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Initial Submission to the Senate Inquiry into Higher Education by Dr Gideon Maxwell Polya (Reader/Associate Professor in Biochemistry, La Trobe University)

Preamble 

I am a senior, very productive academic scientist and have been associated with universities for about 40 years. I have made detailed submissions over the years to inquiries into higher education, notably in recent years to the Hoare Review (Hoare, 1995; Polya, 1995a), the Review of Governance Arrangements for Victorian Universities (Polya, 1997a), West Review (West, 1997; Polya, 1997b) and the recent Research Review (Kemp, 1999; for my submission see Polya, 2000b) with follow-up comments on several of the final reviews (e.g. Polya, 1997c). In recent years I have published clear statements of concern about what is widely perceived to be a crisis in our universities (Polya, 1999a, b, c, d, 2000a, b, c) and have repeatedly called for a Royal Commission or Senate Inquiry into our universities to enable legally-empowered public scrutiny of these publicly funded but highly secretive organizations (1999c, 2000b, c). 

There is a widespread perception that in addition to the funding crisis for research and teaching there is currently a major crisis of core academic ethos in our universities that must be urgently addressed (for a cogent, recent collection of essays on this see James, 2000).

The core of the problem
With major cutbacks and a consequent pressing need to shore up finances, Australian universities are steadily shifting to being more “corporate” organizations that sell research to industrial clients and knowledge to fee-paying student clients or “customers”. Unfortunately this shift is being accompanied by increasing managerialism, academic intimidation, downsizing in relation to staff, disciplines and pure research and departures from the core academic ethos of commitment to truth, reason, free inquiry, reflective scholarship, free speech, collegiality and public responsibility (for a selection of recent concerned public comment on such matters see: Butfoy, 1999; Cannold, 1999; Cassidy, 1999; Cervini, 1999; Chin, 1998; Clarke, 1998; Ellingsen, 1999a, b; Gaita, 2000; Gawler, 1999; Healy, 1998; James, 2000; Jayasuriya, 1999; Jones, 1999; Lawnham, 1999; Lewis, 1999; Manne, 1999; McPhee, 2000; Morton, 1998a, b; Polya, 1999a, b, c, d, 2000a, b, c; Niland, 1999; Nolch, 1999; Norton, 2000; Scott, 1999; Sherry, 1999; Sridhar, 1999; Steele, 2000; Turner, 1999; Way, 2000; Young, 2000). Bookend samples:      

Dr Andrew Butfoy has stated the problem succinctly (Butfoy, 1999): “Further cuts may be inevitable. Much here is in the hands of government and public opinion. But God help us if universities - of all places - confuse fund-raising with education, bullying with leadership, and propaganda with truth”. 

D. Young in arguing that universities are encouraging suicidal values (Young, 2000) states that:  “As education is a “marketplace”, students are “consumers” who become “value-added” by buying “knowledge”. Once they have become more “valuable” (to employers), they produce profit, competitively contribute to the GDP and spend their leisure time consuming. Certainly, any generation raised on these principles will be ill-equipped to deal with the parochialism, corruption and nihilism they give rise to”.
Major concerns in the various areas of the Senate Inquiry Terms of Reference are outlined below.
1. Adequacy of funding arrangements with respect to:

(a) capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand;
Funding for our universities for teaching and research is clearly inadequate with full-fee income from students and other non-government sources of support now accounting for about half of the requisite income (Way, 2000). This shortfall of funding has led to substantial downsizing of academic staff; continuing threats of downsizing of academic staff; massive downsizing in particular core academic areas; the complete loss of particular academic areas; threatened loss of discrete disciplines; major finance-driven organizational change and academic intimidation; exorbitant “knowledge marketing” as opposed to lowest cost, public service-based responses to increased demand; retrospective “disservice” to continuing students or graduates through abolition of degree courses and departments, downsizing of academic units and mentors and re-naming of academic units. 

