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Faculty of Arts
6th March 2001

The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee

Suite S1.61 Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600

RE: Submission to the Senate Inquiry into Higher Education on behalf of the Faculty of Arts

The University of Tasmania’s Faculty of Arts comprises a number of discipline areas and Schools several of which have their staff spread across two campuses in the North and South of the state, and many of which also offer courses through the University’s North-West Centre at Burnie. In the Creative Arts, the Faculty includes: the School of Art (based in Hobart); the Conservatorium and School of Music (Hobart and Launceston); and the School of Visual and Performing Arts (Launceston).  In Humanities and Social and Science, the Faculty includes: the School of Asian Languages and Studies (Hobart and Launceston); the School of English, European Languages and Literatures (Hobart and Launceston); the School of Government (Hobart and Launceston); the School of History and Classics (Hobart and Launceston);the School of Philosophy (Hobart and Launceston); the School of Sociology and Social Work (Hobart and Launceston); and Riawunna, the Centre for Aboriginal Studies (Hobart and Launceston). 

The Faculty of Arts plays an important role in serving the social science, humanities and artistic needs of the state of Tasmania. Indeed, the University itself is in the unique position of being the only university to serve the needs of an entire state and is crucial to the economic, cultural and artistic life of Tasmania. The University faces special problems precisely in virtue of this unique position and the consequent need to maintain a diversity of programmes across the entire university curriculum in both teaching and research, and also in virtue of the special character of the North-South divide within the State coupled with the University’s multiple campus operation.

The University of Tasmania, and particularly the Faculty of Arts, has been especially hard-hit, however, by changes in the Higher Education sector over recent years. Indeed, problems arising from these changes have had an extremely deleterious effect on morale within the institution and have given rise to much frustration and despair, not only in Tasmania, but also across the sector as a whole. Moreover, many of these changes have occurred with very little public discussion of their nature or direction and virtually no consultation with the stakeholders most directly affected, namely, academic staff and students.

The Faculty is pleased to have the opportunity to acquaint members of the Senate Inquiry panel with some of the difficulties currently affecting higher education in Tasmania in particular. While there are a large number of pressing issues at stake here, this submission focuses on a small number of them:

a. The comparative disadvantage to Creative Arts, Humanities and Social Science that has followed from the decline in real funding within the higher education sector coupled with the adoption of funding mechanisms that are driven by assumptions that do not reflect the character of teaching and research within those disciplines

b. The serious difficulties faced by regional universities such as the University of Tasmania in maintaining an appropriate diversity of programmes and breadth of access to those programmes under current funding arrangements

c. The special problems for Creative Arts, Humanities and Social Science disciplines that arise from the increasing emphasis on a more entrepreneurial and business orientation

d. Difficulties arising from changes to the administrative and managerial structures imposed on universities in recent years 

The Faculty would note, however, that the problems at issue here are many and complex, while the stresses induced by those problems and the pressure on Faculty resources make it difficult for the Faculty to provide a submission that addresses the issues at stake in the detailed fashion that is really required. For this reason the submission given here should be taken as indicative of the serious difficulties faced by the Faculty of Arts and by the University more generally, rather than as providing an exhaustive analysis. While the Faculty has tried to provide some numerical data on recent changes within the institution, it would also like to bring to the attention of the Inquiry the real difficulties in finding such data. Changes in methods of data compilation and the ongoing changes in university administration make it very difficult to find detailed and reliable data that can provide any useful comparative picture over more than two or three years.

The difficulty in compiling detailed and authoritative data presents a problem in communicating the degenerating state of affairs within the sector over recent years to those without first-hand experience of what has been happening. We submit that it ought also to present a problem for university policy makers: too much government policy over the last decade has been developed in the absence of any detailed information on the likely impact of policy shifts on particular disciplines, institutions and regions, and has been formulated only on the basis of broad overviews of the sector as a whole and in relation to often contested and usually quite generic bodies of data. There has been all too little consultation with the various bodies who have a stake in higher education in this country and too little independent policy advice or detailed and reliable data provision.

