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Abstract:  This paper outlines the structure, trajectory and success of a low-cost, low risk model of industry collaboration that has operated within the University of Western Sydney (UWS) since 1995 - the UWS Cooperative Programs.  This model focuses on linking undergraduate students, including honours students, with regional partners to focus on workplace research activity.  This paper also outlines the quality assurance processes that have been employed to ensure the success of the program, from the multiple perspective of students, partnership organisation and university. The cumulative power of this model is not always well gauged by standard measures of research productivity, though increasingly universities and governments are seeking ways to measure such interactions 
. The ongoing impact of such university/sectoral collaborations may require different sets of measures. The paper explores this issue via the presentation of several case studies.

1.
The University of Western Sydney (UWS) and the region of Greater Western Sydney (GWS)

UWS is a new generation university – established in 1989 – that encompasses a complex history, being established as a federated network university consisting of 3 former Colleges of Advanced Education (CAEs), all with different backgrounds.  The establishment of UWS is an outcome of the expansion (funding) and the dismantling of the binary divide (degree versus diploma) between Universities and CAEs pursued by the Labor Government post 1987 – whereby 19 universities and 46 CAEs become 39 universities through the construct of the Unified National System (UNS).

UWS exists within the region of Greater Western Sydney (GWS) – and serves a large and complex urban region that has a population of 1.8 million (43% of Sydney’s). It is the fastest growing population in Australia and one of the most diverse in the world, with more than 100 nations represented amongst it (35% of the GWS population was born overseas).

 GWS consists of 14 Local Government regions, covering 8,934 sq. kilometres, and generates more than $58 billion in economic output a year, making it the 3rd largest in Australia behind Sydney and Melbourne CBDs. It is home to 150 of Australia’s top 500 companies and was the site of the 2000 Olympics. As Chris Duke has skilfully observed, “GWS has a fierce identity, and pride in being ‘westies’ in defiance of negative CBD ‘big-end-of-town’ stereotypes, but also strong local identity and loyalties.”  He also notes that the prestige universities that operate within Eastern Sydney have “partnerships and loyalties [that] are less intimate, more segmented and functional.” 
 

UWS, like its region, is a University of diversity operating through 6 major campuses situated across the region - from Richmond in the North West to Campbelltown in the South - encompassing a land holding of 1,772 hectares.  Its spatial aspects ensure that both staff and students experience significant travel between campuses - up to 100 kilometres one way - a situation that is hampered by limited cross-region public transport

UWS employs 2,275 staff, 15% who are from Non-English Speaking Backgrounds (NESB).  It has over 29,000 students, of whom 46% are from NESB. It is estimated that 60% of commencing students are the first in their family to attend university; while 25% come from Low Socio-Economic families, 11% are international students and 1% are indigenous Australians.

Research has always been part of the mission of the university  - encompassing applied, problem solving research across a broad spread of disciplines: Humanities, Social Sciences, Health Sciences, Science, and Engineering.  As a new generation university, its critical mass of high powered, high achieving researchers has been limited, as has its access to endowment capital through an expansive and wealthy alumni.
2.
Developing a Research Profile through external partnerships 

In terms of students numbers, UWS is the sixth largest in Australia, but in terms of research performance sits at the top of the bottom third percentile - 24 out of 36 on most traditional measures of performance, though its performance has risen dramatically since its establishment in 1989. External research income growth has been strong - doubling in the period, 1995-2000.  Yet, this has to double again in the next five years (2001-2005) to ensure UWS remains a player in what is a highly competitive national environment.  Its growth in Higher Degree Research (HDR) load has been spectacular - but the Australian Government's White paper reforms make the next few years a case of survival.
  Through the implementation of a new funding model, Commonwealth Government policy has effectively capped funded research students places at 21,500 across the Australian higher education sector and ensured a reduction in overall funded HDR load at most newer universities.  UWS hopes to stabilise its load, particularly through the recruitment of more domestic fee paying research students and by increasing its share of performance in the factors that drive the funding model: share of (a) external research income, (b) research student completions and (c) load and (d) research publications.
One of the university’s strategies has been to focus on both its region and collaborative problem solving research, particularly given (a) the university's placement in an urban region of significant but diffuse economic activity and (b) its developing research status.   UWS has sought to build collaborative long terms partnerships with a range of public and private sector organisations within the region. Greater Western Sydney is home to approximately  72,000 companies, of which over 87% have less than 10 employees
, the connectivity of our research partnerships by necessity focuses on SMEs, though not exclusively.