(b) institutional autonomy and flexibility;
Institutional autonomy, flexibility and standards may be affected through lack of funding and consequent “corporate” relationships involving corporation-related courses; secret commercial in confidence agreements; secret “no research competition” agreements; quasi-monopoly arrangements; secrecy, pressures and lack of transparency in a context of major staff downsizing.   

(c) quality and diversity of teaching and research
The quality of teaching is being lowered through staff downsizing; increased academic workloads; “bench marking” to higher student to staff ratios; staff demoralization and student perception of this; decreased teaching-related services (e.g. library resources) (see Steele, 2000); lowering of academic standards to meet the “demand” of students as  “clients”, “customers”  and “consumers” i.e. “the customer is always right” and “universities are behaving like used car salesmen” (Way, 2000); the shift from “research” to “coursework” higher degrees and an increasing “undergraduate” quality of the latter; the shift to “commercial” vocational courses (e.g. supermarket shelf-stacking, marketing, business management and hospitality as opposed to philosophy and theoretical physics).  

The diversity of teaching is being lowered through downsizing particular specialist staff; “redundancy” arrangements that effectively abolish particular specialist areas; abolition of specialist areas and indeed of whole disciplines; downsizing of “less profitable” areas that are nevertheless key areas of international scholarship and scholarly reputation (e.g. chemistry) (Lawnham, 1999). 

The quality of research is being lowered by gross inadequacy of pure research funds; the forcing of lateral-thinking pure researchers into narrowly commercial, goal-oriented research; the concentration of research funding in particular areas and groups of researchers; constriction or destruction of previously highly successful research groups; downsizing and enhanced “publish or perish” pressures; managerial obsession with “research grant inputs”; idiotic and intimidatory obsession with and dubious, “numerical” scoring of “research outcomes” as opposed to the rational, traditional respect and support of  mature, “reflective scholarship”.

The diversity of research is being constrained by the shift from pure to applied funding; concentration of funding into a relatively small set of areas and groups of researchers; the effective absence of substantial research funding for most academics and indeed for many “excellent”, previously highly productive researchers.

Our universities are vital components of our society and as such should be adequately funded. The current parsimony has damaged the teaching, research and indeed the ethical integrity of these vital institutions.
2. Effect of increasing reliance on private funding on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs, including its effect on:

(a) quality and diversity of education;
Private funding may come from corporate funding and fee-paying students. The  private funding and “privatizing” may compromise institutional autonomy through unofficial quid pro quo pressures; introducing inequity (only very rich students can enter courses normally restricted to the very gifted); biasing academic diversity (including processes of “ageism” and selective pressuring for downsizing, redundancy  and packaging) to “profitable” courses and disciplines; encouraging ethically-dubious, exploitative “knowledge selling”; encouraging “dumbing down” of profitable courses for fee-paying students (Way, 2000); raising expectations of passing among some students paying exorbitant fees (“selling degrees”) (Morton, 1998; Way, 2000); changing institutional ethos and the traditional primacy of areas involved in internationally recognized scholarship (this is currently already a major problem). Full fee-paying overseas students may not get the quality and service they expected from private business colleges (Jordan, 2000) and the increased workloads on the staff of mainstream public universities may conceivably mean less service for the huge fees paid by overseas students.
(b)  the numbers of appropriately qualified graduates;
The change in academic culture to that of a “bottom-line driven market place” may affect numbers of appropriately qualified graduates in areas (such as particular disciplines of science and in teaching) for which the postgraduate employment financial rewards are very modest.   

(c) adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources;
Inadequate funding is hurting scientific infrastructure and research maintenance and facilities such as libraries (serials, monographs and electronic access) (see Steele, 2000). Private funding may provide good facilities in a few discrete, goal-oriented areas and potentially compromise poorly funded areas.

(d) maintenance and extension of Australia’s long-term capacity in basic and applied research;
Corporate research funding will assist this and should be encouraged. However there may be a significant institutional downside (see (e) below).

