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My submission addresses the terms of reference (a) (i) and (iii), (b) (i), (ii) and (iii) and to a lesser extent (f)(i). That is, I comment on the adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to the capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand, and the quality and diversity of teaching and research. Additionally, I note the effect of private funding and market behaviour on the quality and diversity of education, the production of sufficient numbers of appropriately-qualified graduates to meet industry demand, and the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources. A limited comment on the capacity of universities to contribute to economic growth in communities and regions  is also made. 

The thrust of my argument is as follows:

Lack of adequate funding to the higher education sector for both research and teaching has created the development of a secondary labour market (casual, sessional and very short term contract positions). This group of employees has become responsible for a large amount of the face to face teaching delivery and some of the 'nuts and bolts' of research. This is impacting substantially on quality and diversity, particularly of teaching and education. It also impacts on the quality of employment that can be offered, especially in situations where the university is the major employer such as in regional areas.

Let me outline my arguments under a series of headings.

1. Adequacy of funding, increasing demand and quality of teaching and research.

Changes in employment practices

In 1975 I was employed as a full-time Tutor in psychology at the ANU. I, and the three or four other full-time tutors, together with the full-time lecturing staff, offered laboratory and tutorial classes in all the subjects offered in the Psychology Department. We worked with the lecturers to develop tutorial materials and design curricula. We were available for student consultation and assistance. We were integrated as full members of the department. 

By 1995, as a Senior Lecturer and Deputy Dean (Teaching and Learning)at Griffith University, I knew of very few full-time ‘tutors’ (‘associate lecturers’ in the new jargon). However, increasing student demand had increased class sizes and many casually employed ‘tutors’ provided small group teaching and limited student consultation. In 1998, I was appointed Head of School.  The first year undergraduate classes in my School had approximately 800 students, second year classes approximately 350 students and third year classes some 200 or more.  With this increase in student demand there has been an increase in the need for repetitive small group teaching (with 20 per class, there needs to be 40 'tutorial' classes for the first year group, etc.). There is also an increase in marking and student consultation needs (with a class of 800, if every student wanted to speak to the lecturer this would constitute more than two students per day, every day of the year. The semester only runs from 14 weeks!)

At the completion of my time as Head of School, further changes have occurred. More and more full-time staff now pay casual employees to mark all the assessment work in their classes. Examinations are prepared by staff in one institution for staff in others to administer. As we move towards 2005, I see a situation where the work in academic teaching has become totally fragmented. Curriculum development, design of classroom exercises, provision of educational resources such as web sites or resource books, facilitation and tutoring of small group interaction, assessment of work done by the students during semester, exam design and writing, and exam marking will each be viewed as discrete tasks which can be performed by different individuals, often paid at casual rates. The role of ‘expert’ will be reserved for the full time academic, who will deliver lecture material (either in person, by video screen or in written resource such as web site).  

While the rise in student numbers has been the impetus for many of these changes, the other cause has been the need of the university to free staff for the task of university management, for administration, for research and for other duties. 

'Time-release' is used to enable full-time academics to engage in research and administrative duties. 'Time release' is routinely offered to course convenors, Heads and Deputy Heads of Schools, Heads of Research Centres, and Deans, to enable them the engage in necessary administrative activities to ensure quality assurance, commercialisation, attraction of diverse student groups, engagement with the community etc. 'Time release' is regularly sought by those seeking funding from NCGs including, ARC Discovery and Linkage, CUTSD and from internal university research grants (small ARC) and other key research funding sources. 'Time release' is also offered to allow change management in the university. Those involved in curriculum development, on line delivery design, development and planning of industry relevant courses, study for teaching credentials and the implementation of entrepreneurial activity or quality initiatives, are all given time release to allow them the time to manage these tasks and still maintain the quality of what they do.

So, if the full-time academic staff are shifting repetitive teaching, marking and consulting time to someone else, so that they can adequately perform administrative and research tasks, who is it who is doing the teaching work?

The development of the secondary labour market

This need is being filled by the employment of casual staff (some times referred to as 'sessional' since they work for one teaching session of, for example, 14 weeks), paid by the hour, to teach in these classes. This is in contrast to junior level but career oriented full-time staff, as was the case in the sector prior to growth in student numbers and reduction in funding. These tutors are responsible for the vital function of becoming the ‘human face’ of the university. They provide the feedback and offer small group teaching and detailed explanations to the students of the material being presented in the subjects. The move to this form of provision of teaching expertise has derived from the reduction of funding in the face of increasing demand (and especially un-funded additional load in the early 1990s).