In the Australian context, the focus in SMEs is on the word small.  In 1998-1999 just over 96% of all non-agricultural private sector business were classified as small, while 44.5% of these were non-employing, sustaining 658,300 own-account workers.  Of the employing small businesses in Australia in the 1998-1999 period, 39.09% employed between 1-4 people, 21.81% between 5-19 people. [Table 2.5 – ABS]

In an international context, Australia’s Gross Expenditure on Research and Development (GERD) is low compared with other OECD countries.  As the Australian Bureau of Statistics comments, with a GERD/GDP ratio of 1.53, “Australia is ranked well below countries such as Finland [3.31%], United Sates of America [2.76%], Germany [2.46%] and France [2.15%].  Australia ‘s ranking reflects the low R&D expenditure to GDP ratio of the Business Sectors.  However, Australia’s Government and Higher Education sectors have a high ratio compared with other OECD countries.”
  The UWS Cooperative Programs interaction with public and private sector agencies has had to reflect and build on this context – many micro businesses and limited business investment in research.
3.
UWS Cooperative Programs

The UWS Cooperative Programs form an early phase entry point for such external partnerships, linking undergraduate and postgraduate students with external organisations to work on industry research projects  - some of these encompass a six week project, some projects operate over a 12 month period.

The UWS Cooperative Programs have two main aims

· To provide industry research opportunities for students – the underlying aim is to add value to UWS students to give them the edge in the competitive job market after graduation.  There is no academic supervision.

· To build new and strengthen existing links with industry  - the underlying aim is to effectively mange relations with industry partners to develop further UWS industry collaborative ventures.
[In this context, industry encompasses public, private and community sector organisations]
The UWS Cooperative Programs encompass two broad programs:
1. Vacation programs – students work independently during the summer or winter vacation on an industry sponsored research project.  Projects are varied and students from all disciplines and years can participate.
2. Academic Session programs  - students work on an industry sponsored research project during their final undergraduate years, or as part of their postgraduate studies.  Students receive academic supervision and gain an academic grade/credit for their work.
http://www.uws.edu.au/cooperative_programs/cp_vacation_programs.html

Background

In 1995-1996, the Department of Biological Sciences at UWS, in tandem with the commercial arm, Linkwest, and the Research Office was awarded $80,000 to establish the Co-operative Education Enterprise Development (CEED) program for honours students in the then Faculties of Science and Technology and Engineering. This program consisted of industry based research projects of six to twelve months and six to eighteen months’ duration for final year and honours students with direct project costs funded by an industry partner. A substantial amount of this funding went directly to the student, with the remainder of funds supporting academic supervision and the funding of a coordinator to develop industry contacts and keep the program running from year to year, and introduce quality assurance processes, particularly given short time frame of the Vacation programs.

The Vacation Programs funded by external partners were trialed in 1993/1994. In the early years of the Summer Research Awards, the university provided matching funding with industry partners.  This was probably a necessary incentive to establish such a scheme in the context of a new generation university and private and public sectors’ reluctance to commit funds to untested collaborative activity.  In 1998 the scheme moved towards full funding from the external partners, though the university continued to provide all the infrastructure support re the coordination and management of these programs. The first year of this change saw a significant drop in projects from 72 to 51, but the number has risen since then to overtake the peak of 1997/1998.


1995-1996
1996-1997
1997-1998
1998-1999
1999-2000
2000-2001

Vacation Projects
26
37
78
51
61
87


1995-1996
1996-1997
1997-1998
1998-1999
1999-2000
2000-2001

Academic Session Projects
5
10
8
4
6
17

In the Vacation Programs the student receives a weekly stipend - $300 per week.  In the Academic Sessions programs, student receive a stipend that is payable in instalments, while the academic supervisor also receive a supervision payment as does the host academic unit.  The total cost to the industry partner is approximately $18K.

These models grew out of cooperation and collaboration between internal units within UWS, being trialed within one department (Biological Sciences), then spreading to several colleges and eventually offered across the whole university.
  Part of the motivating force for this development was a belief that undergraduates should be exposed to a research activity in real world situations, not only adding value to their undergraduate experience in terms of employment prospects, but also seeking to engender an interest and belief in the role of research in fostering economic, social and cultural wellbeing.  From a partnership perspective the aim was to find a model that allowed for an appropriate point for a range of organisations with limited (sometimes-negative) experience/interaction with a university.

