Western Australian low SES students is the extent of demographic 

overlays: rurality, Indigenous status, culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, 

together with low SES status. These have a compounding effect in lowering the aspiration 

for higher education and increase the likelihood that students will have lower levels of 

educational attainment. 

In setting goals and strategies for increasing participation in higher education, careful 

consideration will need to be given to the particular needs of different cohorts within this 

group. Specific strategies for regional provision will continue to be particularly important, 

given the demographic profiles of regional and rural communities. For many students, 

particularly those seeking a second chance education and early school leavers, pathways 

from the VET sector will be crucial to accessing higher education.  Enabling courses can 

play a significant role here. 

Improving equity of access to, and outcomes from, higher education for groups traditionally 

under–represented requires additional resourcing. In recognition of this the Commonwealth 

Government established the Higher Education Participation and Partnerships Program 

(HEPPP) in 2010 to support university activities to increase participation in higher education 

by students from low SES backgrounds. HEPPP comprises two components: 

 Component A — Participation: this provides a financial incentive to universities to 

increase participation, retention and success of domestic students from low SES 

backgrounds; and  

 Component B — Partnership: this supports programs with the objective of building the 

aspirations and capacity of people from low SES backgrounds to participate in higher 

education through collaborative activities with stakeholders such as State and Territory 

Governments, schools, VET providers and community organisations. 

Under Component A, eligible universities receive funds based on their respective share of 

the indicator of domestic undergraduate students from low SES backgrounds. Table 4 

indicates the allocations made to Western Australian universities in 2010 and 2011 from 

Component A allocations. The proportion of total available funding received by Western 

Australian universities in both years was 7.7 per cent of available funding, less than the 

State’s population share. 
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TABLE 4: HEPPP Component A – Participation: WA allocations 2010 and 2011 

 

INSTITUTION 2010 per cent of     

WA total 

2011 per cent of       

WA total 

Curtin University 

of Technology 

$1,069,984 32.9 $2,130,186 32.9 

Edith Cowan 

University 

$1,006,121 30.9 $2,003,043 30.9 

Murdoch 

University 

$773,578 23.8 $1,540,084 23.8 

The University of 

Western 

Australia 

$403,026 12.4 $802,366 12.4 

TOTAL $3,254,718  $6,477,690  

Source: DEEWR 2010-2011 HEPPP Participation Allocations 

The second round of the competitive grants process offers a further $60 million to eligible 

universities and consortia for Partnership activities, allocating approximately $20 million each 

year from 2012 to 2014. The Commonwealth Government announced the successful 

HEPPP Partnerships Round 1 projects on 15 December 2011. In total, eleven projects were 

approved for funding across the higher education sector totalling $67.096 million. Only one 

project in Western Australia was funded — the Aspire UWA project ($5,974,427) for the 

University of Western Australia. 

5.1 Increasing Indigenous participation in higher education is a priority 

The Western Australian universities enrolled 1,142 Indigenous higher education students in 

2011, 10.0 per cent of the total number in Australia and 10.3 per cent of the total Indigenous 

higher education load. This is less than Western Australia’s share of Australia’s Indigenous 

population (13.2 per cent). 

In its submission to this review, the Department of Indigenous Affairs (DIA) emphasised the 

need for diverse and flexible pathways to higher education for Indigenous students, and the 

necessity of holistic support to students, long-term funding and resources to support 

engaging with tertiary education, as well as culturally appropriate mentoring for relocating 

students. Effective implementation will require: linkages between the secondary and tertiary 

education sectors; State Government support for the tertiary education sector in establishing 

pathways to study; and particular consideration of rural and regional Indigenous students 

through the development of culturally appropriate responses. 

DIA advocated that ‘Higher education policies within Western Australia should have a strong 

focus on increasing the level of involvement of Indigenous people in the higher education 

system through flexible delivery models, particularly within regional and remote locations.’ 
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DIA noted that this may require reform of entrance requirements ‘to acknowledge other key 

factors such as attendance, motivation and linkages to local context.’  A major issue for 

Indigenous students is financial support, which includes transport and accommodation.  It is 

important that potential Indigenous students are aware of the scholarships and other forms 

of support that are available. 

There is currently no State forum that brings together members of higher education, of 

Indigenous communities and industry employers to investigate strategies for increasing 

higher education participation by Indigenous people.  These strategies will inevitably 

intersect with strategies to increase engagement with regional and low SES students. 

The Commonwealth’s Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander People has been released, and it will be important to take into account 

its findings in determining the most effective strategies for improving higher education 

access for Western Australia’s Indigenous people. 

The DIA has also proposed that increasing the transition of young Indigenous people from 

school to further tertiary education will require: 

 Indigenous entry pathways to higher education that have a holistic focus on student 

achievement and potential beyond academic performance; 

 Diverse and flexible pathways that support Aboriginal people to move from school 

into and between training, higher education and employment; 

 Increased funding and associated resources that provide long-term support for 

engaging with tertiary education; 

 Developing a community approach to an ‘education culture’ through partnerships 

between education providers, industry and employers and members of the Aboriginal 

communities; and 

 Providing culturally–appropriate mentoring for students relocating from regional and 

remote areas, as well as coaching and tuition initiatives in higher education. 



F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S  F O R  T H E  R O L E  O F  T H E  S T A T E  I N  H I G H E R  E D U C A T I O N  
 

Page | 46  

 

Summary 

The issue of participation is inextricably linked with the issues raised in the previous chapters 

of this report and with the recommendations made within those chapters.  It is clear that 

access to, and participation in, higher education by young West Australians warrants more 

intensive discussion by all parties than has occurred within the State to date.  Research 

internationally has long demonstrated the social and earning advantages for the individual 

deriving from a higher education, and recent calculations by the National Centre for Social 

and Economic Modelling (NATSEM) at the University of Canberra have demonstrated this 

quite unequivocally for Australia.
16

  It is therefore crucial for young West Australians, 

particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, that the issue be given a high priority.   

It is also clear from the data that a more collaborative and coordinated approach to the 

submission of applications to Commonwealth low SES participation programmes is 

desirable. A more holistic approach to Indigenous higher education is called for, in the light 

of the Commonwealth’s Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander People. 

 

Recommendation 6 

That the Department of Education Services investigate, with the universities, the 

potential to engage more effectively with Commonwealth-funded programmes to 

increase participation by low SES students in higher education. 

 

Recommendation 7 

That the Department of Education Services and the Department of Indigenous Affairs 

work together to consult the Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People, and then convene a workshop with the 

higher education sector and relevant public sector agencies with a view to 

implementing its findings where appropriate. 

  

                                                
16

 National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling, Smart Australians. Education and Innovation in 
Australia (October, 2012) 28-33. 
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Chapter 6  Tackling the State’s skill shortages 

6.1 Western Australia faces critical skills needs 

The Western Australian economy is experiencing variable growth across its industries. 

Despite recent signs of a slight reduction in export demand for iron ore and other metals, 

business investment growth in the next few years will be heavily influenced by the $43 billion 

Gorgon LNG project, as well as further iron ore developments in the Pilbara and Mid West. 

The generally buoyant economic outlook in Western Australia will drive demand for 

increased skills both in aggregate terms and in several industries and occupations at higher 

levels of qualifications. 

The Department of Training and Workforce Development has recently investigated Western 

Australian employment trends and prospects with a view to identifying likely areas of strong 

employment growth and implications for skills and training demand (DTWD 2011a). The 

three areas forecast to experience the largest employment growth are health care and social 

assistance, education and training, and transport, postal and warehousing. While some 

industries are likely to contract—agriculture, forestry and fishing and the arts and recreation 

services industries—there will continue to be strong demand for mining and engineering 

construction. 

As the Western Australian labour market continues to expand, there are indications that 

there will be strongest demand for professionals—that is, those educated to Bachelor degree 

level and above. This suggests growing demand for higher education in Western Australia 

with associated demand for higher levels of participation and attainment at senior levels of 

secondary school and pathways from VET to higher education. In this context the Chamber 

of Commerce and Industry, in its submission to the review, stated: 

A key aspect of the State’s future labour needs is that workers will be required in 

businesses of all sizes and across all sectors of the economy.  The future labour 

requirements for the State’s services sectors are also considerable, particularly in 

transport, healthcare and community services, professional services and retail…. 

According to a survey undertaken by Australian Industry Group in 2008, skills 

shortages are limiting the ability of many businesses (some 60 per cent of 

respondents) to be innovative.  Businesses have identified a range of skills that are 

required for innovation, including transferrable skills such as problem–solving, technical 

skills and management skills.  In particular, the study found that problem-solving is 

rated as the most important transferable … skill, followed by communication…, 

adapting to change… and teamwork. 

In Skilling WA — A Workforce Development Plan for Western Australia (DTWD 2010), the 

Department of Training and Workforce Development estimated the demand for new workers 

to 2017. While it should be noted that this report was published before the downturn in the 

resources sector in 2012, the results indicate a gap between labour force supply and the 

demand that is still likely to prevail. Strategies to address this projected deficit will focus on 

increasing migration and labour–force participation, and on training and workforce 

development in key priority areas.   
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Unlike VET, higher education provision is not driven by detailed Government priority–setting, 

although in specific disciplines such as medicine intakes are closely related to identified 

future workforce needs and to capacity to provide for clinical placements. In the context of 

the move to demand-based funding across the tertiary education sector individual institutions 

and providers would benefit through being informed by high quality and widely available 

research such as: 

 the critical future skills needs of the Western Australian economy; 

 issues related to workforce participation and productivity; 

 future growth requirements generally and in specific areas as the result of demographic 

change; 

 the balance of provision across the VET and higher education sectors; and  

 analysis of participation and attainment levels including for underrepresented groups. 

The submission from the Department of State Development to this review notes: 

The State is already experiencing severe shortages in university-trained, trade and 

semi-trade qualified workers, in particular for the construction sector supporting 

resource projects.  Demand driven funding may exacerbate the situation in the short 

term if students choose courses not aligned to the State’s needs.  In the longer term, 

the market may adjust as students become better informed of employment 

opportunities or re-train to find employment. The risk is whether students choose 

courses that align with the State’s workforce skill needs.  A mismatch between the 

State’s workforce needs and students’ subject choices can lead to fewer local job 

prospects for students on graduation.  The mismatch is a cost to the community. If 

demand driven funding exacerbates skills shortages, the State may want to consider 

how to mitigate the situation in the short term.   

At the same time the issue of over–education—described as ‘a form of labour 

underutilization which occurs when the formal education level of a worker exceeds that 

which is required for the job’
17

—needs to be kept under consideration if the overall workforce 

dynamic is to be optimal. 

The profile of the Western Australian higher education sector by discipline is similar to that of 

the country as a whole. While Western Australia has a higher than national average number 

of students studying natural and physical science and engineering and related technologies, 

current rates may not meet the future skills needs of the Western Australian economy.  The 

share of load in science and engineering in WA has remained very constant at about 13 per 

cent and 7 per cent respectively over the last decade. 

 

  

                                                
17

 Ingrid Linsley, ‘Causes of Overeducation in the Australian Labour Market’, Australian Journal of 
Labour Economics, 8(2) (June 2005) 121-143 <http://business.curtin.edu.au/local/docs/B2_-
_2005linsleyFD.pdf> at 15 November 2012.  

http://business.curtin.edu.au/local/docs/B2_-_2005linsleyFD.pdf
http://business.curtin.edu.au/local/docs/B2_-_2005linsleyFD.pdf
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FIGURE 7: DISTRIBUTION OF STUDENT LOAD BY BROAD DISCIPLINE GROUP, 
WESTERN AUSTRALIA AND AUSTRALIA, 2011 

 

 

Source: DEEWR Higher Education Statistics Collection, Student Load 

A persistent theme throughout submissions and interviews with State Government agencies 

was a concern that students were enrolling in courses that did not meet workforce demand 

for skills and qualifications and that this trend may be exacerbated by the demand–driven 

funding system. There was some ambivalence about the role of the State and the extent to 

which it could or should influence student choice.  Some attempts by universities in the past 

to match course enrolments to occupational needs were shown to be unreliable and 

unsuccessful, with graduates seeking to enter the workforce at a time when the demand in 

their particular area had slowed since they first commenced study. This is a particular issue 

in resource-based economies such as Western Australia’s where projects with major 

workforce requirements are highly dependent on the cycle of demand and commodity prices.  

