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  University of Sydney Branch


submission to the senate inquiry on higher education

NTEU University of Sydney branch, 10 March 2001

We draw the Senate Committee’s attention to the following items under the Inquiry’s Terms of Reference.  Our submission concerns the University of Sydney in particular, but most of the issues we raise are affecting the sector as a whole.

a) Adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to:

i) Capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand:
Funding is clearly inadequate to meet demand.  Effects are visible through staff shortages:

· Students are queueing for up to 7 hours to obtain information or vary enrolments.

· There are insufficient staff within Faculties, Schools and Departments to provide students with advice concerning their courses and units of study.

· There is severe overcrowding in classrooms, to the extent that Health and Safety requirements are not being adhered to and students are not receiving a sufficient level of individual attention from teachers.

iii)  The quality and diversity of teaching and research

· There has been widespread reduction in the number of unit of study offerings within disciplines, with a resulting narrowing of knowledge and expertise in these fields, and threats to the future integrity or even survival of some disciplines.

· This problem affects the whole University but is particularly acute in the Humanities and Sciences.  Given the University’s strong tradition of excellence in these areas, not to mention their importance as a basis both for the development of the country’s cultural and social fabric and for more specialist, professionally- or research-oriented study, this is a matter for grave concern. To take one of many examples: graduate competency in foreign languages and cultures is severely undermined by lack of course options, tutorial overcrowding and reduction in class hours.

· Some areas of professional medical disciplines are also under threat.  Moreover, the standard of degrees and of research in professional medical faculties is being undermined by staff cuts and reductions in classroom and clinical hours.  Senior specialist academics at the University of Sydney have stressed that Australia’s competency in some of these areas is slipping disastrously by international standards.  

· Some projects for new degree programs and particularly interdisciplinary programs have had to be shelved due to lack of resources.

· There is a pressure to increase throughput of students to maximise “return” from dwindling funding; this has contributed to a general “dumbing down” of courses so as to achieve higher pass rates.

b) Effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs:

Very close to half the University of Sydney’s operating income now comes from non-government sources.  This has impacted on:

i)  The quality and diversity of education

· Those disciplines least able to attract private funding through fees and through grants from business and the community sector are also the least able to offer a large range of course options.  Units of study that are deemed not commercially viable due to small enrolment numbers are being axed, resulting in impoverishment of disciplines and a reduction in the range of specialist options available to students.
· Those disciplines attracting high levels of commercial funding are in danger of having future teaching orientations dictated by market requirements rather than by the long-term education, research and training needs of the country as a whole.
· As the ratio of overseas-fee-paying to Australian students increases, without adequate resources to provide language and other support to foreign students, teachers are forced to “dumb down” courses to cater for students lacking either or both of adequate fluency in English or adequate academic level at entry to cope with course content.
· Market forces are compelling Universities to “modularise” courses to provide greater student flexibility. This, however, has impacted negatively on staff’s ability to cope with student demand on an administrative level as degree structures become more complex.  There is also a great risk that the internal coherency of degrees and in particular the development of a student’s learning is undermined as students choose modules much as one chooses products in a supermarket (a frequently-used analogy, no doubt because it is an apt one), without proper guidance from academics who are far too overworked to have time to advise each individual student on how best to structure his or her learning.
· More and more time and energy is devoted by staff to marketing activities or the preparation of marketable degrees.  This energy is taken away from the core business of teaching and research.
iii) the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources

· Classroom overcrowding is now chronic.
· There are insufficient staff to deal with the range and complexity of student demand, driven by market forces that require “flexibility”.
· The Universities’ libraries have suffered huge cutbacks, with many journals being culled and no resources available for new subscriptions: this is worrying for all disciplines but particularly so for “younger” disciplines.  The budget available for book purchases has fallen dramatically over the past ten years and in particular the past five, but book prices have risen in that time.
· There is insufficient public funding either to preserve the University’s considerable number of heritage buildings or to modernise these and other buildings sufficiently to meet Australian Health and Safety standards, in particular as concerns ventilation and air flow and quality (a problem exacerbated by overcrowding), and to render them accessible for all sectors of the student population (disabled access in particular).  
iv) the maintenance and extension of Australia’s long-term capacity in both basic and applied research across the diversity of fields of knowledge

· Disciplines with small enrolment numbers unable to attract commercial funding, but which provide valuable knowledge or specific professional specialist training, are in danger of disappearing.  This is affecting not only disciplines within the Humanities and Sciences but also some areas of the social sciences and even areas within professional medical faculties.
d) the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including:

i) the levels of access among social groups under-represented in higher education

· Access for students belonging to socioeconomically disadvantaged groups is limited as demand for limited funded places forces up entrance standards and the only other option is to pay hefty fees.