Some of the key characteristics of this partnership model have been its low-cost, low-risk to partners and its potentially high impact.  In many ways it is a scheme suited to a new generation university. New generation universities worry about their research development and cannot rely on a bedrock of reputation achieved over a hundred years of research intensification – they have to prove themselves.  In the case of UWS, this low cost model, with the potential for ongoing interaction/partnership, has afforded an excellent way in which to ‘prove' a relationship. 

New generation universities must take their partnership activities seriously, realising that in order to grow and secure on going collaboration, the model of interaction must not rely on a distant relationship, with funding handed over to a university to pursue its own research agenda, but a genuine attempt by both university and external collaborator to understand the motivating factors within each organisation.  John Warfield has articulated the need for ‘the interactive university, alert to trends in society … oriented to service in the broadest sense … immersed in the turbulent environment”.
  Yet several commentators have observed the difficulties inherent in this task. Turpin and Ngui have observed that business/industry links with universities have “tended to be intermittent and generally unsupported by wider institutional structures”.
  The Association of Commonwealth Universities argues that the obstacles to effective partnership are deep seated including: “barriers of communication, cultural differences, lack of accessibility within the university structure and time and fiscal restraints for both partners.”
  David Buckingham, Managing Director of Statpol Consultants, in a paper addressing Business-University R&D and IP Commercialisation Interactions, argues that “there is a major challenge to bring business and higher education research interest into a truly mutually supportive framework.”

The long term relationships that have emerged from the UWS Cooperative Programs provide some evidence that relationship development may be founded on a low cost model, one that ensures initial low risk for the partners, particularly small business, while seeking to ensure that expectations within the developing relationship are both realistic and met.  The interaction of a quality assurance framework within the model of collaboration has also sought to ensure that expectations are mapped and monitored.   The various UWS Cooperative Programs have evolved significantly since they were trialed and adopted in the early 1990s.  The UWS Cooperative Programs are regularly reviewed and modified to reflect both student and client feedback.  One example of this would be the early feedback and analysis that the Academic Sessions programs that went beyond the 12 month period, was not particularly suited to our market, particularly as the more established universities in the Sydney region had established Cooperative Programs that tended to tie up medium to large enterprises for 4 year partnerships. Academic session programs now tend to focus on the one semester project.

4.
Measuring and Analysing Success
Historically, UWS industry funding for research had been low. In 1992, only $207,043 in industry funding was declared under the formal annual report funding to the Commonwealth Government. By 2000 this had risen to almost $3million.   The Cooperative Programs have played a role in this increase, though the program impacts are not always easily or immediately measurable through a straight input evaluation, particularly given its low cost nature - ie. dollar directly earned by the student placement.

In 1999 over 90 research partnerships with SMEs were counted during a review of UWS research connections with the region.  The majority of these were built on the Vacation Research Awards scheme. While this network is not unique, it has successfully raised the profile of UWS and provided opportunities for development of staff consultancy and graduate employment and well as "repeat business" with a variety of external partners.  Intellectual Property issues have also been flexibly and effectively handled.  The multiplicity of benefits has repaid the modest initial and ongoing investment by both the Commonwealth Government and the University.  

Robson, Drake and Deas have argued that “the world of SMEs is difficult to penetrate… to persuade their manager or owners of the benefits of HE links based on placements, training or consultancies”.
  This can be the reality.  Yet the UWS experience would support the view that industry participants in formal collaborative schemes do rank ‘university sponsored research as their most important sources of knowledge’
, but that the model of collaboration may need to involve a variety of collaborative steps, starting with the low-cost low-risk entry point that can effectively underpin further development.

As George W. Johnson argued over 15 years ago in the context of American universities, “the real reason we need to establish ties to American business is not for the funding, but for vitality, relevance and bearings.”
  In the context of university funding issues – whereby programs often have to prove their immediate self-sufficiency, it is necessary to reflect on the medium to long terms impacts that such low cost programs can have. During the first development phase of the UWS Cooperative Programs, the prime university investment was an office and a part time coordinator, a non-academic, casually employed as a relatively low salary level.  Yet even this required ongoing justification in a university facing ‘fiscal stress’. It is an internal challenge that must be regularly met, by embedding a medium term, multiple outcomes perspective into how such programs are viewed. Happily, the UWS Cooperative programs have survived and now operate within the Office of Regional Development, http://uws.edu.au/regional, as a key aspect of the university’s involvement with external agencies and its region.