Nonetheless at the macro level trends in occupations and occupational levels can be 

assessed; for example growing demand for health and community services and for 

education are clearly evident from demographic trends. Although there may be cyclical 

downturns the long–term needs of those already-identified major resources projects signal 

demand for a broad range of occupations and professions.  

There are also important changes within occupations and professions but signals from 

industry to education and training institutions and to students are often poor and haphazard.  

The Panel formed the view that outcomes of workforce planning processes undertaken in 

individual Government portfolios could also be more effectively communicated to the higher 

education and school sectors, as it was clear that information about workforce demands 

does not find its way proactively to current and future students.  In some areas such as 

health and education, dialogue tends to occur in an ad hoc manner with senior staff or 

Deans of the relevant faculties, but not with the Vice Chancelleries and/or central course 
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planners of the institutions. In other areas, such as engineering, it is left to industry to decide 

whether or not to engage at the faculty or student level, while in others again it is entirely left 

to students effectively operating with information gleaned from family, friends or the media. 

The submission from the Department of Commerce reinforces this perspective by 

suggesting that: 

 ... a substantial number of students graduate from university with business degrees, 

more so than those with a science degree, yet one of the major industry impediments 

for Western Australian SMEs is management capability.  Students with business 

management training are rarely trained in a technical industrial field and able or 

interested in managing the many SMEs that make up the Western Australian local 

content supply sector.  

This sentiment was reinforced in discussion with representatives of the Department of Food 

and Agriculture (DAFWA) who noted the importance of universities understanding that, 

alongside the next generation of research scientists, there is a crucial need to develop 

students with applied skills in farm management, which is not being undertaken adequately 

in Western Australia at the moment.  

Medical training is a particularly complex part of the workforce training environment.  There 

are acknowledged problems with clinical placements for new doctors, and there is a third 

party—the specialist Colleges—involved in this particular workforce development chain.  It 

was suggested to the Panel that there should be more engagement between all parties —

universities, Department of Health, and the Colleges—to tackle the issues surrounding the 

health workforce, as this is not an issue that either the Department of Health or the 

universities can resolve by themselves.  

Summary 

Communication between planners, universities and students about workforce development 

is very weak in Western Australia and is in need of urgent attention by the relevant 

Government agencies.  At the same time, the universities should note the advice received by 

the Panel from the Chamber of Minerals and Energy that there are complaints from 

employers about job readiness of university graduates, with the suggestion that vacation 

work should be more systematically integrated into a student’s annual study plan. There can 

be great value for the State, for the institutions and for students from more systematic 

dialogue between all parties involved in the development of the workforce in Western 

Australia. 

 

Recommendation 8 

That the Department of Education Services, in cooperation with other agencies, 

provide consolidated information to universities on the State’s future workforce 

needs, demographic trends, participation and attainment levels at State and regional 

levels to assist universities with their own future planning.  
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Chapter 7  Ensuring the higher education sector plays a key role in furthering 

the development of the State as a future knowledge economy 

7.1 Innovation is crucial to future State development 

Western Australia’s innovation policies and strategies are substantially shaped by the 

particular industry structure of the State. For example, the business sector accounted for 

nearly 80 per cent of research and development (R&D) expenditure in Western Australia, 

compared with 61 per cent nationally (ABS 8112.0). Strong growth in business expenditure 

on R&D in the State has been driven very largely by the mining industry. 

In its recent Innovation Plan for Driving Western Australia’s Future Prosperity, the WA 

Technology and Industry Advisory Council (TIAC) argued that: 

Innovation in Western Australia will increase business productivity, competitiveness 

and prosperity for its citizens. By fostering an innovative, collaborative and scientifically 

literate culture, we optimise Western Australia’s existing strengths to drive faster 

economic growth, higher employment, greater government efficiency, more sustainable 

environments and improved social outcomes for all its citizens.  (TIAC, From Strength 

to Strength, March 2011) 

The TIAC report emphasises the State Government's role in providing assistance and 

support for industry development and focuses on the importance of coordinating, leveraging 

and stimulating innovation in Western Australia to drive the growth of a diversified and 

sustainable economy.  

The Chamber of Commerce and Industry (CCI) commented that: 

Western Australia’s future success depends on our capacity to capitalise on the 

industry and resources we have and ensure that the State is able to elevate into a 

knowledge economy…. Ensuring that our higher education sector is working towards a 

common goal of building Western Australia as a leader in technology, world-class 

research and institutions, requires long term strategic vision and co-ordination.  

The CCI is one of many respondents to this review to note that Western Australia’s 

universities have a vital role to play alongside industry and Government in enhancing the 

State’s innovation capacities, both through conducting R&D and through preparing the R&D 

workforce. The capabilities of the universities in these areas will be substantially influenced 

by their ability to attract Commonwealth research funding in competition with universities 

elsewhere in the country. 

Developments in national policies in relation to research funding have emphasised 

competition and quality.  For example, new approaches to the assessment of research 

quality through the Excellence in Research for Australia (ERA) initiative assess research 

quality in Australia's higher education institutions using a combination of indicators and 

expert review by Committees comprising experienced, internationally recognised experts. 

The Commonwealth Government intends to use ERA assessments in the allocation of 

funding to individual universities through its Sustainable Research Excellence scheme, 

bringing a new focus on the quality of research outcomes into the distribution of a major 

block funding program. The performance of Western Australia universities in the first ERA 

round (2010) is discussed below.  
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The use of new quality measures is also under consideration in relation to the allocation of 

funding for research students through the Research Training Scheme. A consultation paper 

released in October 2011 seeks to identify what quality in research training means and how 

it can be measured and encouraged (DIISR 2011a). 

7.2 Western Australia’s competitive position in research and innovation must be 

improved 

Western Australia has a number of areas of demonstrated research strength, evidenced by 
high quality infrastructure, researchers and industry demand. A great deal of this activity is in 
the minerals and resources sector. The Australian Resources Research Centre is highly 
regarded and the co-location of CSIRO, universities and industry research and development 
produces world-standard research and technologies. WA:ERA (Western Australia Energy 
Research Alliance) is another model of research and development cooperation which is 
unique in Australia. The role of WA:ERA is to act as an interlocutor between industry and 
universities, working to bring together the research and development needs of industry with 
the research capacity and strength of universities. 

Western Australia has research and innovation strengths beyond the minerals and resources 
sector. The 2012 ERA exercise found that Western Australian universities were performing 
well above world standard in the following fields 

 Astronomical and Space Sciences  

 Classical Physics  

 Optical Physics  

 Medicinal and Biomolecular Chemistry  

 Physical Chemistry (Incl. Structural)  

 Geochemistry  

 Geology  

 Environmental Science and Management  

 Ecology  

 Evolutionary Biology  

 Crop and Pasture Production: 
 Resources Engineering and Extractive Metallurgy  

 Agricultural Biotechnology  

 Cardiovascular Medicine and Haematology  

 Clinical Sciences  

 Immunology  

 Medical Microbiology  

 Nursing  

 Ophthalmology and Optometry  

 Medical Physiology  

 Business and Management  

 Psychology  

 Literary Studies  

The combined research funding of the five Western Australian universities in 2010 was 5.8 
times the amount recorded for 1993, due largely to the growth in funding received by UWA.  
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FIGURE 8: RESEARCH INCOME WA UNIVERSITIES: 1993-2011 

 

 

Source: DEEWR Higher Education Research Data Collection  

However, other States have recorded similar or higher rates of growth in university research 

income. Over the period 1993 to 2010 when Western Australia’s total grew 5.8 times, 

Victoria’s figure increased 6.1 times and Queensland’s 6.5 times. The increase for Australia 

as a whole was 6.0 times (excluding the ANU). Figure 9 tracks research income for the 

university sectors in Queensland and Western Australia over this 17 year period. 

 

FIGURE 9: UNIVERSITY RESEARCH INCOME 1993-2011: QLD AND WA 

 

 

Source: DEEWR Higher Education Research Data Collection  
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A similar pattern is shown for gross expenditure on R&D in the higher education sector. 

Figure 10 shows that, while higher education R&D grew substantially in Western Australia 

between 1992-93 and 2008-09, the gap to Queensland, Victoria and New South Wales 

widened on this measure. 

 
FIGURE 10: HIGHER EDUCATION SECTOR GROSS EXPENDITURE ON R&D BY 
STATE AND TERRITORY, 1992-93 TO 2008-09 

 

 

Source: ABS 8112.0 

Western Australia averaged 7.2 per cent of Australian Research Council (ARC) funded 

projects and funding over 2002 to 2009, and 6.3 per cent of National Health and Medical 

Research Council (NHMRC) expenditure over the period 2002 to 2011 (NHMRC 2011). 

These shares are substantially below the State’s population share and its share of total 

higher education funding. 

Outcomes measured by ERA also generally lag behind other States. Across all of the units 

of evaluation assessed (four and two digit Field of Research combined), 72 per cent were 

rated as world standard or above (ie received 3, 4 or 5) compared with 78 per cent 

nationally.  

Concern about the relative and competitive position of Western Australia in R&D was 

perhaps the strongest theme in consultations undertaken for this review both in relation to 

university–based research and specialist research centres.  
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Respondents highlighted as major constraints the under–representation of Western 

Australian based researchers on national research assessment and funding bodies, 

difficulties posed by distance and cost in participation in collaborative research centres, 

competition from better resourced research centres for internationally recognised 

researchers and their research teams, and difficulties in retaining high performing research 

students and recent graduates. The growth and concentration of critical masses of 

researchers in key areas of medical and biotechnology research in Brisbane and Melbourne 

as the result of significant and focussed State investment in Queensland and Victoria was 

seen as a particular competitive challenge for Western Australia. 
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Industry investment in research and development is also important. As the Department of 

State Development noted in its submission, businesses account for 79 per cent or $3.6 

billion of total expenditure on R&D in WA, with a clear focus on the primary export sectors of 

minerals and gas technologies. Of the total business expenditure on R&D, mining represents 

60 per cent ($2.5 billion). However, businesses are a source of funds for only 6 per cent ($41 

million) of higher education expenditure on R&D, suggesting substantial scope for 

universities to increase their share of industry R&D expenditure. 

An additional issue identified by both the universities and a number of Government agencies 

was the perceived competitive rather than collaborative nature of research in the 

universities.  While on the one hand a range of Commonwealth Government research 

funding schemes, and some State schemes, have in the past encouraged competition rather 

than collaboration, on the other there is a clear trend towards rewarding collaboration in 

more recent schemes such as the National Collaborative Research Infrastructure Strategy 

(NCRIS).  While a great deal more collaboration goes on within the university sector than is 

sometimes understood, many individuals to whom the Panel spoke recommended a range of 

mechanisms that the State could institute that would enhance State investment in research 

and at the same time encourage collaboration.  In so doing, the State’s desire, articulated in 

a range of agencies, for a focus on ‘end-user driven’ research needs to be clarified and 

articulated to the universities.  

This issue should ideally be clarified in a round-table workshop convened by the Department 

of Education Services to which the universities and the key research-investing State 

agencies are invited. 

A range of possible areas of research focus or priority has been raised in discussions with 

both the universities and State agencies.  Some of these are perceived priorities for the 

State while others are seen as points of competitive advantage vis-à-vis research in other 

States in which WA institutions fared comparatively well in the 2010 ERA exercise.  The 

most consistent feedback concerned: 

 Health, particularly translational research (turning discovery into clinical applications) 

and Indigenous health 

 Mining and Resources 

 Engineering 

 Agriculture & Food 

 Environment and Biodiversity 

 Creative Arts and Industries 

The education and research institutes interviewed for this review strongly supported a 

focused and strategic plan for investing in Western Australian R&D. There was clear 

agreement that research priorities need to be articulated around the State’s needs to provide 

a framework for a sustained and coordinated approach. Development of a strategic and 

ongoing relationship between the State Government, universities, research institutes and 

industry partners was seen as critical in lifting levels of investment in R&D, leveraging 

funding and improving success in grants programs, and enhancing the outcomes and impact 

of R&D for the State.  From the perspective of a number of Government agencies, 
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particularly the Department of Treasury, the need for evidence-based policy for funding 

allocation for research will also be required through such a partnership, with the universities 

recognizing the State’s particular interest in ‘end-user driven’ or translational research. 

