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Thirty-five years ago, in the Western suburbs of Sydney, Gough Whitlam told the Labor faithful at his 1972 campaign launch that spending on education would grow more rapidly under his leadership than in any other area of government. Education, he said, “should be the great instrument for the promotion of equality.” Among the education promises was one to abolish fees at universities, colleges of advanced education, and technical colleges. 

Last weekend, also in the Western suburbs of Sydney, Kevin Rudd launched the Labor campaign for the 2007 election. Again, education was a prominent theme.  But this time round, for universities, the promises were more modest than in 1972. Not free education for all, but half price HECS for those choosing to enrol in maths and science courses.  
This difference in messages, 35 years apart, is a reminder of the way Australia has changed.  In 1972 access to universities was a key issue for the nation.  More than a generation later, there are places for most Australian students who seek entry.  The issues around higher education are more difficult, more complex.
And for many Australians, as I will argue shortly, universities are not an issue at all.  

It is dangerous for a Vice-Chancellor, on the eve of an election, to offer comment on national politics.  So be assured, I will express no view about the party political battle about to begin.   

My task, rather, is to argue that universities must fight their way back onto the political agenda.   There are obvious reasons why the town pays little attention to the gown.  So if we want to be part of the national discussion, the onus is on universities – and those who support higher education – to make the case for more public attention.

Political failure

In the years immediately after Gough Whitlam stood on that stage in Blacktown, public funding for higher education indeed reached an all-time high.  If we use funding per student as the measure, the golden years for universities were 1975 to 1976.  

If governments spent as much per student now as they did then, universities would be $2.5 billion a year better off, receiving about $9 billion in public funding compared to around $6.5 billion now. 
Alas the decline in funding that began in 1976 continued, with few pauses through subsequent governments, Liberal and Labor alike.  Governments learned they could cut funding, and increase student costs, with remarkable little political consequence.  They applied this lesson with enthusiasm.
And if the public proved unconcerned about levels of spending on higher education, it showed even less interest in the policy framework governing higher education.  For Education ministers there have been more pressing preoccupations – schools in particular.  Focus on higher education policy has been episodic.  Like a model of punctuated equilibrium, higher education is characterised by long periods of relative stability suddenly thrown by a sharp burst of policy change as a minister turns their attention to the sector.

Thus the innovations introduced by Whitlam endured without major amendment for 15 years, only to be suddenly overthrown by a radical reshaping of the system in 1989, initiated by Minster John Dawkins.

In the 18 years since Dawkins, the policy framework has been modified incrementally, but remains surprisingly unaffected by changes of government. The higher education system at the end of 2007 is still recognisably the same system in place when John Howard became Prime Minister on 2 March 1996.
A Coalition government which has made major changes in policy areas such as taxation, employment services and federal-state relations, has not seen higher education policy as a major priority.  There have been activist ministers – Amanda Vanstone cut budgets in 1996, David Kemp sought unsuccessfully to introduce a form of voucher system in 1999, Brendan Nelson conducted a major review in 2002 and Julie Bishop and Peter Costello made significant new spending commitments in the 2007 federal budget, in particular, by establishing the Higher Education Endowment Fund.
But in policy terms, the system invented in the Dawkins era – a standard model for Australian universities with tight regulation of activity from Canberra and student contributions through HECS supplemented by international and domestic fee-paying students – remains largely intact.

Since during much of this period universities pressed for policy change, this record says much unflattering about the sector.  Clearly we are ineffectual lobbyists.  We failed to persuade the last Labor, or the present Coalition government, to restore annual indexation.  We could not convince successive governments to maintain levels of public investment.  And for long stretches we could not interest political leaders, or the general public, in universities and their significance for the country.  

In the past, attempts by higher education interest groups to sway votes have failed conspicuously.  In an attempt to punish the Coalition government for decisions about universities, the National Tertiary Education Union ran a marginal seats campaign in the 2001 election. The NTEU targeted 13 seats.  Seven of these swung to the Coalition. Undaunted, the NTEU ran a further campaign in 2004.  This time the union targeted 10 seats, with six swinging to the Coalition. 

A campaign by the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee in 1998 also conspicuously failed to sway public opinion.  Universities are not on the mind of electors when we walk up to the ballot box.

Will 2007 be any different?  Only the brave and the naive make firm predictions about something as volatile as politics.   But we can say if this election campaign follows the well-established Australian pattern, it is unlikely universities will feature prominently in the policy debate.
It is unclear whether the Coalition has further higher education announcements planned, given significant additional spending in the 2007 budget.  