4.1
IMPACT

Across the several years of the UWS Cooperative Programs existence, the university has been able to observe some broad groupings within the outcomes/outputs it has managed to generate, covering:

· Relationship Building

· Student Employment

· Further Research Opportunities

· Business Growth for partners

· Innovation

· Recognition

· Regional Engagement

The UWS Cooperative Programs has focussed significantly on relationship building. It has done this with a large number of students and external organisations, which have come to see the university as a positive contributor to their well-being and development.  As a new generation university, UWS can sometimes be invisible within its own vast region, particularly as its competes with long established research intensive universities in Eastern Sydney – Sydney University and the University of NSW.  The Cooperative Programs open up dialogue with industry partners.  At a basic level, they get to know we exist.  The brokerage role of the university is also paramount.  In essence, we have tried to link student needs – for workbased research experience - with the needs of our external partners, trying to avoid what George W. Johnson called the propensity for too many University business partnerships to operate ”on the assumption that the university is the center of the undertaking…to participate in community building one must pursue an agenda which transcends self-interest.” 

The UWS Cooperative Programs are also a means by which our external partners have potential for ongoing links with UWS, including access to 

· Facilities

· UWS staff – research and teaching

· Graduate and other recruitment

· Information on other UWS programs.

It can be the means whereby further engagement and recognition of our partners unfolds.  Some of our partners provide ongoing input on course advisory panels or becomes members of formal UWS Councils and Boards.  They become part of the university guest list for important university/community functions.

The employment opportunities for students have been significant.  As one partner organisation put it, with the Summer Vacation Awards, they have the opportunity of a six week job interview with the outposted student! Thiel and Hartley in their review of North American Cooperative Education programs in Management cite this as one of the benefits to the business community.
   Through self-report, over 60% of the UWS Cooperative Program students have gained employment based on their project activity – with either the company that have collaborated with or another company.  Thiel and Hartley quote a Management Cooperative Student, who argues that such placements, “affords a taste of reality you could never find on a college campus”.  The UWS Cooperative Programs have similar tales.  Let the following quote suffice as an outline of what many students feel:

… I learnt a lot about the ‘real world’ and it helped my future employment opportunities as well as life experience.  I’m now running my own web design business with 2 other partners and am interested in giving back to this program what I gained because the experience was amazing

The UWS Cooperative Programs have also opened up the possibility of further research engagement – beyond the confines of a six to eight week project or an academic session program.  Hawker de Havilland
 would be an example of a large company that committed to one Vacation Research project, registered such satisfaction with that experience that they sponsored 8 more projects, as well as contracting UWS academic staff to provide input into their staff training program and funding a PhD scholarship for a mechatronics student and a substantial research project in robotics research.

UWS Cooperative Programs students have also been actively involved in commercialisable research activity through their workplace placement, in one case involving the development of a new vaccine for animal health care.  This experience of real world activity is we believe profoundly beneficial to our students.

Some UWS Cooperative projects have been recognised nationally.  The Australian Army sponsored 5 academic session projects that lead to a major research consultancy and a joint venture for environmental monitoring. In 2002, this work was nationally recognised by the awarding of the Rivercare 2000 Gold Award - the first time a tertiary institution had won such an award.

The impact of the Cooperative Programs has overwhelmingly been within the region of Greater Western Sydney. GWS companies and organisations have sponsored over 75% of Cooperative Program project. Yet, as Professor Charlie Jeffrey from the University of Birmingham has noted, in the United Kingdom context, the reward and recognition of such regional activity is not always well articulated in academic incentive structures, which “are often weighted to national or international rather than regional values”.

In America, however, the ‘Scholarship of Engagement’ movement is pushing ahead with promoting a rigorous yet different framework for the assessment of such regional interaction between universities and their multiple local communities.  Barbara Holland points to the change within promotion and tenure guidelines at various American universities which reflect a genuine desire to evaluate the work of engaged scholars.
, while national structures exist to provide external peer review and evaluation of faculty portfolios, using top disciplinary scholars, who are equipped to reflect on and evaluate regional engagement that is underpinned by high level scholarship and impact.