A range of other areas of more specific research focus, such as the intellectual work around 

sequestration for the Gorgon project, and research mapping for the resources industry (State 

Development), data linkage, clinical application (Health), ophthalmic nursing (Lion’s Eye 

Institute), and a Terrestrial Biodiversity Institute (Regional Development Council) were also 

raised in consultations. 

Given Western Australia’s relatively small numbers in terms of a research workforce across 

all disciplines it was pointed out many times to the Panel that WA researchers need to work 

collaboratively if the universities are to maintain research parity with other States, and the 

State is to achieve the innovation outcomes that it needs.  The State has the key potential 

lever, in terms of funding, to assist in creating a collaborative rather than competitive 

research environment.  Various collaborative university research partnerships, such as the 

Scottish Universities Physics Association (SUPA) or the N8 group of eight research intensive 

universities in northern England, were proposed as potential models for Western Australia.  

Other such examples exist around the world, and it is suggested that the Department of 

Education Services works with the universities to identify these models, and review the 

success of their implementation, for possible adaptation in Western Australia.  These could 

then become the areas that the State chooses to support financially, being what one 

respondent described as ‘points of strategic intervention’ for the Government.  A research 

consortium could also seek to attract funding from the Commonwealth, business and 

industry, as well as from philanthropic sources.  In certain fields, such as medical research, 

there is significant potential to obtain international funding. 

It was also suggested by Murdoch University that ‘ … there are some significant research 

areas rated at world-class (ERA 3) that are areas of importance for the State and where WA 

holds a comparative advantage.  Investment in these areas has the potential to improve their 

ERA rating to 4/5 and is therefore likely to provide a greater return on any investment from 

the State and/or universities than further investment in programs currently rated 4/5’.  

In relation to health research, the Health Department acknowledged that the State Health 

Research Advisory Council (SHRAC) is probably not achieving its potential to encourage 

collaborative approaches to health research and to focus on a competitive advantage for 

Western Australia. 

In terms of Western Australia’s competitive position in research, it was suggested that the 

Department of Education Services and the universities establish a standing Nominations 

Committee whose role would be to scan for potential vacancies on research peer review or 

advisory panels established by the Commonwealth Government that provide advice on 

research fund allocation. 

Another challenge facing universities internationally is the competition for academic staff, 

particularly active researchers.  Attracting and retaining skilled staff, particularly research 

staff, is an increasing challenge for the Western Australian university sector at a time when 

the high cost of living in Perth negates one key attraction that could formerly be offered to 

international or interstate applicants.  
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There are shortages of such staff in many fields, exacerbated by the ageing of the academic 

workforce. There is a role for the State Government to play in assisting universities to attract 

and retain high quality staff.  Consideration may need to be given to the impact of external 

factors such as: 

 competition for specialist knowledge (retention strategies for staff in high demand areas 

e.g. mining, petroleum and resources); 

 attraction and retention of staff appropriate to the future skills and qualifications demands 

of Western Australia; and 

 the high costs of housing and accommodation in Perth. 

Collaborative or cooperative strategies that address these issues may be appropriate.  

The CCI also proposed that links between academia and industry can be enhanced through 

both industry funding and through exchange of personnel. 

Finally, in terms of sustainability, researchers and research institutions in particular are 

concerned at the absence of sustained sources of infrastructure funding for research, both in 

terms of career research staff and in terms of hard infrastructure, with such infrastructure 

being a second key attraction for top researchers.  Two of the medical research institutes 

also believe there may be a causal link between the capping of the State’s Medical 

Research Infrastructure Funding (MHRIF) from 2006 and the downward trend for Western 

Australian medical research income from the Commonwealth since that time.  Data provided 

to the Panel shows that the Cumulative Average Growth Rate (CAGR) for NHMRC funding 

from 2003-2012 was 4.0 per cent for Western Australia, as opposed to 10.8 per cent 

nationally and, whereas Western Australia received 7.3 per cent of the total NHMRC funding 

in 2006 and 7.2 per cent in 2007, there has been a steady decline since that date, with the 

State only receiving 4.55 per cent of the total distributed in 2012.  Whether or not there is a 

direct causal link between the downturn in NHMRC funding and the reduction in real terms in 

MHRIF funding, this issue of the decline in research funding is one that warrants greater 

attention from the State. 

Summary 

It is clear that the State’s higher education institutions and specialist research institutes are 

positioned to play a major role in the State achieving its aspirations for achieving a strong 

economic and social future through research and innovation.  This potential has yet to be 

fully realised and to do so will require greater receptivity and engagement by some State 

agencies, and presentation of a more collaborative and less competitive approach by the 

institutions. 
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Recommendation 9  

That the Department of Education Services and the Department of Commerce 

convene a workshop with key Government agencies, including the Department of 

Treasury, and the universities to discuss the development of a focused and strategic 

plan for State investment in research in key areas of significance to both the State 

and to the universities. 

 

Recommendation 10 

That State research funding be dependent upon (i) projects that support the key 

research priority areas and (ii) projects that come forward from one or more 

collaborative consortiums. 

 

Recommendation 11 

That a standing Nominations Committee be established through the Western 

Australian Higher Education Council to identify and promote nominations for national 

committees and panels that are responsible for recommendations on the allocation of 

Commonwealth research funding. 
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Chapter 8  The international context for higher education  

8.1 The global context for international higher education is changing 

Western Australia’s universities, like all Australian universities, operate in a global context, 

preparing students for an increasingly globalised society and graduates for careers in global 

industries, and competing internationally for students, academic staff and research funding.  

Demand for higher education internationally is expected to continue to expand, driven by a 

combination of globalisation and the expansion of the middle class in emerging nations.  

While this is a positive trend for Australia’s international student sector, recent developments 

have demonstrated that the sector is exposed to competitive pressures and at risk from 

adverse shocks. The combination of a high Australian dollar, concerns about college 

closures, migration policy changes that decouple education and migration, and incidents of 

violence against Indian students, have adversely affected demand, principally but not solely 

among non-university providers.  Furthermore, the impact of the global financial crisis has 

encouraged greater efforts by universities in the United States to secure enrolments by 

international students. 

Recent changes to visa arrangements favour the universities and will help to counter some 

of these negative factors but Australian universities remain exposed to competition from 

institutions in the United Kingdom and especially the United States.  

There is also a dramatic expansion under way in the internal higher education sectors of 

China and India. Continuation of the record of growth of Australian universities in 

international student markets is by no means certain and there is an important role for 

Government in securing the optimal conditions for success. 

In the international competition for students, staff and research funding, international 

rankings of universities have become increasingly influential, although the role of these 

rankings and their methodology is contested. Of the Western Australia universities, only 

UWA ranked in the top 100 universities in the Shanghai Jiao Tong Academic Ranking of 

World Universities for 2012, and fifth in Australia (behind Melbourne, ANU, Queensland and 

Sydney).  Curtin was ranked in the group 17-19 in Australia and in the group 401-500 in the 

world. 

On the Times Higher Education World University rankings for 2011-12, UWA was ranked 

189, seventh in Australia after Melbourne, ANU, Sydney, Queensland, Monash and the 

University of New South Wales. 
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8.2 The profile of international students in Western Australia is changing 

In 2011 approximately 44,600 international students enrolled to study at education 

institutions in Western Australia.  Of these students approximately 20,700 (46 per cent) were 

enrolled in higher education.  As in the rest of Australia, the very robust growth in student 

numbers, which peaked in 2009, has been replaced by a more conservative trajectory. 

Higher education is the largest sector in international education.  In 2011 higher education 

was approximately equal in size to the other sectors combined. 

 

FIGURE 11: INTERNATIONAL STUDENT ENROLMENTS BY SECTOR IN WA – 2011  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: AEI 

  



F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S  F O R  T H E  R O L E  O F  T H E  S T A T E  I N  H I G H E R  E D U C A T I O N  
 

Page | 62  

 

13,962 

16,211 

16,959 

17,404 

17,541 

17,438 

18,002 

20,158 
21,056 

20,668 

0

5,000

10,000

15,000

20,000

25,000

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Higher Education VET ELICOS Schools Other

The education sectors in Western Australia have experienced significantly different 

enrolment trajectories following the peak in growth in student numbers in 2009.  Most 

notably, student numbers in the VET and English Language Intensive Courses for Overseas 

Students (ELICOS) sectors have declined, appearing to have been affected by changes in 

policy settings at the national level which changed the relationship between international 

education and migration.  At the same time, student numbers in the higher education sector 

have remained relatively stable. 

FIGURE 12: INTERNATIONAL STUDENT ENROLMENTS BY SECTOR IN WA – 2002 TO 
2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: AEI 
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Of these students, a significant number are enrolled off–shore, with the number increasing 

from 10,009 to 16,153 between 2003 and 2011.  The proportion of international students 

enrolled off–shore is much higher for Western Australia (45 per cent in 2011) than for 

Australia overall (26 per cent). 

FIGURE 13: INTERNATIONAL HIGHER EDUCATION OFF–SHORE ENROLMENTS IN 
WA: 2003 TO 2011 

 

 

Source: DEEWR Higher Education Statistics Collection, Offshore Enrolments 

 

Western Australian institutions recruit students from a broad spread of countries.  Despite 

perceptions to the contrary, the top three numerically most important countries (China, India 

and Malaysia) contribute only 25% of total students.  The table below shows that there are 

marked differences in the distribution of students across education sectors between source 

countries.   
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TABLE 5: International Student Enrolments by Nation and Sector in WA (2011) 

TOP TEN 

NATIONS 
NUMBER SECTOR 

   Higher 

Education 

VET ELICOS Schools Other 

China 9,072 61.0% 8.1% 21.6% 5.2% 4.1% 

India 4,932 20.7% 76.5% 2.1% 0.3% 0.3% 

Malaysia 4,117 74.4% 14.3% 3.4% 5.5% 2.4% 

Singapore 2,150 88.3% 5.4% 0.1% 2.9% 3.2% 

Indonesia 1,829 63.1% 19.2% 10.5% 5.3% 1.8% 

Brazil 1,793 5.3% 24.0% 69.9% 0.7% 0.2% 

South Korea 1,627 22.9% 31.0% 34.7% 10.0% 1.5% 

Vietnam 1,536 42.6% 23.3% 22.0% 10.2% 1.9% 

Pakistan 1,019 17.7% 75.0% 6.5% 0.0% 0.9% 

Thailand 1,011 22.1% 37.5% 33.7% 6.3% 0.4% 

Other 

Nationalities 
15,529 41.7% 26.7% 21.3% 1.7% 8.7% 

Total 44,615 46.3% 27.2% 18.5% 3.4% 4.5% 

Source: AEI 

 

 

8.3 The State Government plays a significant role in supporting international 

education in Western Australia 

The Western Australian Government has long been an active supporter of international 

education in the State from the very beginning of the full-fee program for international 

students.  The Government provides ongoing support through the International Education 

Program (IEP) by: 

 providing financial support for the coordinated marketing of the Western Australian 

brand of international education through Perth Education City (PEC); and 

 implementing initiatives focussed on promoting a positive experience for students 

including: 
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o hosting an annual International Student Forum, opened by the Minister for 

Education; 

o the Study in Western Australia portal to provide authoritative information for 

current and prospective international students; and 

o the International Student Conciliator to assist in the resolution of disputes 

between students and education providers. 

The Western Australian Government also provides: 

 public transport concessions for international students; 

 subsidised schooling for the dependants of international higher degree students; and 

 support for inward- and outward-bound scholarship programs for international 

students. 

In addition to these initiatives, the State Government is currently in the process of developing 

an overarching State Government Strategy for International Education in Western Australia. 

Western Australia does present significant advantages in the international education market. 

Current practices within universities — particularly in petroleum engineering and similar 

courses — take advantage of time zone compatibility to deliver courses to off–shore 

students without teaching staff leaving the campus. The State’s location close to resource 

rich countries and its research intensive companies allow its academics to compete for 

training and research contracts that provide essential income streams. The strong labour 

market also provides greater opportunities for overseas students to undertake part–time 

work and, where relevant, find work after graduation, relative to other States and in particular 

other countries. Perth is also seen as a safe and attractive city. 