Many of the issues raised in this submission echo concerns and recommendations already voiced elsewhere, and the Faculty would particularly direct the attention of the Inquiry to the report Knowing Ourselves and Others: The Humanities in Australia into the 21st Century, prepared by a reference group of the Australian Academy of the Humanities in 1998. That report gave explicit notice of the need to address a range of issues concerning Humanities funding and administration. Recommendation 9 of the report gave particular notice of the need to improve academic working conditions and expressed concern at the deleterious effect of high staff-student ratios on Humanities teaching – the report indicates a shift in staff-student ratios in Humanities disciplines from 16.30 in 1990 to 18.47 in 1996 and notes that when one compares the staff-student ratio for Humanities disciplines with the overall university ratio, Humanities ratios were not only higher than in other disciplines, but the discrepancy was also increasing. Indeed, the report notes that Humanities disciplines at the University of Tasmania went from being 18% higher in 1990 to 35% higher in 1996. 

Clearly a major problem at issue here – though it is by no means the only one – concerns the real reduction in overall funding to the institution that has occurred over the last five years and the associated reductions in staff numbers, in the quality and availability of basic infrastructure (maintenance of physical plant has become a serious problem) and increases in staff-student ratios in a number of areas. Within the Faculty of Arts, for instance, academic staff numbers have fallen from 155.6 in 1995 to 130.4 in 2001 (general staff numbers have changed little going from 39.5 to 38.6), while EFTSU has increased slightly from 2620 to approximately 2800 over the same period (enrolments have not yet been finalized for 2001). The average staff-student ratio across the Faculty (which includes Creative Arts disciplines) has gone from 17.05 in 1995 to approximately 21.5 in 2001. Levels of ongoing funding to meet operating costs are also in decline, most notably in the School of Philosophy which has experienced a reduction in its operating grant between 2000 and 2001 of over 30%.

However, while reductions in funding have affected all Schools in the university, some areas have been harder hit than others, and this is especially so in the Faculty of Arts. There are a number of reasons for this:

1. The supposed measures of research performance that drive research funding give a comparative disadvantage to Social Science and Humanities disciplines in particular. This is largely because those measures are derived, perhaps unintentionally, from a science-based model of research practice. The three main indicators of research performance that also determine research funding are: value of external research funding generated; numbers of RHD completions; numbers of publications as measured by the DETYA index. It should be noted that these measures include a strong weighting toward research inputs rather than outputs as well as providing no measure of the quality of research, but rather putting the emphasis on quantity of research.

Moreover, when one looks to the Social Sciences and Humanities, these measures present serious problems since research in these discipline areas does not proceed as does research in the sciences: Social Science and Humanities are not capable of generating the same quantity of external research funding as are the Sciences simply because the opportunities for such external funding generation are fewer; the Social Sciences and Humanities, by the nature of their work, produce RHD completions at slower rates and with higher levels of withdrawal (which is just part of the higher cost of RHD production in these disciplines); rates of publication in the Social Sciences and Humanities are much lower (because the practice of publication is different); there is more emphasis on book publication rather than articles; and there are other modes of research (editing projects and reviewing work for instance) that the DETYA index does not recognize as research output.

The disregard for disciplinary difference that is a feature of current research funding mechanisms, and that was made worse by the new funding mechanisms introduced in the recent White Paper, is especially problematic at the University of Tasmania, since here the DETYA funding mechanisms have been almost fully internalised – the DETYA mechanism is the basis for determining the internal allocation of research funding to individual Schools. This has resulted in a major redistribution of funds within the institution away from the Humanities and Social Sciences. A similar story also applies to the Creative Arts which have, for many years, suffered from the fact that the type of work that normally counts as “research” in these areas (exhibitions, performances, compositions, artworks and so forth) only awkwardly fits the categories required by Government performance measures.