The following brief case studies provide some evidence of the multiplicity of outcomes/outputs that have arisen from the low-cost, low-risk engagement with public and private sector agencies that is the hallmark of the UWS Cooperative Programs.

4.2
CASE STUDIES

Between the period 1995 and the end of the financial year 2002, the UWS Cooperative Programs have generated external income of $A1.332 million.  This covers 500 projects and involves 270 external partners, with an average cost to partners of $2,664 per project The public/private sector mix within this activity is 60% public sector and 40% private sector. We outline 4 brief case studies across the public/private sector matrix, seeking to articulate a range of outcomes and outputs, and presenting evidence that universities and governments may need to measure the success of such collaborative interactions through a range of criteria and not necessarily traditional measures.

The outcomes/outputs represented by these case studies varies considerably, but all show evidence of cumulative impact for all participants, students, external partners and the university.

Table 1 outlines the 4 organisations within the case studies – 2 private sector and 2 public sector.

Table 1

Public Sector
Private Sector

Penrith City Council

Local Government Authority

33 Projects since 1996
BTF Pty Ltd

Australian SME - Pty Limited Company est. 1999

Biotechnology/Biomedical Engineering

4 projects since 1999

Wentworth Area Health Service

State Government Authority

10 Projects since 1995
Elanco Animal Health

Australian Subsidiary - International Public Company

1 Project since 1999

These four organisations account for approximately 
9% of all UWS Cooperative Programs income in the 1995-2002 period and 10% of all projects.

4.2.1 BTF Pty Ltd.

BTF is a small private biotechnology company that started in 1999. It consisted of 3 personnel at its startup – 2 of whom were owner operators.  In that first year of its existence, BTF sponsored a UWS Cooperative Programs student, during the summer vacation.  This was a highly successful match between student and company.  So much so that the student remained working for BTF whilst continuing their undergraduate studies and after they graduated. Highly satisfied with the Cooperative programs, BTF supported another 3 Vacation students. The company currently has 20 employees, five of who are UWS graduates.  The company has a fundamental belief that the rate of its expansion would not have occurred without the input of UWS students and the UWS Cooperative Programs.  In correspondence to the Coordinator of the UWS Cooperatives Programs, the Research and Development Manager for BTF highlighted the importance of both the program and the quality of the UWS students to his company’s expansion, moving from a micro business to a medium enterprise.  In 2000, BTF was awarded the NSW Sate Award in the 2000 Yellow Pages Business Awards Program.  The company has shown a strong commitment to innovation and risk taking.

The 4 projects involved an investment of $8,750 by the company.  The primary value of the program apart from the quality of the students UWS provided for the partnership, was the low-risk factor for this then micro business.  The company has also reached a point of growth and consolidation that it has now begun to consider the possibility of large scale research interaction with UWS, particularly honours/postgraduate students supported through the Academic Sessions program.  To reflect that all of this has been achieved on a new investment by an SME of less than $10K and without academic supervision, is to recognise that the quality of students is paramount to the success of the Cooperative Programs, as is the professional Cooperative Programs Coordinators who supports students and partners during the placement. 

4.2.2 Penrith City Council 

Penrith is a city on the western fringe of the Sydney metropolitan area [54 kilometres from the Sydney CBD] nestled at the foot of the Blue Mountains and along the course of the Hawkesbury/Nepean River. Penrith is one of the larger metropolitan local government areas covering an area of 407 square kilometres.  The population of Penrith in June 2000 was estimated at 174,745, making Penrith one of the three largest local government areas in Western Sydney and the sixth largest population of any local government area in New South Wales.  Penrith local government area has the fourth highest number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander residents in NSW. Penrith City's Indigenous community come from many different "nations" across NSW and Australia.  Penrith also has a diverse multicultural community. Over 21,000 residents of the City were born in a non-English speaking country. These residents originate from over 100 different countries

Strategically positioned as a regional capital extending beyond the Blue Mountains to the Western Plains, Penrith caters for a population in excess of 300,000. Penrith’s regional role is important in its development as a centre of commerce, education, health and government services, entertainment and cultural activity [source http://www.penrithcity.nsw.gov.au]

Penrith City Council (PCC) commenced its involvement with the UWS Cooperative Program in 1996.  Since that time PCC has funded 33 projects and has formed a sustainable partnership with UWS on a variety of activities.  Within this UWS Cooperative Programs interaction some notable features have emerged. The collaboration covers diverse activity and fields.  Projects have covered such sub-disciplines in the broad Science Engineering and Technology (SET) area as:

· Environmental Sciences

· Engineering

· Computing & IT

While in the Social Sciences and Humanities, the following sub disciplines have been involved

· Tourism

· Marketing

· Design

· Economics

Projects have ranged from substantial multi-student SET activity – Stormwater impact on receiving systems/waters, the Smart City Internet Site – to Social Sciences projects examining, Community Assets, Employment Self Sufficiency in New Suburbs, Workforce Profile,  and Electronic Media Support Analysis 

The UWS Cooperative Programs have also now become part of the council’s annual budget process – their financial and staff resource commitment being built into annual expenditure plans

The University and Council now share use of computing and IT facilities, while many of the small scale projects have lead to larger collaborative projects, particularly in the Computing and IT areas, providing significant opportunities for academic staff and undergraduate honours students to work on more long term activity.

The Cooperative Program students have gained employment, workplace training and experience.  Students have also have the opportunity to develop publications arising from their research placement – in particular, the PCC supported the costs of sending a Cooperative Programs student to present a paper at a major international conference in Singapore to report on their partnership activity. 

This Cooperative Programs activity has also lead to broader involvement in regional development, particularly with PCC involvement in feasibility studies regarding the development of a IT technology Park, located on university premises.

The UWS Cooperative Programs have played a practical role in consolidating the strong relationship between council and university.  Significantly, the university appears as a key in player in much of the council strategic planning.  Chris Duke, formerly a Deputy Vice Chancellor at the University of Western Sydney, has written about the overall PCC-UWS experience.  He was a significant player in building a broader framework for the sustainable partnership between ‘town and gown’:

For the City the University is an asset in making the transition from a historically quite parochial, not to say redneck, country town and railway depot, to an internationally recognised, networked and prosperous, also university, city. 

4.2.3 Elanco Animal Health

Elanco Animal Health is an international company part of the Eli Lilly group of companies, operating in over 50 countries worldwide.  Overseas, Elanco has partnership arrangements with a variety of universities.  UWS is the first and currently only Australian university that Elanco has entered into partnership with.  The company has undertaken one Vacation program with UWS.  The success of this interaction has led to a series of activities including the ongoing employment of a UWS student and collaboration on an undergraduate honours projects in Agriculture.  

Not only did research and employment opportunities arise for the student, but their work was also promoted in regional newspapers, highlighting both the innovative R&D work of Elanco and the facilitative nature of the UWS Cooperative Programs.

The relationship has also begun to influence curriculum.  The collaboration though recent has provided a useful medium by which both UWS staff/student and Elanco staff stay current in their fields of endeavour/activity.  In a North American context, this is a benefit that Thiel and Hartley have also highlighted, as  “cross fertilisation of ideas” among intern, faculty sponsors, and business supervisors … a vehicle for staying current in the field.”
  For students, the collaboration has provided greater meaning to their academic programs and the opportunity for training under both academic and industry partner supervision.  The collaboration has been secured by through a combination of the excellent reputation of the main academic supervisor, the quality of the students UWS is able to provide for ongoing research interactions and the professionalism of the program management within the UWS Cooperative Programs.  As of 2002, Elanco will fund in an ongoing manner, two undergraduate honours projects every year, to the value of $18K per student.

4.2.3 Wentworth Area Health Service

Wentworth Area Health Service is a public sector organisation established on 1 August 1988.  It is one of seventeen areas health services in New South Wales incorporated under the Area Health Services Act to promote, protect and maintain the health of their communities. Wentworth Area Health Service is responsible for maximising the health of the people living the Blue Mountains, Hawkesbury and Penrith Local government areas – all local government areas of Greater Western Sydney.

Since 1995 WAHS has funded 10 Vacation projects. Interestingly most of the projects it has funded have provided opportunities for students in the social sciences to undertake workbased research projects with a strong focus on nursing and patients care/attitudes.  For the Area Health Service, which has a large budget but very limited discretionary funding for research, the Vacation Programs have been an affordable way to undertake research with a workplace focus.  It has given several social science students experience working in a large, complex health organisation and has also provided some influence on curriculum, particularly because the projects have been proposed and championed by a joint clinical professorial appointment that the University and the Area Health Service.  One of the major outcomes of the partnership with WAHS has been the production of academic publications. Vacation program students have co-authored 6 research papers/articles.