Western Australian higher education providers also face some disadvantages in recruiting 

onshore students, including a perception of isolation and distance from the larger population 

centres of the eastern seaboard and high accommodation costs.  

These unique features of Western Australia point to the value of coordinated, Western 

Australia-specific approaches to the development of the State as an international education 

provider.  The Perth Education City initiative seeks to recruit international students to Perth 

across all education sectors and is strongly supported by institutions and by the State 

Government through the Departments of State Development and Education Services.  

A strong theme through consultations for this review was the need to view international 

education more broadly than in the past. Respondents highlighted the importance and 

goodwill of international students who had benefited from the Colombo Plan, many of whom 

are now major leaders in government and industry in Asia and the Sub-Continent. They also 

emphasised the need to improve opportunities for international students to gain relevant 

professional experience and the broader employability skills required in the Australian and 

international labour markets.  
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There is still potential to be realised in research partnerships with international universities, 

such as that between UWA and Zhejiang University in China, where UWA staff and research 

students have access to state-of-the-art laboratories, while their Chinese counterparts derive 

the benefit of working with internationally recognised academics who publish extensively in 

English, the international scientific language.  Such partnerships can also assist in attracting 

significant numbers of higher degree students to study in Western Australia.  The high 

reputation of Australian medical research means that there is also significant potential for 

training and collaboration with medical researchers in South-East Asia. 

The Department of State Development has noted that its overseas office network undertakes 

a range of activities in support of the education sector, and that the State is able to leverage 

Memoranda of Understanding and Sister-State relationships to secure education or research 

funding, develop joint education or research programs, or establish scholarships and 

exchanges.  At the moment, this potential is not being exploited by the State’s universities to 

any significant degree. 

In its submission to the Commonwealth Government’s Strategic Review of the Student Visa 

Program, the State Government noted that international higher degree by research (HDR) 

students represent the highest public value of any international students as they are 

essential to maintaining the national and international competitiveness of research at 

Western Australian universities.   

Both in the State and in Australia as a whole, almost all the growth in HDR students since 

2001 has come from international students. Table 6 shows the number of domestic, 

international and total research students at Western Australian public universities.   

TABLE 6 Higher Degree by Research Students at WA Public Universities, 2001 
to 2011. 
 

 Domestic Research 

Students 

International 

Research Students 

All Research Students 

2001 4,031 812 4,843 

2002 4,021 889 4,910 

2003 4,018 952 4,970 

2004 4,014 937 4,951 

2005 4,063 1,019 5,082 

2006 4,177 1,112 5,289 

2007 4,097 1,144 5,241 

2008 4,086 1,285 5,371 

2009 4,162 1,489 5,651 

2010 4,258 1,574 5,832 

2011 4,359 1,680 6,039 

Source: DEEWR Student Statistics.  Includes PhD and Masters-by-Research students.  Excludes 

Notre Dame University. 
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Table 7 below shows the number of domestic, international and total research students at 

Australian universities.  Again, the figures demonstrate that almost all of the growth in 

research students has been from international students. 

TABLE 7 Higher Degree by Research Students at Australian Universities, 1998 
to 2011. 

 

 Domestic Research Int Research All Research 

1998 31,530 4,047 35,577 

1999 32,719 4,332 37,051 

2000 32,924 4,450 37,374 

2001 33,438 5,061 38,499 

2002 37,394 6,438 43,832 

2003 38,640 7,019 45,659 

2004 39,614 7,695 47,309 

2005 39,943 8,258 48,201 

2006 40,145 8,892 49,037 

2007 39,983 9,836 49,819 

2008 39,466 11,013 50,479 

2009 39,557 12,866 52,423 

2010 40,814 14,782 55,596 

2011 41,705 16,638 58.343 

Source: DEEWR Student Statistics.  Includes PhD and Masters-by-Research students.  

Excludes Divinity Colleges. 
 

Academic research has not been able to attract sustainable growth from domestic students, 

perhaps because of the buoyant Australian labour market.  An International HDR Student 

Study undertaken for the Department of Education Services in 2010 found that the great 

majority of international students in Western Australia study in areas aligned to the research 

strengths of the State’s universities.
18

  These international students are essential to 

maintaining the competitiveness of the State’s universities in matters such as attracting 

research income and in training the future academic workforce.   

                                                
18

 Bruce Mackintosh and Alan Olsen International Higher Degree by Research Student Study for WA 
Department of Education Services. (July 2010) 15-18. 
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8.4 Steps are underway to develop a State Government strategy for international 

education in Western Australia 

The development of a State Government Strategy for International Education involves 

identifying and investigating strategies that could be considered as part of a future program 

of support for the industry in Western Australia.  To date, the following have been identified 

for consideration: 

Enhancing the student experience 

 An airport welcome program for arriving international students. 

 An enhanced annual State and civic reception. 

 Facilitating peer–to–peer support and information between international students. 

 Enhanced opportunities to interact with Australians in cultural and sporting activities. 

 Encouragement for international students to make friends and integrate with Australian 

students and the community via structured volunteering programs. 

 Facilitating liaison between education institutions and the Western Australian Police on 

security at all major campuses in Western Australia. 

 Assisting international students to access part-time/vacation/post-study work 

opportunities and employment advice. 

International students and employment in Western Australia 

 Support for international students to become skilled migrants in areas of significant 

labour market need. 

 Assisting international students to utilise their post–study work rights. 

Utilising the benefits of international education 

 Facilitating the outward mobility of students from Western Australian tertiary 

institutions, especially to Asian countries. 

 Support for the teaching of Asian languages in Western Australian schools and 

universities. 

 Attracting international higher degree by research students to Western Australian 

universities. 

 Enhancing communication and support for international alumni of Western Australian 

universities and colleges. 
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8.5 New technology is transforming delivery 

More broadly, universities in Australia share a number of challenges with their counterparts 

in other developed countries. One of these challenges, the competition for high quality staff, 

has been canvassed in Chapter 7 of this report.  Another notable challenge is the impact of 

new technology, which is profoundly changing the way in which all aspects of higher 

education are conducted. Students increasingly expect to be able to interact with their 

institutions on-line for both administrative and academic purposes. High quality e-learning 

materials are required in all courses and old distinctions between ‘on-campus’ and ‘off-

campus’ teaching and learning are disappearing. The costs of this transformation for all 

institutions are high and recurring, in terms of new technology, staff training and the creation 

of new curricula and learning materials.  

The increasing take-up of on-line learning brings new opportunities for students unable to 

attend face-to-face classes and new opportunities for universities to deliver courses to 

workplaces and to regional, remote and international locations. It also brings additional 

competition from on-line providers within and beyond State boundaries. In addition to the 20 

Australian universities and training providers providing on-line courses through Open 

Universities Australia, institutions around the world are increasingly providing courses on-line 

to students regardless of geography.  Australian higher education institutions are only 

beginning to assess the implications of the so-called Massive Open Online Courses 

(MOOCs) that have been initiated by some of the United States’ leading universities.  

Harvard, Stanford University, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), and the 

University of California, Berkeley have established, or are planning to, establish free online 

courses that are available to students anywhere in the world.  With implications closer to 

home, one of the pioneers of these courses, Stanford, has announced that it will partner 

UWA in a suite of arts and science courses from 2013.  There are a number of questions still 

to be resolved in relation to MOOCs, including badging and assessment, and how they will 

sit in relation to Australia’s regulatory environment for higher education, most notably the 

Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency.  The full implications of these 

transformative changes are difficult to foresee but they will be profound for all Australian 

universities, including those in Western Australia. 

Summary 

In general terms, Western Australia must continue to grow and develop its international 

education industry in a way that is sustainable and yields long term benefits for the State and 

for international students.  Given the changeable environment in which this part of the higher 

education sector operates, a coordinated, long–term perspective is required if the industry is 

to remain a productive one. 

Recommendation 12 

That the State Government, through the establishment of a Strategy for International 

Education in Western Australia, consolidate and improve its International Education 

Program with a view to improving the student experience, enhancing the prospect of 

the State meeting its future skill needs and developing positive international relations, 

thereby increasing the already significant contribution of international education to 

the State and to the Western Australian economy. 
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Chapter 9  Ensuring the stability and viability of the State’s universities 

9.1 A sustainable basis for future growth is required 

The capacity for growth in the Western Australian higher education system to meet the 

needs of the State’s growing population will be influenced by a number of factors, including 

the level of demand from suitably qualified students and the availability of adequate funding 

and infrastructure. If there is to be further growth it will need to be appropriately resourced 

from a range of sources. 

The recently released report of the Higher Education Base Funding Review reached the 

conclusion that there is a need for an increase in the base level of funding per student and 

that current funding clusters no longer reflect the costs of delivery of teaching, scholarship 

and base research capability in all disciplines. The review also found that the escalating 

costs associated with sourcing, supporting and funding clinical placements and teaching 

practicums appear to make these activities increasingly difficult to sustain (Lomax-Smith et 

al 2011). 

The response of the Commonwealth Government to the Base Funding Review is, at the time 

of writing, still awaited, although it has been made clear by the Federal Minister that no new 

money for implementation of any recommendations will be forthcoming. Growth in student 

numbers will also increase demand for hard and soft infrastructure which may be difficult to 

meet, especially if base load funding remains unchanged and Western Australia continues to 

receive a relatively low share of targeted infrastructure grants.  

Demand–driven funding also presents some uncertainties and risks for universities. It 

increases the capacity of some universities to expand enrolments in their high demand 

courses, potentially drawing students away from similar courses at other institutions but 

without expanding the total pool of graduates. Especially if combined with reduced 

international student numbers, such shifts in domestic student demand could have 

particularly significant impacts on some courses at some institutions, conceivably 

threatening their viability. 

Over time it is likely that demand–driven funding will therefore act as an incentive for 

curriculum innovation, rationalization of some courses, and potentially changes in 

institutional arrangements, although this potential is less in Western Australia than in States 

with static and ageing populations.  

In the current climate of political uncertainty at the Federal level there is ongoing speculation 

about whether and for how long the demand–driven arrangements will be sustained. 

Universities that have already increased enrolments will be relatively advantaged compared 

to those seeking to grow, if enrolment funding limits across the sector are reintroduced. 
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9.2 Revenue sources are diversifying 

Over the last two decades growth in higher education in Australia has been supported by 

increases in all sources of revenue, but with a marked shift in the balance of funding toward 

private (non-Government) sources of income. Government grants now account for less than 

half of the total income of the sector. In this sense Australian higher education institutions, 

including the ‘public’ universities, are to varying degrees privately funded. There is also an 

increasing number and scale of private higher education providers, although they accounted 

for fewer than 7 per cent of total higher education students, nationally, in 2010. 

The main sources of non-government revenue are domestic undergraduate students who 

now provide an average of around 40 per cent of the funding for their own courses (through 

HECS-HELP or FEE-HELP), and international students, almost all of whom pay full fees. 

The main source of government revenue is the Commonwealth Government which is the 

principal public funder of both teaching and research activities in the higher education sector. 

State and local Governments provide a relatively small proportion of direct recurrent funding 

(in the order of 5 per cent) principally for research and innovation, but State Governments 

also provide significant resources in other ways, most notably through the provision of land 

and, in the case of Western Australia, a range of initiatives under the International Education 

Program (IEP), as noted in Chapter 8, including public transport concessions, free schooling 

for dependants of international higher degree research students, an International Student 

Conciliator service, a State scholarship program for students from Japan, China and 

Malaysia, and promotional activities. 

As stated earlier, the Commonwealth Government is also considering proposals from a 

review panel to raise the level of base funding per student, simplify and adjust the rates of 

funding for some disciplines, rationalize the levels of the student and Government 

contributions over time and introduce special funding arrangements for ‘flagship’ courses 

(Lomax-Smith et al 2011). In the current fiscal environment, however, it is unlikely that the 

recommendations from the review panel will be fully implemented. 

In the medium to longer term, the focus is likely to return to student contributions with some 

university leaders and sectors advocating further deregulation of student contributions to 

increase revenue and introduce price signals into the higher education market.  

As noted earlier, the Commonwealth Government is also implementing a specific set of 

reforms aimed at expanding access to higher education for people from low socio-economic 

status (SES) backgrounds. A target of 20 per cent of undergraduate students enrolled in 

universities being from the lowest socioeconomic quartile of the population by 2020 (referred 

to as the low SES target) has been set. 