(e) and effect of commercialised research and development structures.
The institutional downside may include secret, “no competition” research agreements to which constrained academics are neither privy nor signatories; other corporate influence on governance; potential compromising of academic teaching and research by financial arrangements with pharmaceutical, biotechnology and medically-related companies occasioning potential conflicts of interest (see Angell, 2000); greater internal influence of the “corporate funded” areas and academics over others; further relative impoverishment of “pure research” (as opposed to “applied”, goal-oriented research).

Corporatizing and privatizing of our universities is converting collegiate, scholarly, public interest “institutions” into knowledge-, accreditation- and research-selling “organizations” with negative consequences for academics, students, teaching, research, collegiate integrity and society.  

3. Equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including:

(a) levels of access among under-represented social groups;

(b) effects of differential HECS and other charges;

(c) effects of changes in funding provision;

(d) adequacy of student income support measures;

(e) relative global growth rates in participation.
All of these matters should be addressed. However the Inquiry should appreciate a more fundamental problem underlying these matters, namely the shift of universities from being “public service institutions” to “knowledge selling organizations”. Universities are shifting from being “colleges” of academics involved in research, reflective scholarship, teaching and training to “corporate organizations” driven by a bottom-line imperative to sell research to private corporations and accredited degrees to student “customers”. The following brief analysis illustrates this problem.

There are various ways of providing higher education including:

(a) “privatized”, full-fee paying arrangements (e.g. circa $10,000 per unit, circa $100,000 per overall course)

(b) the current HECS- and taxpayer-funded on-campus system (e.g. circa $1000 per unit, circa $10,000 per course)

(c) off-campus, distance learning and Web/e-mail-based systems based on the personnel and infrastructure of schemes (a) and (b) (can be cheaper than (b) but funding pressures and greed will make these much more expensive than they have to be based on real base-line costs) (Correy, 2000).

(d) Reading Only Tertiary Education (ROTE) (obtain the textbook/chapter/page-based syllabus, buy the textbook, study and eventually sit the accrediting examination set and marked by a current research-informed academic expert - all for circa $100 per unit and circa $1000 per course and with the added advantages of being able to hold down a full-time job, live in a remote or overseas location, meet family obligations and  simultaneously deal with major economic or physical disadvantages) (Polya, 1999c, d).

ROTE provides a well-attested “boundary condition” for provision of top quality, expertly accredited tertiary education to literate candidates sufficiently motivated to do it. It of course depends upon the existence of a top quality, research-informed academic body for delivery of high quality accrediting assessments. 

Although it is a well-established and well-attested system, ROTE is unlikely to be advanced to the Senate Inquiry by others because our universities are increasingly becoming corporate-style “knowledge sellers” who are flogging the “product” at the maximum achievable price to student “consumers”.

Of course comparing scheme (a) with ROTE raises serious questions of accountability e.g. what would the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) think of prices marked up to be 100 times the cost price?  Further serious questions relate to potentially legally liable collusion between service providers, equal opportunity and responsible public service by publicly owned and funded institutions. It also raises the question of actual other than lip-service commitment of the universities and government  to service provision for the disadvantaged including indigenous Australians, the impoverished, the disabled, older people, mothers and people living in remote locations.