2. There has been an increasing tendency for the University to redirect student load away from the Creative Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities, towards more applied or vocationally oriented areas of teaching and, since teaching funding is driven by load, this has also meant a shift in funding for teaching in the same direction. This shift is itself directly linked to government pressure on universities to find alternative funding. Not only has the shift toward more vocationally oriented and applied areas of teaching resulted in a shift in funding away from Social Sciences and Humanities in particular, but within Faculties such as the Faculty of Arts at the University of Tasmania, it has also resulted in a redistribution of resources away from traditional areas of university teaching – areas that nevertheless remain foundational to research and teaching across such Faculty – to areas such as Tourism and Journalism.
While demand for Creative Arts, Social Science and Humanities courses is generally strong (and the Faculty of Arts has seen a steady level of enrolment over recent years), some areas, notably languages, have difficulty in attracting numbers of students commensurate with the minimum required levels of staffing. This is a problem that affects language teaching across the country – such teaching is relatively expensive, it is extremely important to maintain and yet it attracts relatively small student numbers. In a system in which funding for teaching is driven by enrolments, it is very difficult to maintain teaching in areas deemed academically important, but that have low levels of demand.

3. Creative Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities are representative of disciplines for which there is broad-based demand across the community. The need to meet that demand across the state and to maintain breadth of access to its programmes has been a further source of comparative disadvantage to disciplines within the Faculty of Arts. The Faculty has thus had to maintain staff both North and South (in contrast to the Science Faculty, for instance, which has generally remained firmly Hobart-based), and to commit staff to regular commuting by road between the campuses, while also attempting to develop a stronger distance education operation. The dismantling of a centralized distance education operation within the University, while perhaps inevitable in the face of declining resources, has also made the latter task even more difficult. 

In addition to problems of funding, and the distribution of funding, there are a number of additional difficulties facing the University.

1. One set of problems concerns the increasing emphasis on the development of entrepreneurial and business links. There are clearly underlying problems here concerning the maintenance of universities as public institutions against a background of decreasing levels of public support. The shift towards increasingly direct partnerships between higher education and private sector businesses may also be viewed as itself constituting a form of public subsidization of private sector activities. In addition, there are serious problems attached to the maintenance of integrity and objectivity in research in the face of the requirement that such research take a more commercial orientation. Moreover, in the Humanities and Social Sciences in particular, there is a real limit to the extent to which research can be given a more commercial direction without actually compromising the nature of the research activity as such. 

The danger is that basic research in these disciplines will be undermined, or the nature of research distorted, by the demand for a more commercial or entrepreneurial orientation. 

The ARC Discovery and Linkage programmes do provide an important source of external funding that is more accessible to Creative Arts, Social Science and Humanities researchers. However, once again, the structure of the ARC system tends to favour science based disciplines and this is especially so in terms of the types of funding available. The most valuable resource for Social Science and Humanities researchers is usually just time – time to read and write – and time is also in increasingly short supply as a result of decreased levels of basic funding within institutions. Yet time, in the form of relief from teaching or other duties, is normally only available from the ARC in cases where there is a special need. As a result, researchers are often forced to construct projects in ways determined, not by the project itself, but by the nature of the funding process.  Research activity thus comes to be driven by factors actually quite extraneous to the research itself.  

In Tasmania, of course, the opportunities for gaining commercial partners for research are also more limited than on the mainland and this is indicative of a general problem for regional institutions. Such institutions often play an important role in relation to their communities that is not measurable solely in terms of direct partnership arrangements, but in addition, the increasing centralization of commercial and business activity in the main metropolitan centres such as Sydney and Melbourne reduces the opportunities for institutions in regional areas to generate external industry derived funding for research. 

These considerations would suggest that just as funding mechanisms ought to take better account of disciplinary differences, so too should those mechanisms, when applied nationally, take some account of the different regional needs of institutions. This is not just a matter of acknowledging that higher levels of public funding may be required for regional institutions in virtue of their reduced access to non-government funding sources (since the regions served by such institutions typically offer only limited support in terms of private philanthropy or industry collaboration), but also because those regional institutions typically have to serve more widely dispersed communities and provide a greater range of programmes and resources to that community than is necessary in the metropolitan regions in mainland Australia. 

2. Recent years have seen the imposition of a range of administrative requirements on universities and an increasing “bureaucratization” of many aspects of university culture. Often this has been associated with the introduction of what is increasingly viewed as a more “managerial” approach to university operation  – in fact it is not “managerialism” as such that is at issue here so much as a rather narrow and often old-fashioned conception of management that sees the latter in terms of fairly rigid, top-down management structures that are usually only poorly adapted to the realities of academia (structures that are no longer viewed favorably even within many areas of business). 