The low SES target will be pursued through the growth anticipated from demand–driven 

funding, through the setting of performance targets for universities as part of university 

‘compact’ agreements, and through additional targeted funding. The Higher Education 

Participation and Partnerships Program (HEPPP) will increase per capita funding to 

universities for low SES students and support new partnership arrangements between 

universities and other education providers, especially schools. 

  



F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S  F O R  T H E  R O L E  O F  T H E  S T A T E  I N  H I G H E R  E D U C A T I O N  
 

Page | 72  

 

In Western Australia a relatively high percentage of low SES school students are resident in 

regional areas.  Analysis shows that, despite the much smaller population in the regions, the 

aggregate number of regional people classified as low SES is almost the same as that for 

Perth, with 46.5 per cent of people in the 15–29 age cohort of low SES being resident in 

regional areas of the State.  This data makes it clear that it will be a challenge for the State’s 

universities to increase their funding from the Commonwealth Government through the 

HEPPP programme unless there are better school outcomes for regional school students.   

There have also been challenges for Western Australian universities under the 

Commonwealth regional loadings scheme for universities, through which additional costs of 

regional delivery are recognized. The 2010 review of regional loadings (see Chapter 4)  

noted that: 

NSW, Queensland and Victoria are likely to get a significantly higher funding share 
under the revised formula because they have large numbers of regional students and 
some regionally headquartered universities with large external student load. While the 
total funding remains modest for WA and SA, they are also likely to get a larger share 
of funding under the revised formula. These states have no regionally headquartered 

universities and relatively small regional student load.
19

 

There being no significant support from the Commonwealth for regional delivery by the 

State’s universities, the issue may need to be addressed by the State if the State’s 

universities are to succeed in attaining the low SES targets that the Commonwealth has set. 

Beyond the financial there are compelling socio-economic reasons for the State to take 

action, given the high proportion of students, both school and tertiary, from low SES 

backgrounds in the regions. 

It is also essential that the success of Western Australia’s higher education institutions, both 

universities and VET institutions, in securing Commonwealth capital funding programmes is 

improved.  The Commonwealth Government has provided substantial new funds for higher 

education infrastructure and related purposes in recent years through the Higher Education 

Endowment Fund (HEEF) and Education Investment Fund (EIF). To varying degrees, State 

Governments have assisted their universities to gain access to these funds through strategic 

coordination, political support, matching funding, or a combination of all three approaches. 

Over rounds one to three and the ‘sustainability’ round of HEEF/EIF, the allocation of funds 

between the States has varied markedly from their shares of population or student numbers. 

Western Australia in particular has received a comparatively low share, only 3 per cent of the 

total, from this source and significantly less even than South Australia. 

  

                                                
19

 DEEWR, Review of Regional Loadings: Final Report (2010) 38. 



F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S  F O R  T H E  R O L E  O F  T H E  S T A T E  I N  H I G H E R  E D U C A T I O N  
 

Page | 73  

 

TABLE 8: Outcomes of rounds 1-3 in the ‘sustainability’ round of HEEF/EIF, by 
state 

 

State 
Number of Grants 

Received 

Funding Received 

(all rounds) 

Percentage of all 

funding received 

NSW 17 $572,538,000 34 per cent 

VIC 13 $512,083,000 30 per cent 

QLD 6 $288,481,000 17 per cent 

ACT 2 $101,000,000 6 per cent 

SA 3 $98,800,000 6 per cent 

WA 2 $54,500,000 3 per cent 

TAS 1 $45,000,000 3 per cent 

NT 1 $30,650,000 2 per cent 

MULTI-

STATE 
0 $0 0 per cent 

TOTAL 45 $1,703,052,000 100per cent 

Source: DEEWR 

The Panel has heard from central State Government agencies that there is little engagement 

from the university sector around preparation for EIF bids in particular, but also for ARC and 

NHMRC applications, until it is too late in the day for the State to make any meaningful 

contribution to the applications.  Further, there has been a tendency for universities to 

approach the State, via various ministers or departments, to approve co-investment for such 

applications far too late for such funding to be definitively signed-off by Treasury and 

Cabinet.  It became clear in discussions that, while senior executive members within the 

universities largely understand how the funding cycles of Government work, this 

understanding often does not extend to the people preparing Commonwealth bids. 

Some Commonwealth funding processes, such as EIF, require formal input from the State, 

which occurs at officer–to–officer level within the relevant bureaucracies.  The universities 

therefore need to recognise the value of the State having been fully briefed and engaged in 

the applications that are submitted from Western Australia. 

The Panel also encountered a view in the Department of Treasury that the need to provide 

leverage for Commonwealth programs is actually costing the State financially, rather than 

achieving a net gain.  The universities, however, dispute this view and cite several 

examples, the most notable being that relating to State seed investment in WA:ERA, to 

illustrate a significant return in terms of industry funding, as well as research gains that 
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benefit the State.  There would be value in the Department of Education Services initiating 

some cost–benefit reviews of Commonwealth-funded projects in which the State provided 

leverage funding, and convening a round-table discussion between the universities and the 

Department of Treasury on the outcomes of these reviews. 

One further area raised by some universities as warranting some State matching funding is 

in philanthropy.  The case of Queensland is well–known and understood, and Western 

Australian universities are conscious of the significance of the matching funding provided by 

the Queensland State Government which ensured the flow of significant philanthropic 

moneys into health research in that State. In keeping with other views expressed in 

interviews, it was argued that any such approach in Western Australia needs to be based 

upon a clear policy.  Indeed, the Panel noted the consistent desire on behalf of all parties for 

clear policy for all State investment in higher education, as opposed to a perceived random 

or reactive approach over a long period of time. 

9.3 University legislation must facilitate growth and revenue diversification  

One enduring role for the State in relation to its universities relates to the Acts of 

establishment of the five universities.  In particular, the State’s role here is to introduce 

amending legislation to the Parliament that is consistent with the evolving nature and 

purposes of a contemporary university.  It has been pointed out, for example, that three of 

the Activity Centres singled out in the State’s Directions 2031 planning blueprint each 

include a university.  In two cases, the Murdoch Activity Centre and the Curtin/Bentley 

Activity Centre, the envisaged development of a Centre will involve uses of university land 

that are not contemplated by the Acts of the respective universities.   

The increasingly pressing need for universities to generate revenue independent of 

government funding raises the need for the State to amend the Acts to permit a broader 

range of commercial activities than is currently allowable.  This, in turn, gives rise to the 

question as to whether the governance structures of universities need to be amended in 

parallel with the increasingly ‘corporate’ nature of their activities.  The varying capacity of the 

public universities to use their land has an impact on their ability to maximise student 

numbers or conduct commercial activities. 

Universities may have an explicit or implied power to commercially exploit university 

research or facilities. It is held that unless an express power to the contrary exists, the power 

to exploit these resources would be limited to ‘university purposes’, considered to be 

education, training and research. The University of Western Australia has the express power 

to erect buildings for the purpose of deriving income (University of Western Australia Act 

1911, s.15A) without specific reference to the pursuit of university purposes. 

Summary 

For all the universities, it is important that there is an understanding within State agencies 

that such commercial activity is increasingly important in terms of income generation and 

diversification at a time when public funding is static or decreasing, and increases in student 

fees are, at the moment, not on the table for discussion. The recommendations appended to 

Part 4 of this report should assist in increasing this communication and understanding within 

and between the State’s key agencies and the higher education sector. 
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Recommendation 13 

That the Department of Education Services, in consultation with each of the 

universities, instruct on the preparation of a Universities’ Acts Amendment Bill that 

modernises, where necessary, the Acts’ governance, commercial and land use 

provisions with appropriate provisions for continuing accountability to the State 

Parliament. 
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Chapter 10 The role of the State in meeting future challenges for higher 

education 

10.1 Current roles are limited and uncoordinated 

In Western Australia, different State agencies have different forms of working relationships 

with higher education providers, and the State Government in total makes a substantial 

funding contribution, especially through land grants and research projects. The Department 

of Education Services (DES) has an overall policy role in relation to higher education but 

does not have a coordinating role across the Government,  has limited capacity and provides 

no direct program funding. DES until recently performed the regulatory role in relation to the 

recognition of higher education providers and the accreditation of courses but this function is 

now the responsibility of the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA); 

however DES has ongoing responsibility for university legislation. The State Government, 

through DES, is a supporter of the education export sector, for example through funding to 

Perth Education City.
20

 

As noted earlier, the Western Australian Higher Education Council (WAHEC) is a regular 

meeting between the Minister for Education, who has portfolio responsibilities for higher 

education in Western Australia, and the Vice-Chancellors of the State’s five universities. The 

meeting usually occurs 3–4 times a year and provides a forum to discuss matters of 

common strategic concern but generally does not involve other portfolios. 

The State Government plays a role in innovation policy, including promoting and funding 

collaboration between State research agencies, industry and the universities. Innovation 

policy and programs in relation to the sciences and engineering in Western Australia are 

primarily the responsibility of the Department of Commerce (in the portfolio of the Minister for 

Planning; Culture and the Arts; Science and Innovation). This portfolio includes the Office of 

the Chief Scientist for Western Australia and the Technology and Industry Advisory Council 

(TIAC), both of which play an essentially advisory role.  Responsibility for medical research 

lies primarily with the Department of Health, through the Medical Health Research 

Infrastructure Fund, while other non-science Government departments and agencies, such 

as Education or Culture and the Arts, are periodically involved with research or teaching 

projects within the sector.  Other State agencies, such as Lotterywest and Healthway, also 

play a role in research funding, primarily in health.  

There is, however, no integrated policy statement or strategy for higher (or tertiary) 

education, either as an industry in its own right or as a part of broader industry, economic or 

social strategy. There is no Governmental mechanism to oversee or coordinate the diverse 

range of points of intersection between State Government agencies and the higher 

education sector or between the higher education and VET and schools sectors. 

                                                
20

 It should be noted that in 1992-3 there was an Office of Higher Education within the State 
Government.  Its functions have largely been subsumed by DES. 
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Submissions made by various departments and agencies — such as the Departments of 

Commerce, State Development, Indigenous Affairs, Culture and the Arts, Agriculture and 

Food the Regional Development Council — echoed the need for a whole-of-government 

approach. This is seen as crucial to identifying State priorities for funding and policy 

development, local and regional strategies that support access to higher education and 

recognising the contribution that each partner — universities, state training providers, 

secondary education providers, business, industry, Government — can make to State 

development. 

Symptomatic of this situation is the acknowledgement by the Department of State 

Development that, outside of the Perth Education City process, their involvement with 

universities is ‘occasional and ad hoc’. Relationships are considered sporadic and 

representative of isolated research inquiries rather than a systematic approach to research 

or problem–solving. Interviews with representatives from the universities also indicated a 

desire for a strategic and coordinated approach regarding R&D, innovation, supply of 

students, workforce demand and in relationships with the Commonwealth. 

The Department of Commerce observed in its submission that it acts as a cross-institutional 

and cross-jurisdictional broker by facilitating collaboration between universities, industry, 

State Government and agencies, and the Commonwealth in the area of science (no 

Government agency plays a similar role in the non-science areas).  It also, however, 

welcomed a whole-of-government integrated policy statement or strategy as a means of 

communicating the role of the State Government in research and innovation. 

Comments received in some interviews have led the Panel to an impression that, because 

the Commonwealth has been the major funder for the State’s universities for many years, 

some State departments have adopted this as a default position and chosen to engage with 

universities only on an ad hoc basis or not at all, rather than seeing the institutions as having 

the potential to contribute significantly to the State’s overall agendas.  In the contemporary 

environment, where universities such as UWA receive 40 per cent or less of their operating 

funding from the Commonwealth, this issue needs reconsidering by Government as a whole, 

because it is West Australians, through their HECS or FEE-HELP payments, who are now 

becoming the significant funders of the State’s universities. 

The State’s draft State Planning Strategy proposes as one of its key objectives that ‘WA 

becomes globally competitive as a creative, innovative and knowledge-based economy’ and 

the document goes on to note that ‘Embracing creativity and knowledge is both vital to the 

social wellbeing of the State’s communities and critical to advancing the WA economy’.   