The crisis in our universities cannot be simply addressed by provision of more money for research and university salaries and running costs - there is a major need to restore the  core ethos of truth, reason, free speech and service to society. 
4. Factors affecting the ability of public universities to attract and retain staff.
Factors affecting the ability of universities to attract and retain excellent staff (downside realities in parentheses) include: good research funding (currently very bad in amount and continuity for pure research); good students (highly variable due to public prejudice about the “Big Eight” universities versus “The Rest”); equal opportunity appointments processes for advertised positions (“jobs for former subordinates” academic nepotism is a reality - one can cite a near-comprehensive example in which this was effectively the “rule” with only one exception in nearly a score of academic appointments over 3 decades); potential advancement, promotion, tenure and hence professional continuity (variable due to “politics”; problems of “contract”, non-tenure appointments; current realities of “ageism” to pressure out the tenured “old” academics in favour of short-term, non-tenured “young” academic “service providers”); good salaries and conditions (very poor compared with those of professional peers in medicine, law, commerce and economics); a professional environment on a par with that in Western Europe, UK, US and Canada (we are behind these countries now); a university environment committed to the “traditional” ethos of truth, reason, free speech, reflective scholarship and collegiality (palpably transmuting now to an authoritarian, managerialist, threatening  culture of lies of omission and indeed of commission, authoritative unreason, censorship, threat, “publish or perish”, meaningless numerical scoring assessment, survival-based departures from collegiality and an atmosphere of general intimidation); an environment that supports their self-esteem (academics are generally perceived now to be demoralized and intimidated) (Cervini, 1999; Ellingsen, 1999b; James, 2000; Polya, 1999a, b, 2000a, b, c).

If you think that the above is hyperbolic exaggeration, consider the following list of workplace abuses encountered and suffered by Australian academics. The list is provided alphabetically for convenience. There is no space for chapter-and-verse examples here and furthermore such testimony would require subpoena and legal protection for sworn witnesses.

Alphabetical list of workplace abuses variously encountered and suffered by subject Australian academics:
abuse of authority; abuse of legal resources; abusive language; ageism; aggressive and angry behaviour; anxiety-inducing behaviour and processes; authoritarian behaviour (lying, denial of information and resources, insinuation, threat); attack on mental and physical fitness (verbal and written); bigotry (racial and religious); blaming the victim; bullying; bureaucratic loading; censorship (by public and private threat and written Codes); Codes of Conduct (restricting effective freedom of speech and inquiry); constraint (on research, free speech, dissent and public comment); collection of accusers; contempt (from line managers); continual interference; corruption; damage (to careers and personal and professional reputations); damage to health and relationships (from sustained bullying and other inappropriate workplace impositions); damage to property; deceit; defacement of personal workplace doors and signs; defamation (and yet defamation laws and institutional commitment to the powerful protect authoritarian bullies including authoritarian defamers); denial of information; denial of resources; denigration (verbal, written, public and private - people favored by an institution with a budget of  a quarter billion dollars per annum can lord it over the powerless with quarter million mortgages); deprivation (resources, money, students, equipment, goodwill); destruction (or disappearance) of confidential documents; discouragement (per se; of dissent; of complaints of abuse or inappropriate circumstances); discrimination (familial, racial, favouring of the subservient); dishonesty; elaborate courtesy required towards superiors; dissent categorized as “anger”, “intemperance”, “unsoundness”, “mental unfitness” and “instability”; exclusion (from social life, tea-room, decision-making, funding largesse); e-mail inspection by management agents; exclusion from e-mail use; false witness; fear (of aggression, dissenting, humiliation, social isolation, stress, victimization); flagrant misuse of scarce public resources; gagging (explicit and public or private, with evident “or else” rider; leading to fear of speaking up; involving no choice, no say and feeling unsafe); gagging (implicit; leading to “self-censorship”, timidity and silence); harassment; horrible defamation in appointments procedures and other processes; ignoring representations; imposition of subordinate perceptions of unworthiness, helplessness and hopelessness; imposition of anxiety and uncertainty; imposition of incorrect statements (continually requiring “no, that is not correct”);  incorrect pejorative assertion; insecure workplace (physical); insecure workplace (professional, job, career); insulting behaviour; intervention between postgraduate and supervisor; intimidation (leading to no choice, no say, fear of speaking up); intimidatory two on one quasi-legalistic meetings; isolation and social exclusion; lack of information (leading to anxiety, uncertainty and inability to plan properly); lack of transparency and goodwill; jokey abuse and humiliation; lying (by omission and commission); nepotism (familial); nepotism (“jobs for the boys”); “no competition” research constraint; no dissent tolerated; non-receipt of mail items (both incoming and outgoing); opening of outgoing mail; opening of courier satchels; ostracism;  physical and verbal intimidation; public castigation; public humiliation; public rudeness; punishing the victim; racism; recruitment of hostile third parties; rewarding toadies; secret constraining legal agreements; secret denigratory files; secret meetings against an individual; secret multiple author denigratory letters; security violation (office, laboratory and personal computer); selective interpretation of Codes of Conduct; selective treatment (both good and bad); sexism; singling out (public and private); social exclusion; stalking; submission required “or else”; suspension from e-mail use;  superiors are always correct (and cannot be contradicted); stressful conditions (periodic and sustained); sustained bullying; swearing by superiors;  theft of university property; threat (professional); threat (of violence); threat (legal and quasi-legal); threatening behaviour; unanswerable abusive behaviour (e.g. false assertions by superiors); truth as the convenient perception of superiors; unanswerable authoritarian behaviour; unilateral decisions involving professional deprivation and exclusion; unreasonable demands (workloads and expectations relative to resources); unresponsiveness of authority to abuses; use of expensive legal resources to bully and intimidate; vandalism; victimization; violence (physical); violence (verbal); Web-based institutional appropriation of academic copyright; Web use monitoring; you cannot argue with or dissent from superiors.

