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P R O G R A M M E S

L IBERALISING LEARNING is the newest of the CIS
research programmes, launched in February 2000. Headed
by Andrew Norton, former higher education adviser to Dr

David Kemp, Liberalising Learning aims at informing the public of
the reasons for the poor performance of Australia’s universities,
and suggesting proposals for change. It has generated considerable
controversy, with articles on the socialist way in which universities
are run and the policy failure of the Australian Vice-Chancellors’
Committee (AVCC) generating heated letters to the press as well as
a small student demonstration against the programme’s director,
Andrew Norton.

This controversy is likely to continue with a forthcoming Issue
Analysis paper on why universities are producing too many
graduates in the humanities and social sciences. Since the 1970s,
graduates in these fields have being doing poorly in the labour
market, with the proportion who are in the labour market but
unemployed or underemployed four months after graduation
exceeding 30% for the last decade. Despite this, universities have
continued to increase the number of students commencing degrees
in these areas, with the annual number rising by nearly 60% since
1989. The Issue Analysis paper will argue that creating markets in
higher education is the most effective way of reducing this
misinvestment in human capital.

There will also be further publication on the strange nature of
interest groups in higher education, which act against the financial
interests of their members. The AVCC, for instance, continues to
oppose deregulation, even though this is the only plausible policy
that can save its members from the severe financial constraints they
face. The major staff union, the National Tertiary Education Union,
also opposes deregulation, even though that is the only way of
paying wage increases without causing redundancies. The National
Union of Students’ opposition to deregulation means that almost all
Australian undergraduate students are forbidden from investing more
in their education, even though for most this will be their major
income-producing asset. Even the Business Higher Education
Roundtable has been captured by the universities, and has therefore
made little contribution to dealing with the structural problems of
higher education.

Other issues to be considered in Liberalising Learning
publications include the abolition of student quotas, ending the
discrimination against private higher education providers, university
admissions, and the income distribution impact of university
subsidies.
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