But the view of the Panel is that these aspirations would be more readily met by stronger 

awareness and co-ordination of the State and higher education relationships across 

Government.  The Panel’s views have been formed through feedback from both universities 

and Government agencies, and through analysis of the role of state and regional 

governments internationally and interstate in human capital development and in facilitation of 

innovation and research and development.  
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10.2 State Government roles should be strengthened and broadened 

With the increasing importance of knowledge-based industries to State economies, a 

number of State Governments have adopted quite strategic orientations to their higher 

education or broader tertiary education sectors. This has occurred in the context of a clear 

trend toward more comprehensive strategies by State Governments designed to enhance 

the development of the knowledge economy. 

This is particularly evident in Queensland where sustained and focussed investment in 

research and development and effective coordination at the State level has seen that State’s 

universities and research and innovation system grow and diversify. There have been 

positive outcomes in relation to research revenue, success in leveraging investment from the 

Commonwealth, industry and philanthropic sources, and the quality and impact of research 

outcomes from the State’s universities.  

Based on the analysis of other State strategies for higher education as provided in Appendix 

A the most effective approaches to the role of State Governments in higher education in 

recent years appear to have involved: 

 recognition of the significance of higher education as an industry sector in its own right 

as well as a key enabler of other industries; 

 the development of a strategic role for the State Governments in better connected and 

responsive tertiary education (both higher education and VET) as part of a broader 

economic/industry strategy; 

 specific strategies in areas where the State is a major employer (e.g. teaching and 

nursing) or where there are critical workforce needs (health); 

 measures to promote access and participation, especially in regional areas where there 

is opportunity for the State and higher education institutions to work in partnership to 

achieve this; 

 measures to strengthen collaboration across the education sectors; 

 some direct State funding of targeted initiatives in higher education, especially where 

this has the capacity to leverage funds from other sources; 

 State Government initiatives to promote ‘clusters’ or ‘centres of excellence’ in particular 

fields of research and teaching, often including involvement from State agencies and 

industry; 

 support for measures to attract and retain high quality research-active personnel; 

 a significant State Government role in the promotion and support of education exports; 

 strong and well-researched advocacy by the State for the sector as whole and for 

individual institutions; and 

 strong coordination of State agencies involved in the development and delivery of the 

strategy. 

The current approach in Western Australia has relatively few of these characteristics.  
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The factors driving this trend in other States would seem to apply with particular force in 

Western Australia and were strongly emphasised in the consultation process, in particular 

the need to locate the role of the State Government in the broader context of its approach to 

human capital development and the transition to a knowledge-based economy. The State’s 

geographic isolation demands a high degree of self–reliance as well as effective intra-state 

networks and capacity. The State’s small population arguably makes the State Government 

a relatively more significant player in the development of human capital. 

The institutions and individuals consulted agreed on the value of a whole-of-government 

approach to the higher education sector in Western Australia. Such an approach was 

recognised as stimulating research activity, enabling access to higher education for a wider 

range of students and developing strategic links between universities, Government and 

industry. 

Engagement by the State in higher education is also required to bolster the competitive 

position of the State’s universities in attracting domestic and international students and staff, 

to address the below average performance of Western Australia in attracting Commonwealth 

funding and investment allocated on a competitive basis, and to help improve the State’s 

competitive position in relation to research outcomes and international rankings. 

State Government departments also recognised the benefits of such an approach. They 

argued that identification and alignment of common interests would support State 

development goals, assist in addressing demand for workforce skills and qualifications and 

create a stronger research environment. 

However, some reservations were expressed by representatives from some institutions who 

were concerned that a ‘directive’ relationship might be sought between the State 

Government and universities. The conduct of the relationship between the State and the 

higher education sector will need to recognise the autonomy of each as well as their 

common interests and should involve the State playing a facilitation and co-ordination role in 

order to achieve mutually-agreed outcomes, rather than a directive one.  In particular, it 

should avoid adding to the already extensive environment of Commonwealth regulation in 

which our universities operate. 

Note that Appendix A contains a detailed analysis and summary of the extensive strategies 

adopted or proposed in other States and the Northern Territory in relation to the role of the 

State Governments in higher education. 
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10.3 There is strong support for the development of a strategic framework for higher 

education and the State 

A common theme to emerge from consultations was the need for the State to develop and 

articulate a coherent long-term strategy for higher education in Western Australia which 

would encompass many of the issues outlined above. The development of such a strategy is 

the focus of Recommendation 1 of this report (see page 7).  

That strategy should focus on the State’s economic and social goals and should articulate 

the way in which the Government and its agencies will work with the State’s universities and 

other higher education institutions to realise those goals. The strategy should not be a 

prescriptive plan for the sector, nor for individual institutions—that would be inappropriate 

and strongly resisted by the universities which are autonomous institutions operating in 

national and international contexts as well as within the State.   

The strategy should set out the State’s likely population trajectories, including at regional 

levels, and indicate levels of growth required to maintain or increase participation rates in 

both undergraduate and postgraduate programmes. 

The strategy should look to a model that has a range of different providers, including 

interstate universities where the State’s universities are not able or willing to play a role, and 

focus upon meeting the needs of all student cohorts to ensure that aspiration is built and 

participation maximized. 

The strategy should also focus on how the State Government will assist in the ongoing 

development of higher education as a major industry in its own right; for example by 

strengthening the international education sector and ensuring that all universities are able to 

fully utilise their land and other physical assets.  

Critically, the strategy should articulate the place of the higher education sector in the State’s 

innovation system and identify how its role and interconnections with the other components 

of the system, particularly VET, will be enhanced. 

The strategy should have regard to successful approaches in other States, adapting them as 

appropriate to the particular circumstances, challenges and opportunities of Western 

Australia. 

As a key part of the process, a map of all State Government/university interactions should be 

developed, together with a mapping of State needs and priorities against the capabilities of 

the university sector. 

In order to achieve a more effective State engagement with higher education, and to ensure 

that the strategic plan gains serious traction, there are some other key issues that the State 

needs to address.   
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10.4 More effective coordination within the State is required 

As highlighted above, almost all stakeholders saw the need for more effective coordination 

of the State’s strategic engagement with universities. In this regard universities and State 

department and agencies saw value in the Department of Education Services (DES) 

providing a point of interaction and coordination across Government to the sector as a whole 

on critical and strategic issues, through the Western Australian Higher Education Council. 

This role should not replace the primary responsibility of individual departments for matters 

within their portfolios; but DES could facilitate processes of consultation with the sector as a 

whole through the Council and maintain an active register of critical issues requiring input 

from the sector, as well as coordinating whole of Government input to the sector on critical 

issues. 

DES could also assume responsibility for the development of the strategy outlined above 

and monitor its implementation, in particular by reporting to Cabinet through the responsible 

Minister on key indicators of the health of the higher education sector. 

A further specific function could be to assess and monitor State investment levels in higher 

education. Current approaches to measuring State funding for higher education have been 

found to be inconsistent and almost certainly understate the true level of investment. 

In addition, the Panel recommends that the Department of the Premier and Cabinet should 

work with the Department of Education Services to ensure that significant decisions on 

higher education issues are taken at appropriately senior levels of Government.  A modest 

increase in resources available in both Departments would yield results significantly in 

excess of the outlay requested. 

10.5 An expanded Higher Education Council may be warranted 

A number of the universities proposed that the potential of the Western Australian Higher 

Education Council (WAHEC) was not being maximized. They proposed changes in the 

operation of the Council that would enable it to play a more strategic role in the dialogue 

between the sector and the State, and between the State and the Commonwealth as relates 

to higher education.  The Panel suggests that these changes could include an invitation for 

the Premier to attend one meeting a year for an exchange of views on the progress of higher 

education in the State; the inclusion of a senior representative from the Department of the 

Premier and Cabinet in the ex officio membership of the Council; and the establishment of a 

working group of officers from the two Departments and from the senior ranks of the 

universities to establish agendas for the Council and to work on issues between Council 

meetings. In this revised format, WAHEC could play a key role in both developing and 

implementing a State higher education strategy, and could also be the forum for delivery of a 

number of the recommendations made in this report that relate to communication between 

State agencies and the universities.  The Panel would expect that this working group could 

become a significant means of strengthening contact between the State and the universities.  

In proposing a broadening of membership, The Panel also recommends that, on a needs 

basis, representatives from other key State agencies, and individuals from the broader 

community, could be invited to attend Council meetings to strengthen the impact of WAHEC 

within Government as well as in the higher education sector more broadly. 
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10.6 Governance and the compliance overload for Universities is an issue 

Officers from the Office of the Auditor-General gave the Panel a generally very favourable 

view of university governance in Western Australia.  Their observations were that:  

 major decisions are taken at an appropriate level; 

 the monitoring of quality is good; 

 review processes are generally good: structurally set up well, using good skill sets, 
with prompt action being taken when problems arise;  

 compliance with legislation is pretty good; and 

 there is good internal reporting to the Audit Committees of the Universities. 

Issues remain with some accounting treatments, particularly as relates to the timing of 

payments from the Commonwealth.  The universities need to recognise the State’s 

additional standard for Government reporting that they are required to adhere to under the 

State’s Financial Management Act 2006.  At the same time it is recognised that universities 

work in practice on a calendar year financial basis but are required to report to the State on a 

financial year one, which causes some pressure within the institutions.  

The Panel and the Auditor-General’s officers reflected on the importance of the Auditor- 

General understanding the requirements of the new Tertiary Education Quality and 

Standards Agency (TEQSA) reporting requirements for universities, to ensure that this does 

not result in overlapping or burdening of universities.  This might best be achieved through a 

briefing by officers from DES. 

On other issues of governance, the Panel suggests that the Minister for Education might 

meet with the Chancellors of the universities on an annual basis, so that issues of 

importance to the State can be directly communicated to them, and in order for the 

Chancellors to raise with the Minister any issues relating to governance that might be of 

concern to them. 

10.7 The State’s engagement with the compact discussions needs to be improved 

The Panel heard from the Department of Education Services that, despite the State’s formal 

role with and responsibilities for the public universities, and despite requests to the 

Commonwealth Department, the Department is not invited to join the discussions between 

the Commonwealth and the universities around the compacts at which major higher 

education and research funding performance targets are established.  If the State is to play a 

more strategic role in partnership with the universities, and if the implications of 

Commonwealth policy for the State are fully understood by all parties, the Panel views it as 

essential that the Department of the Premier and Cabinet intervene with their counterparts in 

Canberra to ensure a seat at the table for the Department of Education Services at the 

annual compact or profile discussions between any of the State’s universities and the 

Department of Industry, Innovation, Science, Research and Tertiary Education (DIISRTE). 
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Recommendation 14 

That the Department of Education Services and the Department of the Premier and 

Cabinet be resourced to facilitate the development of a higher education strategy and 

to facilitate the implementation of the recommendations contained in this report. 

 

Recommendation 15 

a. That the Western Australian Higher Education Council, supported by the 

Department of Education Services and chaired by the Minister responsible for 

higher education, be formally constituted and recognised as the primary point 

of engagement with Western Australian universities in relation to statewide 

and system wide issues and initiatives.  

b. That Ministers and senior officers from other portfolios be invited to place 

issues on the Council agenda and participate in Council meetings for relevant 

agenda items. 

 

Recommendation 16 

a. That the Commonwealth Government be requested to resume the practice of 

meetings with the Department of Education Services (and in the future other 

portfolios) in relation to key State priorities prior to compact meetings with 

universities. 

b. That the State request the right to participate in compact discussions and that 

the views of other States on this issue be sought with the view to having it 

formally considered at both Ministerial Council and COAG.  

c. That the Department of Education Services meet on an annual basis with each 

university prior to compact discussions to gain a more timely and long term 

understanding of each university’s strategic directions, the State’s views on 

those directions and ways in which the State can assist the university to meet 

those objectives in particular through support for major Commonwealth 

funded initiatives and initiatives where partnerships with the State will leverage 

Commonwealth and industry investment and philanthropic contributions. 
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10.8 Conclusion 

This report sets out a range of issues confronting the relationship between the State and the 

higher education sector in Western Australia, but also endeavours to show the potential that 

this relationship could have, a potential that would be achieved with little cost in terms of 

dollars or effort by all parties.   