On the Labor side, Kevin Rudd has signalled an ‘education revolution’.  So far, his focus has been on early childhood, schooling and skills. But his Shadow Minister, Stephen Smith, assures us that Labor will make a ‘substantial investment’ in universities. 
Yet looming in the background is a large federal surplus, and a rare opportunity to make one-off investments in key infrastructure.  A time of prosperity is the ideal moment to pursue what George Bush Snr memorably called ‘the vision thing’.

So we should not conclude that higher education can have no influence. But we must first understand and then look beyond immediate electoral considerations to influence the underlying views of the electorate. Universities and their supporters must knuckle down to the unglamorous and never-ending work of changing public opinion by running a long-term campaign about what universities contribute to the nation.  
The electoral realities
Elections require voters to bundle many concerns into just two votes, one for the House of Representatives, and one for the Senate. In practice, voters are likely to swayed by a handful of issues they regard as their most important concerns. Just last week The Age published a poll exploring what changes votes.  As usual, the economy was the single most important issue, nominated by 23% of respondents to the ACNielsen survey. This was followed, in order of importance, by health, industrial relations, and the environment. Education came fifth, nominated by 12% of respondents. 
But it would be optimistic to think even this modest 12% represents the size of the constituency interested, and inclined to vote about, universities. On the contrary, we know from previous research that people who rate education as important are concerned principally with schools. 
That is hardly surprising. Schooling is a universal experience for Australians – just as all Australians are directly affected, at some point in their lives, by the quality of our health system. The vast majority work or depend on someone who works, so industrial relations matters to almost everyone. And none of us can escape the impact of our environment. 

Higher education lacks this direct link to everyday experience. Less than one in 30 Australians is enrolled in, or working for, a university. Even among the most educated group of Australians, those aged between their mid-twenties and mid-thirties, less than 30% have a higher education qualification. Going to university remains the exception rather than the norm. 
We talk about an era of mass higher education and, compared to our higher education past, that’s true.  But university participation is still small compared with other services which must compete for electoral and policy attention.
Of course, in a room full of alumni and people vitally interested in universities, we know the reach of our institutions of higher learning stretches far beyond just those who participate.  Our society needs university-trained professionals. The health system won’t work without doctors, nurses, physiotherapists and many others educated at university. Economic growth relies on innovation often generated by university-trained specialists.  The results of university research drive improvements in health and address environmental problems. 
But these are parenthood statements.  The public sees universities as worthwhile.  They just do not believe the things universities do are at risk, or should be a priority.  There are more pressing issues elsewhere.
Universities escaped the crisis of confidence that hit many institutions over recent decades. A 2005 survey found that the public had more confidence in universities than in charities, churches, courts, banks, major companies, unions or federal parliament – a figure unchanged from a similar survey 20 years earlier.  
Surveys tell us that Australians believe the quality of our universities has not been diminished, despite funding cuts.

Compare that with perceptions of public education in schools. Persistently over the last decade, around half of people surveyed have said that they believe standards of public education have fallen. The numbers on trends in the standards of health services are even worse. 
We can hardly be surprised that politicians’ attention, and their budget allocations, therefore focuses on schools and health. This is why spending on health since the late 1990s has increased at twice the rate as spending on universities, and spending on schools has increased at a two-thirds higher rate. 
As I used to teach as a professor of public policy:  politicians are rational players, who allocate money where it will have the most impact.  They have few incentives to favour higher education over issues that appeal to much larger numbers of voters. 
A strategy of persuasion
So how do we change this picture?  How do we interest political leaders that universities should command more of their attention, should loom larger in the national life?

The same logic of rational politicians responding to public signals holds.  If we want more political investment, we must persuade the wider electorate that investment in higher education policy has positive spin-offs across all areas of government, including those portfolios where elections are won and lost. 

For a successful example, think about those economists who campaigned from the 1960s for a major change in economic policy – the end of tariffs, and more open, deregulated Australia.

Almost all of these proposed reforms were unpopular in isolation. The public opposed tariff cuts. Most privatisations were carried out in the face of negative opinion polling. Centralised wage fixing had solid majority support, and as the government has found out industrial relations reform still has political bite. If the public had understood floating the dollar and handing monetary policy to the Reserve Bank, they may well have objected to those reforms too. 
Yet, over time and through consistent argument, a policy consensus formed among Australia’s politicians, policy advisers, academics and media commentators, that such reforms were essential for Australia’s long-term economic future. Leading politicians decided to take risks, to ignore the “conservative tea-leaf-reading focus-group-driven types”, as Paul Keating put it recently. 
The political pay-off was profound.  Economic change delivered the longest run of prosperity in the nation’s history.  Policies allowed governments to pursue goals the public did support, such as reducing inflation and unemployment, and restoring the steady growth in living standards that had become the norm between the 1950s and early 1970s.