5.
Quality Assurance

The consolidation and growth of the UWS Cooperative Programs has been built on the development of a comprehensive quality assurance process that has been adopted to ensure the program has the capacity to expand without diminishing its capacity to deliver quality outcomes.  Particular attention is paid to the management of the partnership with emphasis on the university role in both brokerage and monitoring of progress/outcomes, whether that is in the more general aspect of the Vacation Research Awards or the more formalised program offerings under the Academic Session program.

5.1
Students

The Quality assurance for students focuses on 3 broad areas

· Preparation for research placement

· Support during research placement

· Recognition during and following placement

Through the use of annual surveys, feedback from students has lead to a strengthening of the induction processes, which now cover all students working on both short term (Vacation) and longer term placements (Academic Session).  All students operating through the UWS Cooperative Programs undertake a comprehensive induction program.  This involves the distribution of written material (FAQ’s, Guidelines etc), and orientation workshops covering (a) Project Planning and Business Communication and (b) Report Writing.

Feedback from students has also lead to a strengthening of the support processes available for students during their workplace research projects.  This involves the use of student networks amongst each vacation intake, strong support from the UWS Cooperative Programs Office, particularly through monitoring placements and addressing student issues as they arise.

The UWS Cooperative Programs also provide tangible recognition of students, involving letters of congratulations regarding their placement, the issuance of certificates for their induction course and successful completion of their project and an annual awards projects, whereby a senior members of the UWS Executive presents awards and recognises the essential contribution of our students to strengthening external and regional collaboration.  These public displays are important and students find the recognition fulfilling. 

In the 2000/01 analysis of student response to their research workplace experience, 100% of summer and winter students indicated they learnt new skills during their vacation project.  The main skills listed were:

· Communication skills: including the writing of press releases, reports, professional letters, business activity statements, documentation, policy, academic and professional articles; oral communication skills such as phone survey techniques, communicating with professional people and conducting meetings

· Research skills: including formatting and evaluating data, survey skills and analytical skills

· Computer skills: in software such as Visual Basic, Animation, 3D Visualisation, AutoCAD, Solid Works, Access, Word, Excel, SPSS, Oracle, SQL, Citrix, Java Script, Java servelets, networking with Linux, Quick C programming and various modeling programs

· Using scientific equipment: including fluorescent microscopes, confocal microscopes, photometers, vero boards and autoradiographs

· Skills in particular subjects: such as waste auditing, reading plans, Simulink, Matlab, CDMA, watermarking in image processing, project management, time and motion studies and handling animals in laboratories

· Personal skills: including time management skills, working independently, being more assertive and effectively interacting with professional staff.

5.2
Industry Partners

The quality assurance processes for our industry partners have developed over time and have been informed significantly by the annual survey of industry partners which seeks feedback on the quality of the student, the project and the partnership.  The quality assurance for industry partners focuses on 4 broad areas:

· Recruitment and selection

· Streamlined Administration

· Reporting procedures

· QA Commitment.

The UWS Cooperative Programs seeks to match industry partners and students – the recruitment and selection process focus on matching achieving university students, with background in areas that will mesh with the partners needs, as well as providing the industry partners with direct input into the approval of each student.

Industry partners also receive clear guidelines on how the scheme works.  Over several years, UWS has also sought to streamline the administrative process in relation to our industry partners.  The UWS Cooperative Programs Office undertakes regular communication with its industry partners, particularly through telephone and email, and has sought to keep the paperwork flow to a minimal level.   Insurance issues regarding the student workplace research are covered through the Student Union.

The UWS Cooperative Programs have also embedded a series of reporting requirements that link the partners directly to students and the Office coordinating the Programs.  This involves regular student and partner meetings – and a formal report presentation.

The Programs also have a firm commitment to replace the student if the placement is not satisfactory to the external partner.  If this is not possible, a further commitment exists to either return the partner their money or try and contract the work out to an appropriate external agency.  These commitments are not often called upon, but they are rock solid when needed and have earned the Programs credit with external organisations.  Not withstanding the small-scale financial commitment our external collaborators invest, the low-risk aspect of their commitment is another bond the ensures the program is seen in a highly positive light.   

As with student input, the UWS Cooperative Programs seek to actively recognise industry partners.  They are an important element of the annual awards ceremony.  Again, such public displays of recognition provide an excellent way of ensuring all participants have a sense of achievement regarding their involvement within a collaborative framework.