The primary effort will be one of attitude.  From the universities there will need to be a 

preparedness to communicate more effectively with the State, and to understand what the 

key drivers for State development are.  In so doing there is the potential to gain the State’s 

understanding and support in dealing with some of the forces confronting higher education, 

not only in Australia, but around the world in this period of unprecedented change for the 

institutions.   The recent Ernst & Young report University of the Future sets out a hypothesis 

in which 

… the dominant university model in Australia– a broad-based teaching and research 

institution supported by a large asset base and a large, predominantly in-house back 

office – will prove unviable in all but a few cases over the next 10–15 years.
21

 

While not all will subscribe fully to the view presented in University of the Future, there are 

enough issues raised that warrant serious consideration by the universities and the State in 

a collaborative and strategic manner, as proposed in the first set of recommendations from 

this report. 

From the Government and some of its agencies there will need to be a change to the old 

habit of thinking of the universities as creatures of the Commonwealth, with very little 

relevance for the State.  Here, too, improved communication will be paramount and a 

willingness to look to a strategic, long-term partnership that will deliver significant benefits for 

Western Australia.  Not to do so will mean that the State’s aspirations to be a leading 

knowledge economy and sophisticated society will have little hope of being achieved.  And 

this is surely not the future that any of us wish to pass on to future generations of West 

Australians. 

 

                                                
21

 Ernst & Young, University of the Future (October, 2012) 4  
<http://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/University_of_the_future/$FILE/University_of_the_future

_2012.pdf> at 15 November 2012. 
 

http://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/University_of_the_future/$FILE/University_of_the_future_2012.pdf
http://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/University_of_the_future/$FILE/University_of_the_future_2012.pdf
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Appendix A  

Higher education strategies and the role of Government in other States 

A.1 Innovation strategies 

To varying degrees all States have developed coordinating arrangements and strategies 

focussed on innovation which have implications for their universities. The Commonwealth 

Department of Industry, Innovation, Science and Research and Tertiary Education notes that 

a common feature of these approaches is the use of priorities to guide R&D investment or 

activity. For example, the former Queensland Government had identified investment criteria 

to guide Government investment decisions in R&D activities. A number of jurisdictions have 

or had overarching innovation policy statements or strategies in place which aim to facilitate 

a whole-of-Government approach to research and innovation (e.g. Queensland’s R&D 

Investment Strategy 2010-2020; South Australia’s 10-year Vision for Science, Technology 

and Innovation; Tasmania’s Economic Development Plan; Northern Territory’s Backing 

Territory Research). Many jurisdictions also have governance arrangements in place to 

guide their Government’s policy decisions in relation to R&D and innovation, including 

through the roles of the Chief Scientists and advisory councils. 

The innovation strategies of State Governments include a range of programs (varying in 

amount of funding available) to support research, some of which is conducted by 

universities, and broader innovation objectives. Leveraging of Australian Government 

funding, and in particular infrastructure funding, is a common attribute of State Governments’ 

funding support, with the level of leveraging often identified as a key performance metric 

(DIISR 2011). Summary details of the innovation strategies in each State and Territory are 

available in Appendix B to the Focusing Australia’s Publicly Funded Research Review 

(DIISR 2011b). 

A.2 Higher/tertiary education strategies 

Several States and Territories have developed explicit higher or tertiary education strategies 

that intersect with but go beyond the R&D functions of the universities. 

 

New South Wales 

A Discussion Paper for a New South Wales Tertiary Education Plan was released in June 

2010. Subsequently, the New South Wales Chief Scientist and Engineer collaborated with 

the Department of Education and Communities in developing the State's first Knowledge 

Statement and Tertiary Education Plan released in August 2010. The Plan was released 

jointly by the then Ministers for Education and Training, and Science and Medical Research. 

The Plan sets out six strategic priorities ‘for better aligning the tertiary education sector with 

the State’s priorities for economic and social development’: 

 increasing participation and attainment in tertiary education to boost productivity; 

 developing a highly educated and skilled workforce to support economic growth, 

innovation and social inclusion; 

 supporting regional development and sustainability; 
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 supporting education and research infrastructure initiatives; 

 facilitating research and development (R&D) and innovation; and 

 attracting international students and enriching their Australian experience. 

 

This Plan identifies ‘ten immediate commitments that the NSW Government will pursue in 

partnership with education providers, business and the community’:  

1. better integrate the tertiary education sector into the State’s economic planning; 

2. set a target to increase the percentage of 25 to 34 year olds in New South Wales who 

hold a Bachelor degree or above to 44 per cent by 2025; 

3. increase enrolments in higher education in New South Wales by students from low 

socio-economic backgrounds to 20 per cent of university enrolments by 2020; 

4. promote better links between schools and universities to lift participation and attainment 

and university enrolments especially in schools serving low socio-economic communities 

and regional NSW; 

5. provide a more flexible and responsive regulatory and planning environment; 

6. support and encourage the building of larger concentrations of research excellence in 

NSW; 

7. leverage Commonwealth infrastructure funding for New South Wales universities through 

mechanisms such as the New South Wales Knowledge Fund and the Science 

Leveraging Fund; 

8. establish more effective consultative mechanisms between the State and 

Commonwealth Governments, industry and the tertiary sector to better align graduate 

supply with immediate and longer-term New South Wales workforce needs; 

9. work with business, vocational education and training and higher education providers, to 

develop effective pathway programs into higher education to lift participation and 

attainment; and 

10. support TAFE NSW to develop a role as a degree-granting higher education provider. 

 

The status of the Knowledge Statement and Tertiary Education Plan with the current NSW 

Government is not yet clear, but the O’Farrell Government has honoured the previous 

Government’s commitment to provide matching funding to leverage Commonwealth 

infrastructure grants to the universities. 

 

Victoria 

The Victorian State Government has maintained a relatively strong level of engagement with 

higher education over a sustained period, including significant policy leadership and funding. 

It has also had a strong strategic emphasis on the development of the knowledge economy. 
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There has been major State investment in R&D projects, personnel and infrastructure, with a 

particularly strong emphasis on creating critical mass in research and in biotechnology. For 

example, the previous Victorian Government invested more than $637 million (from 1998 to 

2008) under the Science, Technology and Innovation (STI) initiative in which the universities 

were key players. Similar measures have continued after the conclusion of the STI. 

A 2009 economic impact assessment of the STI initiative on Victoria for the period 2000 to 

2014 forecast that: 

 cumulative real Gross State Product (GSP) would be $1,670 million higher than in the 

absence of the initiative; 

 GSP is projected to increase by $2.40 to $3.56 for every dollar of Victorian Government 

investment; 

 $4.97 was leveraged for every $1 of STI initiative funding; and 

 many of the benefits captured in the analysis will run beyond 2014 (Deloitte 2009). 

Following advice from an expert panel, the Victorian Government released its Tertiary 

Education Access Plan in October 2010. That Plan identifies seven priorities: 

1. increasing tertiary attainment by low socioeconomic status (SES) students; 

2. increasing rural and regional tertiary attainment; 

3. supporting more existing workers to gain tertiary qualifications; 

4. working with the Commonwealth to strengthen Victoria’s tertiary education sector; 

5. strengthening global connections; 

6. building a knowledge-driven economy; and 

7. better integrating the tertiary education sector into Victoria’s social and economic 

planning. 

Early actions include: 

 facilitating and supporting school-VET-university partnerships which focus on low SES 

students; 

 improving tertiary education options in regional Victoria with new funding and the 

introduction of new Government internships; 

 improving networks between industry and the tertiary education sector; 

 advocating for an extension of Commonwealth Supported Places for undergraduate 

degrees delivered by selected TAFE institutes and other approved higher education 

providers; 

 working with tertiary education providers to examine current and future challenges and 

prospects for the Victorian international education industry and to identify potential new 

international markets for international education; 

 supporting and encouraging the development of innovation precincts; 
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 establishing a Tertiary Education Provider Council to improve the coordination and 

effectiveness of tertiary education in Victoria; and 

 funding a fellowship in Tertiary Education and Training to provide research to develop 

Victoria’s tertiary education sector. 

The Baillieu Government is not proceeding to implement these recommendations, and is 

redirecting capital funding announced for regional student accommodation at universities 

announced by the previous Government to support regional higher education provision 

through partnerships with TAFE Institutes. The Regional Partnerships Facilitation Fund is a 

$20 million competitive grant fund to support consortia of tertiary education providers in 

delivering higher education programs and pathways in regional Victoria. 

 

Queensland 

Arguably the most comprehensive and sustained State Government strategy to develop the 

knowledge economy was that pursued by the previous Queensland Government from 1998-

2012. The then-Government was committed to a target of three out of four Queenslanders 

holding trade, training or tertiary qualifications by 2020.  

The Smart State strategy was reviewed and renewed for the period 2008-2012. The 

Queensland Government stated that the achievements of the Smart State strategy include: 

 36 new Queensland research institutes; 

 over 230 new scholarships, fellowships and grants to support ground-breaking research; 

and 

 60,000 new jobs created in knowledge intensive industries. 

The Queensland State Government’s approach to higher education was framed within the 

Smart State Strategy. Much of the State investment in R&D under the strategy has been in 

the universities and the State Government has played an active role in supporting and 

promoting the State as a destination for international higher education students. The 

previous State Government had a history of active engagement with the Commonwealth on 

higher education funding and policy issues and was highly effective in using State 

contributions to leverage Commonwealth funding. 

In 2010, an independent review of Queensland’s post-secondary education and training 

system by The Allen Consulting Group was commissioned to provide advice and make 

recommendations on the current state and future direction of the post-secondary education 

and training system in Queensland. The review identified new national, State and regional 

challenges and recommended a range of strategies including partnerships with industry and 

the Commonwealth Government to improve access, participation and outcomes. The 

review’s overarching recommendation, which was accepted by the State Government at the 

time, was to develop a new strategy and plan for Queensland’s tertiary education and 

training system.  However, the Smart State Strategy has now been abandoned by the new 

Queensland Government and no alternative strategy for higher education established in its 

place. 
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South Australia 

South Australia has in place a 10-Year Vision for Science, Technology and Innovation, a 

whole-of-Government initiative, based on three foundational strategies: building capacity and 

infrastructure; momentum through collaboration; and developing people and communities. A 

core theme is the creation of strong partnerships involving Government, universities, 

research institutions and businesses that drive collaboration through co-investment. 

As a separate initiative, the University City Project, was established to fulfil former Premier 

Mike Rann’s vision for positioning Adelaide as an international hub for high quality higher 

education programs. The aim essentially has been to attract top ranking international 

universities to establish presences in Adelaide for the long term whilst also building a 

network of specialised centres. The South Australian Government also works with 

universities, private and public education providers and the Adelaide City Council to market 

Adelaide as a study destination, to provide marketing analysis for the industry and offer 

community support for students choosing to study in South Australia.  

Like Western Australia, South Australia does not have an explicit, integrated higher 

education or tertiary education strategy. There is a VET-specific plan, the Skills for All policy, 

which sets the strategic direction for vocational education and training in the state for 2011-

2014. 

 

Tasmania 

The University of Tasmania (UTAS) is the only university based in the State so higher 

education strategy for the Tasmanian State Government is principally focussed on the 

relationship between the Government and the University. There is a range of very close 

collaborations, especially in agricultural and fisheries research. There is also a formal 

Partnership Agreement between the State Government and the University that has provided 

the framework for a wide range of interactions. 

The third partnership agreement between the Government and UTAS came into effect in 

2008 and is now due for renewal. The 2008 agreement focused on the priority areas of 

health, education, climate change, Antarctic and marine science, and island culture. It has 

been agreed that the next version of the agreement should focus on advancing education in 

Tasmania. The Department of Education has responsibility on behalf of the State for 

negotiating the Agreement with the University. 
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Northern Territory 

As in Tasmania, Charles Darwin University and the Northern Territory Government have a 

Partnership Agreement. Development and implementation of the agreement is overseen by 

a Peak Group that is led jointly by the Vice Chancellor and the Chief Executive of the Office 

of the Chief Minister, and includes senior Government and university executives. 