One of the results of this shift has been demoralization and loss of morale among many staff who see their time increasingly taken up with administrative work that usually has little or nothing to do with the practicalities of teaching and research. Another result has been the development of a rift between academic staff and senior university administration due to the collapse of any sense of a shared academic vision – something clearly evident at the University of Tasmania. Consultation and communication within the institution has largely collapsed as senior administrators attempt to cope with an increasingly difficult funding situation and a state of almost perpetual change so far as the overall framework of higher education is concerned. It is difficult to plan for the future, let alone maintain a healthy and creative atmosphere within an institution, in a situation of constant change and crisis such as has characterized higher education over the last ten years.

The bureaucratized nature of university life has itself led to the imposition of an increasingly heavy administrative burden on academics. At the University of Tasmania this has intensified with the introduction of a system of devolved budgets by which funding is allocated directly to schools in a way that almost entirely bypasses the Faculty itself.  As a result, every Head of School must operate as an academic, personnel and financial manager. Heads of Schools, often staff of professorial status who are also expected to provide leadership in teaching and research, are thereby increasingly overburdened by a proliferation of administrative duties and requirements, while almost every staff member is affected by the tendency to devolve administrative duties and obligations at the same time as there is increased centralization of managerial control and direction. 

3. The problems of “bureaucratization” and of managerial breakdown, along with many of the difficulties associated with increased emphasis on commercialization, are clearly problems for the University as a whole rather than the Faculty of Arts alone. However, as we have stressed, the Faculty of Arts, and the disciplines within it, have been particularly badly affected by changes in higher education over recent years.

There are a number of concerns about equity and access that follow from these changes. Social Sciences and Humanities generally attract high numbers of mature age and also female enrolments. The shift in resources away from these disciplines, particularly in relation to research, is effectively a shift in resources away from these groups and should thus be seen as potentially discriminatory (this is also true of a number of measures relating to the Research Training Scheme which takes no account of disciplinary differences or of differences in RHD completion and withdrawal rates that are related directly, not only to discipline, but also to age and gender). In addition, enrolments in Arts include a higher proportion of part-time enrolments that is itself a partial reflection of the higher levels of female and mature age enrolment in the Faculty, but is also indicative, particularly at postgraduate level, of increased student costs and decreased levels of student support, including scholarship support.

The comparative disadvantage that seems to have accrued to Creative Arts, Social Science and Humanities disciplines over the last decade ought to be seen as representing a serious problem for Australia’s future development. In a world that is more and more subject to change, what will become more and more important are the basic skills of thinking and analysis, of reading and writing, of dialogue and communication that have always been at the heart of the liberal arts. Without these skills Australia is likely to become a nation that merely serves the creativity of others, rather than having any innovative capacity of its own. Without the knowledge that comes from disciplines like history and philosophy, literature and sociology, Australia will lose the capacity to make decisions about the social and political context in which all other activities, including the commercial and entrepreneurial, take place; it will lose the capacity to reflect on its own culture and identity; it will lose the capacity to make judgments properly informed by ethical and moral considerations. 

Yours sincerely

Professor Malcolm Waters, Dean of Arts

Professor Michael Bennett, Head, School of History and Classics

Associate Professor Robert Bland, Head, School of Sociology and Social Work

Dr Maria Flutsch, Chair, Board of Humanities and Social Science

Associate Professor Ian Green, Director, Riawunna, Centre for Aboriginal Studies

Professor Barbara Hatley, Head, School of Asian Languages and Studies

Associate Professor Jonathan Holmes, Head, School of Art

Professor Aynsley Kellow, Head, School of Government

Professor Douglas Knehans, Head, Conservatorium and School of Music

Professor Vincent McGrath, Head, School of Visual and Performing Arts

Professor Jeff Malpas, Head, School of Philosophy

Dr Narelle Shaw, Acting Head, School of English and European Languages and Literatures

Mr Paul Zica, Acting Chair, Board of Visual and Performing Arts