Bullying is very stressful for the victim and can be very damaging to the victim’s organization (Catanzariti, 1998; Martin, 2000). Bullying is a major health problem in Australia and the current Australian university is a bully’s paradise.

Sanctioned, rewarded and protected “line managerial” authoritarian behaviour is substituting the academic ethos of truth, reason, free speech and collegiality with lies, unreason, gagging and a culture of bullies and toadies.

In commenting on the deafening silence of academics as an indictment, Professor Miles Lewis has declared (Lewis, 1999): “We need to realise that spineless toadies are not academics in any respectable sense at all, and an institution that employs spineless toadies has no claim to be called a university”. 

Occupational Health and Safety, Equal Opportunity and other workplace laws are supposed to protect employees from unpleasant and dangerous impositions. The traditional “ivory tower”, self-administering position of universities is no longer tenable in view of the manifest impositions on academic employees and the increasing loss of requisite joyfulness from the academic workplace. 

Streamlined extramural mechanisms are required for reporting university workplace abuses, publicly recording such abuses (albeit in the non-personalized, circumspect fashion required by our laws) and for rapid extramural intervention  (e.g. via a National Ombudsman for university staff).
5. Capacity of public universities to contribute to economic growth in communities and regions, as an export industry and through R & D.

(a) R & D
Clearly universities have a major capacity to contribute to economic growth in communities and regions through pertinent R & D, notably in agricultural, medical, information technology and biotechnology R & D. This is most obviously seen in Special Research Centres, Cooperative Research Centres and university-linked medical research centres. However the substantial support given to applied and medical research (despite the destructively diminished tax concession) is not reflected in the funding  of “pure” research (see DETYA, 2000; Polya, 2000b, c).

However a key aspect of applied research is the underlying body of “pure”, curiosity-driven research and it is “pure” research in our universities that is being severely constrained at present (in marked contrast to what is happening in Europe and North America) (see Batterham, 2000). The excellence and diversity of pure research in our universities is currently severely threatened by an extraordinarily stupid and destructive parsimony in relation to “pure” research funding (Polya, 2000b, c).

The parlous funding of “pure” research in this country amounts to a national disaster.

(b) Public universities as an export industry
“Selling knowledge” to overseas students by Australian universities and private colleges is now big business worth billions of dollars per annum to Australia (DETYA, 2000; Jordan, 2000; Way, 2000). However there is a major concern that we may “kill the goose that lays the golden eggs” through excessive greed, dishonest marketing,  “dumbing down” courses to meet “student customer needs” (Way, 2000) and perversion of the core scholarly ethos. The charging of huge fees to overseas  postgraduate research students is a continuing obscenity given the international nature of research and the major contribution such students make to the Australian research effort (Polya, 1997b). 