We have a long, long way to go in creating the same wide-ranging consensus around higher education. At present the debate – such as it is – is driven in predictable ways.  Vice-chancellors complain there is not enough public spending on education.  Governments respond by criticising the efficiency of universities, students by claiming that fees are too high, business by suggesting the quality of graduates needs attention.  This predictable round of claim and counter-claim soon fades into silence.

It is easy to blame someone else for the lack of interest, or to explain that the detailed concerns of the sector – arcane questions about the allocation of student places or the operation of research quality frameworks – are too specialised ever to command public interest.

But in practice, the fault lies with the sector.  We have no consistent message for the public.  Our behaviour shows an admirable separation of principle and pragmatism – we may complain bitterly that university places are inadequately funded, but we still scramble to secure more when the government seeks expressions of interest in additional provision.  
We have not put forward policy proposals with anything like the intellectual rigour provided by Treasury or by the Productivity Commission to back the case for other reforms. We do not support our funding claims with evidence of what it actually costs to educate a student to an acceptable standard. 
In short, we are not professional policy advocates in the style taken for granted in other sectors.  Universities are places of scholarship not lobbying.  We have lacked prowess or sophistication in putting a consistent case to government, and we’ve paid the price for our perceived disunity and internal competition.

Fortunately, there are signs of change.

Signs of change

The higher education sector is showing promising signs of developing a more unified voice, and a more coherent set of policy proposals.

The old Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee has been replaced by Universities Australia, a title which rightly emphasises institutions and national interest rather than CEOs.

And various groupings within the sector have begun to articulate sophisticated messages about higher education policy.

In June this year, for example, the Group of Eight released the most comprehensive reform package yet produced within the higher education sector. Seizing the Opportunities, launched at the National Press Club, is a sustained attempt to demonstrate that the sector is serious about thinking through the issues, and will back governments that tackle the politically difficult aspects of higher education reform.  The report urged government to remove controls on where student places are allocated – which could cause some universities or campuses to lose students — and to relax, though not abolish, price control so that students could invest more in their higher education. 

We should not expect that all our policy objectives can be met in a short timeframe. After all, we still have some tariffs 40 years after the first reviews recommending their reduction. But after a long period of political failure, universities are starting to learn how to play the political game. And it is not by using traditional but failed marginal seats campaigns, or by election check-lists, or by advertisements in newspapers and on TV.
Instead, for sustained policy attention years of persuasion are required – hence the long-term importance of think tanks, conferences and policy debates, the winning of opinion leaders one by one.

Take, for example, the controversial idea of school vouchers.  American economist Milton Friedman first raised the idea of distributing education funding through vouchers in his book Capitalism and Freedom, published in 1962.

At the time, school vouchers could be seen as an example of everything wrong with academic ideas – abstract, impossible to implement, lacking application in the real world.

Yet Friedman persisted, and found support from an emerging network of free market economists and think tanks, activists and politicians.  In time his apparently strange idea became an icon of right-wing thought, and has been implemented by governments in numerous western nations.

Interestingly, the people who have paid most attention recently to the success of Friedman and his acolytes have been activists in the Democratic Party.  How, the left is asking, did the Republicans so successfully define the political agenda in America for so long?

In books such as What's the Matter with Kansas? How Conservatives Won the Heart of America by Thomas Frank and Don't Think of an Elephant: Know Your Values and Frame the Debate by George Lakoff, the message is always the same:  it takes clarity of thought, a well-structured campaign and years of pushing a single set of messages to shift political reality.  But it can be done – just look at the way Friedman moved from the fringe to become apparently mainstream thought in America.

This is the approach public universities must pursue to find a place in political debate.  

We need to build constituencies among people for whom universities matter – our students, our alumni, those who use our research, and those who employ our graduates.  This means a carefully-planned program of engagement, backed by data about the artistic, social and economic contribution universities make to Australian communities.

It requires a clear articulation of the policy agenda the Australian public university sector needs.  We must round up third-party voices to argue the case alongside familiar but easy-to-dismiss pleas from vice-chancellors.

Until there is a climate of opinion that says universities matter – and why – then calling for more public funding and better regulation is quixotic.  It makes us feel better, but changes nothing.

We must instead reframe the debate around why Australia needs well-funded and well-regulated public universities.  Only by making that case - persuasively, forcefully and often – can we be confident that governments will deliver what is needed.  The town will listen to the gown, but only when the gown makes its case to the widest possible constituency.  Influence for universities will be achieved not at a particular election, but by making the role of higher education part of the national debate.   
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