· Changes to the funding of the Aboriginal Tutorial Assistance Scheme have made it more difficult to offer the necessary support for indigenous students and placed staff employed under that scheme in more precarious employment conditions.  

· There are also limited resources available for the University to provide other appropriate pedagogical, research and cultural support structures for indigenous students and staff to gain a strong footing in tertiary education and research.

· Non-native speakers of English or other students with poor writing skills are increasingly in difficulty, as the University lacks adequate language support structures to assist them with such things as essay writing in English.

· Staffing and resourcing levels are insufficient to meet the special needs of students with physical or mental health problems or physical disabilities.

· The lack of resources to support students in difficulty has also forced teachers to “dumb down” courses as students have greater and greater difficulty in coping.

ii) the effects of the introduction of differential HECS and other fees and charges and changes in funding provision on the affordability and accessibility of higher education
· Postgraduate enrolments at both Master’s and PhD level are dropping.  Professionals who may once have taken a Master’s degree to increase their skills and qualifications in the workplace are now thinking twice before paying the fees, and doctoral students are reluctant to embark on research in a climate where fees are increasing and future career prospects are uncertain.

· Postgraduate completion, and in particular the quality of postgraduate research, is threatened by financial pressure from the Government on universities to ensure that PhD students complete in as short a time as possible.  

iii) the adequacy of current student income support measures

· The high rate of student employment to supplement or replace a meagre Austudy income has obliged academics to simplify their course content and reduce the number and complexity of assessment tasks as students have less time to study outside class hours and are suffering from increasing rates of stress and fatigue.

· Students who do not hold an Australian Postgraduate Award or other grant are highly unlikely to engage in study for postgraduate research degrees.  Even those who do hold such an award find that the level of funding is inadequate to live on and to finance their research, so most are also working part-time.  Those who are not funded by a grant but do still enrol are likely to be studying part-time while holding down a full-time job, as well as, quite frequently, dealing with family commitments, with deleterious effects on PhD completion rates.

(e) The factors affecting the ability of Australian public universities to attract and retain staff in the context of competitive local and global markets and the intellectual culture of universities.

· Salary scales in Australian public universities are extremely low by international standards, as is the level of research funding, with the result that many talented Australian scholars leave to take up academic posts and research fellowships overseas.

· Similarly, Australian universities have difficulty in attracting high quality staff from overseas.  There have been reports of senior academics from abroad either turning down positions offered them at the University of Sydney or resigning from positions only recently taken up because the pay is too low and working conditions very stressful.

· Staffing shortages are also resulting in such a workload blowout for academic staff that they no longer have the time to engage in the sorts of collegial activities (e.g. seminar series, collaborative research workshops, conferences and colloquia, public lectures, debates and commentary, occasional publications, journals, discipline-specific or interdisciplinary societies and associations and so on) that provide a strong intellectual culture for the future development of teaching and research.

(f) The capacity of public universities to contribute to economic growth:

iii) through research and development

Long-term national research capacity is seriously undermined by:

· Falling numbers of students engaging in research for higher degrees as the economic conditions in which they study become more difficult and career prospects slim;

· Staffing shortages, at the same time as undergraduate student demand is increasing, are resulting in academics giving more time to teaching and teaching-related administration. Teaching has now become a full-time activity for many if not most academics at the University of Sydney, with the result that they have little time, opportunity or energy to engage in research.  Research, particularly that not funded by research-grants providing release from teaching, is now very much an “extracurricular” activity, performed on top of a full week’s work and not as part of it. It is unlikely that in such circumstances academics will be able to produce the best research outcomes over a sustained period.

· In turn, fatigue and stress suffered by university staff along with lack of time to engage in sustained serious research activity will inevitably impact on the quality of teaching, which is informed by the research academics do.  This will have repercussions for the future quality of graduates, as it will for postgraduate research.

4
5

_1041230226.doc
[image: image1..pict][image: image2..pict][image: image3..pict]