Many overseas students will have a “reading comprehension” of English that is better than their “aural comprehension”. In such cases they may be paying circa $30,000 per annum for courses that they might better do “back home” by a ROTE-like process. However the primary “point” of “education export” in the new perverted university culture is to “make money” rather than to “educate”. Eventually our “customers” will reward our greed and contempt by turning to cheaper and better providers in China, South Korea and Singapore (countries that are also making a major effort to boost the research excellence that ultimately underwrites institutional degree accrediting reputation).

I advocate an Australian ROTE system based on existing Australian university research-informed academics for provision of top quality, cost-price, accredited tertiary education to anyone in the world. 

6. Regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment including:
(a) accreditation regimes and quality assurance;
The accrediting reputation of a degree-awarding institution is ultimately based on the scholarly reputations of the research-informed academics involved. The current parlous pure research funding situation can thus be seen to be undermining accreditation and quality assurance. Departures from the core academic ethos, entrenchment of rotten practices (see part 4) and downsizing of supposedly “non-profitable” core areas of university  international scholarly reputation can all be seen to be violating international university quality assurance requirements and accrediting reputation. 

(b) external mechanisms to undertake ongoing review of the capacity to meet Australia’s education, training, research, social and economic needs;
Australia has been inconsistently served in relation to sensible and incisive review of Australia’s higher education system and Australia’s education, training, research, social and economic needs. Thus detailed submissions or public statements from knowledgeable and concerned bodies such as the Association for the Public University (APU), the National Tertiary Education Union (NTEU), the Federation of Australian Scientific and Technological Societies (FASTS), the Australian Research Council (ARC) and the Chief Scientist in relation to university and university research funding point to a current major funding shortfall whereas the West Review (West, 1997) advocated restriction of academic research activity and the DETYA annual reports (e.g. DETYA, 2000) are implicitly glowing about research funding.

At another level, that of actual coal-face industrial academic realities, I suspect that State and Federal Parliamentary representatives and Ministers are not being told what is going on except by organizations such as the APU and the NTEU and by a small number of concerned and responsible academics who have been insufficiently intimidated by the current academic environment.     

There is an urgent need for incisive, critical, ongoing review of the Australian higher education system and for concerned academics and knowledgeable and  highly-credentialled peak professional bodies to be listened to by parliamentary representatives and by government (e.g. via a Senate or Joint House Standing Committee on Higher Education and Research).   

(c) university governance
The failure of present university governance systems can be illustrated by continuing coal-face abuses. It is outrageous that one minority group academic with a very solid record of service and accomplishment should have had to experience most of the abuses listed in part 4 above and indeed be subject to a worsening burden of inappropriate workplace impositions. If such impositions are mostly confined to People Such As This then the system is horribly discriminatory in an Equal Opportunity sense but the problem is at least confined. However if these abuses are general then it amounts to a national disaster. From my perspective from 4 decades of association with Australian universities (including ordinary member, executive committee member and office bearer association with the institutional branch of the peak academic union), it is apparent that academics in general are presently considerably intimidated and accordingly that these sorts of abuses have a much more general prevalence (Cervini, 1999; Ellingsen, 1999b). (Indeed attending a recent seminar program on workplace bullying in my capacity as a NTEU branch secretary, I learnt that nearly half the workforce in general have experienced workplace bullying and that it represents a major health problem in Australia and elsewhere). Nevertheless continuation of the unacceptable is enabled by unresponsive and increasingly “managerialist” university governance, lack of responsive extramural inspection and academic intimidation itself (the ends thereby creating the means).

People could take issue with this, but my feeling is that “democratic” academic processes reached a peak in the mid-1980s in Australia (perhaps reflecting a zenith of public decency, participation and empowerment in Australia as a whole). Since then the “Dawkinization” of Australian universities - the fusion of the Colleges of Advanced Education (CAEs) with the “real” universities in the late 1980s - diluted the influence of the core scholarly disciplines and initiated a more fluid, pragmatic and more narrowly vocational interpretation of the “idea of the university” (Clarke, 1998). This “diluting” process (especially in universities outside the “Big Eight”) was further advanced by mass participation in higher education. 