The agreement is supported by schedules that spell out specific areas of activity, strategies 

to be implemented and key performance indicators. The current agreement has nine such 

schedules: 

1. economic development; 

2. indigenous opportunity; 

3. learning environment; 

4. creative industries; 

5. Australian and global connections; 

6. strong regions; 

7. healthy communities; 

8. good governance; and 

9. sustainable terrestrial and aquatic resources. 
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Appendix B  

Stakeholder consultation list 

Name Position 

Universities and other higher education and training providers 

Curtin University of Technology  

Professor Jeanette Hacket Vice-Chancellor 

Professor Colin Stirling Deputy Vice-Chancellor, Academic 

Edith Cowan University  

Hon Hendy Cowan Chancellor 

Professor Kerry Cox Vice-Chancellor 

Professor Arshad Omari Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Academic) 

Professor John Finlay-Jones Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Research and 

Advancement) 

Murdoch University  

Mr Terry Budge Chancellor 

Professor Richard Higgott Vice-Chancellor 

Mr John Baldwin Deputy Vice-Chancellor, Professional 

Services 

Mr John Pike Executive Officer, Government Policy and 

Relations 

University of Notre Dame Australia  

Professor Celia Hammond Vice-Chancellor 

The University of Western Australia  

Dr Michael Chaney Chancellor 

Professor Paul Johnson Vice-Chancellor 

Professor Alan Robson Former Vice-Chancellor 

Polytechnic West  
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Name Position 

Mr Keith Vulleta  Chair of Board 

Mr Wayne Collyer  Managing Director 

Ms Michelle Hoad  General Manager, Education and Training 

Mr Bill Swetman  General Manager, Organisational Services 

Central Institute of Technology  

Mr Neil Fernandes Managing Director 

Mr Jamie Mackaway  General Manager, Strategy and 

Development 

Challenger Institute  

Ms Liz Harris  Managing Director 

Ms Jill Jamieson  General Manager Training Services 

Ms Melanie Sorenson General Manager Organisational Learning 

and Development 

Professor Selma Alliex Governing Council Member 

State Government Departments 

Department of Agriculture and Food  

Mr Rob Delane Director General 

Mr Richard Payne Principal Policy Officer 

Department of Commerce  

Mr John Donovan Director, Policy and Planning 

Ms Michele Clement Director, Policy, Science and Program 

Management 

Mr Michael Dickson A/General Manager, Strategic Policy, 

Industry, Science and Innovation Division 

Department of Education   

Mr Lindsay Hale Executive Director, Statewide Services 
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Name Position 

Ms Lesley Street Director, Statewide Delivery and Planning 

Department of Health  

Mr Kim Snowball Director General 

Department of Planning  

Mr Pete Zadeian Director State Strategic Planning 

Mr Martin Mileham Executive Director 

Department of Training and Workforce 

Development 

 

Dr Ruth Shean Director General 

Mr Simon Walker Executive Director, Policy, Planning and 

Evaluation 

Mr Phil de Garis Managing Director, Education and Training 

International 

Department of Treasury  

Mr Rod Whithear Executive Director, Strategic Policy and 

Evaluation 

Dr Kylie Coulson Assistant Director, Performance and 

Evaluation 

Department of State Development  

Ms Nicky Cusworth Deputy Director General Strategic Policy 

Mr Fabrice Gregoire A/General Manager, Strategic Policy 

School Curriculum and Standards 

Authority 

 

Professor Patrick Garnett Chair 

Mr Alan Blagaich Chief Executive Officer 

Councils 

Regional Development Council  
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Name Position 

Mr Ian Fletcher Executive Chairperson 

Integrity Agencies 

Auditor General  

Mr Glen Clarke Deputy Auditor General 

Industry Associations 

Committee for Economic Development   

Ms Liz Ritchie State Director 

Ms Alana Joske Associate Director 

Chamber of Minerals and Energy  

Mr Bruce Campbell-Fraser  

Ms Kathy Gecan  

Research Institutes 

Telethon Institute for Child Health 

Research 

 

Professor Moira Clay Director, Academic and Research 

Services 

Professor Wayne Thomas Head, Molecular Biotechnology 

Ms Kathy Vial Manager, Academic Services 

The Lion’s Eye Institute  

Professor David Mackey Managing Director 

Western Australian Institute of Medical 

Research 

 

Professor Peter Klinken Director 
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Appendix C 

List of written submissions 

 

1- Central Institute of Technology 

2- School Curriculum and Standards Authority 

3- The University of Western Australia 

4- Murdoch University 

5- Polytechnic West 

6- Department of Indigenous Affairs 

7- The University of Notre Dame Australia 

8- Curtin University 

9- Regional Development Council 

10- Chamber of Commerce and Industry Western Australia (CCIWA) 

11- Department of Commerce 

12- Rural and Regional Education Advisory Council 

13- Edith Cowan University 
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Appendix D 

Excellence in Research Australia outcomes 

Field of Research CURTIN ECU MURDOCH UWA UNDA 

Mathematical 

Sciences 
3 n/a 2 3 n/a 

Pure Mathematics n/a n/a n/a 4 n/a 

Applied Mathematics 3 n/a n/a 3 n/a 

Numerical and 

Computational 

Mathematics 

3 n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Physical Sciences 3 n/a n/a 5 n/a 

Astronomical and 

Space Sciences 
3 n/a n/a 5 n/a 

Classical Physics n/a n/a n/a 5 n/a 

Condensed Matter 

Physics 
3 n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Optical Physics n/a n/a n/a 5 n/a 

Quantum Physics 3 n/a n/a 4 n/a 

Chemical Sciences 3 n/a 3 3 n/a 

Analytical Chemistry 4 n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Inorganic Chemistry n/a n/a n/a 3 n/a 

Medicinal and 

Biomolecular 

Chemistry 

n/a n/a n/a 5 n/a 

Physical Chemistry 

(Incl. Structural) 
4 n/a 5 3 n/a 

Earth Sciences 5 n/a n/a 4 n/a 

Geochemistry 5 n/a n/a 4 n/a 

Geology 5 n/a n/a 5 n/a 

Geophysics 4 n/a n/a 4 n/a 
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Field of Research CURTIN ECU MURDOCH UWA UNDA 

Oceanography n/a n/a n/a 4 n/a 

Environmental 

Sciences 
3 2 2 4 n/a 

Environmental 

Science and 

Management 

4 3 4 5 n/a 

Soil Sciences n/a n/a n/a 4 n/a 

Biological Sciences 2 3 3 4 n/a 

Biochemistry and Cell 

Biology 
n/a n/a n/a 4 n/a 

Ecology n/a 3 3 5 n/a 

Evolutionary Biology n/a n/a n/a 5 n/a 

Genetics n/a n/a 4 4 n/a 

Microbiology n/a n/a 3 n/a n/a 

Plant Biology 3 3 3 4 n/a 

Zoology 3 n/a 4 4 n/a 

Agricultural and 

Veterinary Sciences 
3 n/a 4 3 n/a 

Animal Production n/a n/a 4 n/a n/a 

Crop and Pasture 

Production 
n/a n/a 5 3 n/a 

Fisheries Sciences n/a n/a 3 n/a n/a 

Veterinary Sciences n/a n/a 4 n/a n/a 

Information and 

Computing Sciences 
2 1 2 3 n/a 

Artificial Intelligence 

and Image Processing 
3 2 2 3 n/a 

Computer Software n/a 1 n/a n/a n/a 
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Field of Research CURTIN ECU MURDOCH UWA UNDA 

Information Systems 2 2 2 n/a n/a 

Other Information 

and Computing 

Sciences 

n/a 1 n/a n/a n/a 

Engineering 3 2 3 4 n/a 

Chemical Engineering 4 n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Civil Engineering 2 n/a n/a 4 n/a 

Electrical and 

Electronic Engineering 
3 1 n/a 4 n/a 

Environmental 

Engineering 
n/a n/a n/a 4 n/a 

Materials Engineering 1 n/a n/a 3 n/a 

Mechanical 

Engineering 
4 n/a n/a 4 n/a 

Resources 

Engineering and 

Extractive Metallurgy 

3 n/a 5 n/a n/a 

Technology n/a 1 5 n/a n/a 

Agricultural 

Biotechnology 
n/a n/a 5 n/a n/a 

Communications 

Technologies 
n/a 1 n/a n/a n/a 

Medical and Health 

Sciences 
2 3 4 5 2 

Cardiovascular 

Medicine and 

Haematology 

n/a n/a n/a 5 2 

Clinical Sciences 1 3 5 5 2 

Dentistry n/a n/a n/a 3 n/a 
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Field of Research CURTIN ECU MURDOCH UWA UNDA 

Human Movement 

and Sports Science 

Immunology 

Medical Microbiology 

4 

n/a 

3 

3 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

5 

5 

4 

5 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

Neurosciences n/a 3 n/a 3 n/a 

Nursing 3 5 n/a n/a n/a 

Nutrition and 

Dietetics 
3 n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Oncology and 

Carcinogenesis 
n/a n/a n/a 4 n/a 

Ophthalmology and 

Optometry 
n/a n/a n/a 5 n/a 

Paediatrics and 

Reproductive 

Medicine 

4 n/a n/a 4 n/a 

Pharmacology and 

Pharmaceutical 

Sciences 

4 n/a n/a 4 n/a 

Medical Physiology n/a n/a n/a 5 n/a 

Public Health and 

Health Services 
1 2 n/a 4 1 

Built Environment and 

Design 
3 n/a n/a 3 n/a 

Architecture 2 n/a n/a 3 n/a 

Building 2 n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Urban and Regional 

Planning 
4 n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Education 3 2 2 3 1 

 

Education Systems 

 

n/a 2 n/a n/a n/a 
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Field of Research CURTIN ECU MURDOCH UWA UNDA 

Curriculum and 

Pedagogy 3 2 2 3 n/a 

Specialist Studies In 

Education 

Economics 

3 

2 

2 

2 

3 

n/a 

3 

4 

n/a 

n/a 

Applied Economics 2 2 n/a 4 n/a 

Econometrics 2 n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Commerce, 

Management, 

Tourism and Services 

2 1 2 4 n/a 

Accounting, Auditing 

and Accountability 
2 1 n/a 3 n/a 

Banking, Finance and 

Investment 
n/a 1 n/a 3 n/a 

Business and 

Management 
2 2 n/a 5 n/a 

Marketing 3 1 2 3 n/a 

Tourism 3 1 2 n/a n/a 

Studies In Human 

Society 
3 2 3 3 n/a 

Anthropology n/a n/a n/a 3 n/a 

Criminology n/a 1 n/a n/a n/a 

Human Geography n/a n/a n/a 3 n/a 

Policy and 

Administration 
3 n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Political Science n/a 2 3 3 n/a 

Sociology 3 2 3 3 n/a 

Psychology and 

Cognitive Sciences 
3 1 3 4 n/a 
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Field of Research CURTIN ECU MURDOCH UWA UNDA 

Psychology 

Law and Legal Studies 

Law 

Studies In Creative 

Arts and Writing 

Art Theory and 

Criticism 

4 

 

2 

 

2 

 

3 

 

n/a 

 

 

1 

 

n/a 

 

n/a 

 

2 

 

2 

 

 

3 

 

3 

 

3 

 

2 

 

n/a 

 

 

5 

 

3 

 

3 

 

4 

 

3 

 

 

n/a 

 

n/a 

 

n/a 

 

n/a 

 

n/a 

 

 

Film, Television and 

Digital Media 
2 n/a 3 n/a n/a 

Journalism and 

Professional Writing 
n/a 2 3 n/a n/a 

Performing Arts and 

Creative Writing 
3 3 n/a 4 n/a 

Visual Arts and Crafts n/a 2 n/a n/a n/a 

Language, 

Communication and 

Culture 

3 3 3 4 n/a 

Communication and 

Media Studies 
2 3 3 n/a n/a 

Cultural Studies 4 3 3 3 n/a 

Linguistics n/a n/a n/a 3 n/a 

Literary Studies n/a n/a 3 5 n/a 

History and 

Archaeology 
3 n/a 3 4 n/a 

Archaeology n/a n/a n/a 3 n/a 

Historical Studies 3 n/a 3 4 n/a 

Philosophy and 

Religious Studies 
n/a n/a 2 3 

 

1 

 



F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S  F O R  T H E  R O L E  O F  T H E  S T A T E  I N  H I G H E R  E D U C A T I O N  
 

Page | 102  

 

Field of Research CURTIN ECU MURDOCH UWA UNDA 

Philosophy 

Religion and Religious 

Studies 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

3 

3 

n/a 

1 

1 

Source: DEEWR 
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