Over the last three years, feedback from industry partners indicated that:

· 88% found that their student had the necessary skills to undertake the project

· 83% stated that the student completed the work in a professional manner

· 90% said they would recommend UWS Vacation Programs to other organisations.

There is room for improvement, but overall the programs, are delivering for both industry partners and for students.

6.
Intellectual Property Issues

The Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry, the Australian Industry Group and the Business Council of Australia have argued that the “lack of consistent and clear intellectual property policies  [and] approval process that require multiple layers of decision making over a long time period” are serious impedients to university industry collaboration.  The UWS Cooperative Programs has taken a flexible approach to issues of intellectual property.  Generally, the university does not claim the right to any intellectual property arising from the activity.  This is particularly so with the summer and winter research programs, as they do not involve academic supervision, are very short term, and are a successful small-scale entry point to a range of private and public sector agencies.

In the Academic Sessions programs, which do involve academic supervision and potentially a range of background intellectual property, the university may negotiate IP issues seeking to protect university IP, but within a framework of allowing successful commercialisation by our industry collaborators

7.
Conclusion – so far

The success of the UWS Cooperative Programs has been slowly recognised both within the university and externally.  In 2002, the UWS Cooperative Programs will be included in a Compendium of Good Practice University–Regional Development Engagement Initiatives to be released by the Commonwealth Department of Transport and Regional Services.  Within this process, 85 initiatives were reviewed across all Australian universities.  Within the university the program has found a supportive home in the UWS Office of Regional Development.  The program’s ability to expand, however, is constrained by the available professional staff, particularly if the quality assurance aspects of the program are to maintained and strengthened.  In feedback from students there has been a strong desire for more and a wider range of research placement opportunities.  Responding to this demand will be a challenge within the resource constraints of the program.

Michael Gibbons has recently articulated the concept of socially robust knowledge in contrast to the form of reliable knowledge that has emerged from the peer-reviewed disciplines that has historically operated within universities.  Gibbons argues that “knowledge production is becoming less and less a self-contained activity” with knowledge production extending “far beyond the boundaries of universities and disciplines housed in them”.
  The contrast between the two broad knowledge modes can also be defined by the fact that one tends to focus on experimental replicability, the other to have a more comprehensive applicability..

The UWS Cooperative Programs have in their own way sought to engage with the issue applicability, particularly with SMEs and local government agencies.  . It could be argued that the down side of such a low-risk, low cost program of engagement is that in some ways it ends up subsiding SMEs and government agencies, who are using the program as a cheap way to access consultancy expertise that would cost them considerably more through normal channels.  Yet the multiplicity of outcomes that have emerged from the program surely bears out Johnson’s argument that universities should establish such ties for “vitality, relevance and bearing”.  The benefits can be seen to accrue to: (a) our external partners, particularly as they build such relationships into their strategy and planning activity, (b) to students through beneficial experience and interaction with potential employers, and (c) to the university, particularly in terms of regional engagement with a host of GWS public and private sector agencies who now view the university as a potential partner in a range of activities.  Goodwill and mutual benefit  are imperatives in any enabling partnership.

The two broad aims of the program are being met – providing industry research opportunities for students, adding value to their employability and providing them insights into real world situations, as well as building and strengthening links with industry to develop sustained collaborative research and learning relationships.  The difficulty of finding the right modes of engagement with industry partners is an international issue.  The European Commission in its 2001 Indicators for benchmarking of national research policies has shown the great variance that exists across the European Union in the percentage of innovative firms cooperating with other firms/universities/public research institutes, with the European average of 25%, ranging from 70% to 10%.  And within these figures the issue of SMEs raises its head, in that “cooperation tends to be significantly higher for large firms than for small ones, and is stronger in particular sectors, hence a country’s industrial structure will have an effect upon he size of this indicator”

The low-cost, low risk model that UWS has developed, does profitably intersect with SMEs, and has provided a series of sustainable relationships
.  between the university and hundreds of regional agencies both private and public sector. The complexity of this engagement ,  requires its own measurement tools -  or as Gibbons puts it, conventional peer review  may not capture the quality  of what is being achieved.  With the UWS Cooperative Programs, the University of Western Sydney has sought to listen as its stakeholders ‘speak back’ and to respond with a partnership model that works for all concerned.  We hope we can continue to listen and respond. 
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