The major “cutbacks” in Federal funding of universities initiated in the early 1990s (associated initially with Senator Vanstone’s period of administration) have led to a major drive of universities to become “lean and mean”, more “corporate”, more “managerialist” and more enslaved to the bottom-line. The financial imperative to find about half the operating budget from sources other than the DETYA grant has over-ridden traditional academic reservation and scruple and power has concentrated at the top of a “line managerial” system. 

A dozen years ago in my university the formal governance system successively involved Department academic staff meetings, School Boards of Studies (with constituent Departmental representatives), an Academic Board (with School representatives) and  finally a Council (with variously elected or State Government appointed representatives). I participated at all levels (except for the Council) and must say that at these levels in my experience people were frank and forthright, or, if you like, “normal”.

That fluid, relatively democratic, forthright, participatory system has now changed radically in my perception. The financial pressures and the managerial desire to “downsize” in the Australian university system have led variously to “rearrangements”, re-naming and (indeed in some cases, abolition) of academic units and a markedly changed environment in my perception: Departmental meetings are now greatly enlarged with non-academic staff; Heads of the new Schools are appointed (and there are virtually no School meetings); separate Faculty Boards group various relateable Schools (I have had no involvement with this new level of governance); Academic Board is now greatly enlarged (and, from my occasional stand-in presence and the testimony of others, the largely professorial complement have extraordinarily little to say); Council is now a changed environment due to a series of appointments by the previous State Government (see Cassidy, 1999). 

I am a senior academic scientist (56 years old, 116 publications, nearly continuous extramural research funding - principally by the ARC - over 3 decades) and yet in marked contrast to my very active participation as a much younger academic, I have now virtually no participation in the present governance structures, except for a considerably diluted and subdued involvement at the Departmental level.

While a huge body of potential testimony for circa 40,000 Australian academics must await appropriate legal protection, the following two true stories A and B illustrate current governance procedures and are presented with the elaborate circumspection required because of draconian penalties against free speech in this country. .

A. Code of Conduct.
A university management proposed a detailed Code of Conduct that drew severe disapprobation from a core scholarly Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences but no comment from the largely professorial university academic board. A year later a shorter version of the same Code of Conduct was proposed by the governing council with a call for comments. An Open Letter from a senior academic to the Council (and to many others) vigorously criticizing potential constraints on academic free speech and inquiry drew a polite response from the vice-chancellor and a vigorous response from a lay councillor that if he needed advice on such matters he would ask the university management. The university subsequently felt the need to take the NTEU (NTEIU) to the Industrial Relations Commission and an Australian Industrial Relations Commissioner stated in judgement in relation to the Code of Conduct: “it is my recommendation that: the NTEIU and its members cease making public comments or communicating with members of the Council”. An amended Code of Conduct still containing potential constraints on academic free speech was passed by the council several months later. 

B. Bullying and stalking of a senior academic
A highly-productive senior academic, who has been actively involved with the NTEU and on issues affecting its members and other academics, has been subject to an extraordinary, sustained, year-long burden of workplace impositions involving primarily verbal and written incorrect pejorative assertion and an astonishing succession of security violations of his laboratory, office and computer. He has resolutely, accurately and circumspectly reported every incident (dates, times and details of theft, defacement, vandalism, security violation, incorrect assertions and other workplace impositions) to relevant people. An experienced union official described his lot as “bullying and stalking”. University responses over some 11 months have involved a new key to his office, a new lock to a laboratory door, installation of computer security and acquisition of extramural legal and other advice and involvement (this advice being authoritatively speculated to cost up to $50,000). The victim’s recent request for university comment on taking continuing security violations to the Police was immediately followed by a proposal for effective career termination by “packaging” and thence by a written proposal for effective career terminatory lateral movement within the institution with the suggestions that the victim might be deluded, stimulating the events by his reporting, over-reacting to everyday events and affecting his colleagues and that the university might need to obtain expert medical advice to determine the victim’s physical and mental fitness to do his job (!).

In the words of Professor John Scott, truly a gentleman and a scholar and vice-chancellor of La Trobe University from 1977 to 1990 (Scott, 1999):

“The prime roles of a university are threefold: to teach, to conduct research and to provide service, including constructive criticism, to the community ... The teaching role has been severely threatened ... Fundamental research is now difficult to conduct ... critical comments by university staff have been censored ... It is time that governments recognised that universities are not just an expensive luxury, but a highly important part of our national activity”.
There now needs to be a clear, public, consensual statement about the nature of our universities, the core academic ethos, fundamental collegiate and industrial decencies and openness to public scrutiny. I suggest the following:

a. “the university” is its past, present and future staff and students and their accomplishments;

b.  the role of the university is teaching and research and, as a repository for reflective scholarship, intellectual diversity and research excellence, to be a source of critical, informed comment and intelligent debate in our society;

c.  the core academic ethos involves commitment to truth, reason, free inquiry, free speech, reflective scholarship and collegiality;

d. the fundamental collegiate ethos involves mutual courtesy, encouragement and facilitation;

e. academics critically need intellectual independence and freedom but public scrutiny and vigilance is required to prevent authoritarian, ethical perversion of our universities.

7. Nature and sufficiency of independent advice to government on higher education matters.
The comment made above in part 6(b) can be reiterated i.e. there is a remarkable difference between the optimistic perceptions of some reports (West, 1997; DETYA, 2000) and the outlook of some very knowledgeable university- and research-related bodies such as the APU, NTEU, FASTS and the ARC. 

There is a remarkable problem in our “open” and “free” society of people in authority steadfastly looking the other way and then, when reality is finally, inexorably forced upon them, steadfastly refusing to take effective steps to deal with the matter. 

Part of the problem is the desire to be loyal, polite and “positive” which translates to seeing everything “collective” and “institutional”  as basically “tickety boo” and “oh so naice”. We have a lot to be proud of in our society and its institutions but that should not blind us or make us unresponsive to palpable realities (e.g. East Timor over the last 25 years, global warming, continuing environmental destruction in Australia, global population and sustainability). By way of example ask the following of yourselves (or better still, of your children or young friends and relatives): what particular man-made event occurred at the same time as the Jewish Holocaust, was of a similar order of magnitude in terms of numbers of victims, was responsible for 90% of total British Empire casualties in World War 2, is currently being repeated in kind globally on an even bigger scale and has been effectively rubbed out of general public perception? (You won’t have learned about this at school or university in this “open” and “free” country and nor will your children or young friends and relatives) (see Polya, 1995b, 1998a, b, 1999e).

The glowing optimism of DETYA reports (e.g. DETYA, 2000) contrasts sharply with recent dire assessments and reports from others (e.g. Cassidy, 2000; Cervini, 1999; Clarke, 1998; Ellingsen, 1999a, b; Gaita, 2000; James, 2000; Manne, 1999; Morton, 1998a, b; Polya, 1999a, b, c, d,  2000a, b, c; Scott, 1999; Steele, 2000; Way, 2000; Young, 2000). I invoke the rhetorical questions posed by Jane Austen in “Northanger Abbey” for a different purpose and response:

“... consider the dreadful nature of the suspicions you have entertained. What have you been judging from? Remember the country and the age in which we live. Remember that we are English, that we are Christians. Consult your own understanding, your own sense of the probable, your own observation of what is passing around you. Does our education prepare us for such atrocities? Do our laws connive at them? Could they be perpetrated without being known, in a country like this, where social and literary intercourse is on such a footing, where every man is surrounded by a neighbourhood of voluntary spies, and where roads and newspapers lay everything open?”
Yes.

A permanent Senate or Joint House Standing Committee on Higher Education and Research should be set up to receive regular, public submissions from responsible citizens and organizations on the state of our universities and of research in Australia.
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