To decode the earlier discussion about maintenance of quality in administration and research, what 'time release' means, is that a casual employee is paid on a hourly basis to perform the released duties of the staff member - most usually teaching: both lecturing and tutoring.  

My point is not that the academic staff should not be provided with time release or support for teaching tasks. The maintenance of the quality of university management is becoming more and more important as universities become, rightly, more accountable. The capacity to provide good, even great research, which is theoretically sound and industry relevant, is a key function for academic staff. These tasks take much time, as does good quality teaching. What the sector needs is adequate funding so that all these necessary activities can be undertaken by full time or continuing fractional employees who are integrated with the university and with the academic career structure. 

The Extent of Casual Employment

It is not simple to determine the actual extent of casual work in the higher education sector. Statistics from DETYA indicate that in 1999, there were 29,748 full-time or fractional academic staff (FTE) and 6938 casual staff (FTE). This means 18.9% of academic FTE staff were employed casually. That is, one might think, that about two out of ten academic staff in the university are employed casually. 

However, the critical figure from the point of view of quality of teaching, is not the percentage of staff who are employed casually but the number of hours they teach compared with the number of hours taught by the full-time staff. It is the hour by hour analysis that would give us some indication of the impact that such staff have on the work of the university.  

At this point, the data gathered by DETYA paints a somewhat misleading picture.  The DETYA definition of ‘casual staff FTE’ calculates the FTE for casual teaching by assuming 25 hours face to face tutoring per one casual FTE (or nine hours lecturing or 35 hours marking).  In contrast, as a sector-wide estimate, one might assume that full-time and fractional staff teach about ten face to face hours each. (The assumption that fractional staff teach the same as full-time staff derives from the fact that it is only if an employee is teaching close to a full-time load that they are employed fractionally, as opposed to casually). 

This means that a casual FTE is teaching around 2 ½ times the face to face hours taught by a full-time academic staff member.  The consequence is that while 18.9% of the academic workforce is casual, they are teaching roughly 2 ½ times that amount of the face to face contact: around 37% of class time in fact.  So, a given student will be taught by a casual staff member not for two hours out of ten, but for about four hours out of ten.

In fact, it is my experience that there are differences in these figures from discipline to discipline. In the areas of high student demand, such as business and information technology, it is possible that this figure would rise to five, or even six hours out of ten. In areas of lower demand, such as languages or mathematics, the figures may be closer to two, or even one hour of the ten. 

Does this level of teaching by casual academic staff matter?

Impact on Quality

It is my contention that this does affect the quality of teaching and the educational experience of the student.  Many casual staff are the very best teachers in our universities working long unpaid hours because of their commitment to higher education and their dedication to teaching and students. However some are not. As a rule, even the exceptionally good casual staff are usually less well qualified. Casual staff are often those who have just graduated and who are enrolled in research higher degrees. They are generally untrained and the universities do nothing to develop them. Indeed most do not have an office, keys to the building, a mail box, e-mail access, notification or invitations to staff meetings or any involvement in the academic life of the university as teaching staff.  Further, they are not subject to regulation or monitoring except in the broadest sense, hence their diligence and commitment can sometimes be countered by their lack of awareness of policies, lack of knowledge about teaching and learning, and lack of feedback about their performance. The universities do not seem to consider them as staff and they fall outside policies for developing career paths or skills (eg access to conferences, access to training sessions etc). While almost all try exceptionally hard, in some cases they are not much more than 'warm bodies'. Even when they are not, the lack of infrastructure and resources and lack of skills and training mean they are not performing as highly as one might hope.

Further, as many of these people are research or postgraduate students with the university (enrolled in Honours degrees, coursework masters, research masters and research doctorates) the time they spent (often unpaid) on casual teaching reduces their performance in the research field. This research performance is part of the gross research performance of the universities (to be reflected in RHD completions, for example). Hence their work impacts not only on the quality of teaching in the university, but the quality of research.

I have argued that the rise in the employment casual academic staff derives from underfunding of the sector, and is affect quality. Would private funding assist? 

2. Effect of private funding and market behaviour on quality of graduates, industry demands for graduates and adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources.

Consultancy and time release

The argument that I have put claims that it is the reduction in funding for higher education (especially amounts per EFSTU) that has driven universities to use increasingly a secondary labour market in order to maintain quality in core areas of research, administration (university management), university change management (eg introduction of on line learning) and development of industry relevant courses. 

How does the need to seek private funding and respond to market pressures impact on my argument. It is my claim that it exacerbates the problem. Attempts to increase funding to the university by seeking external contracts (consultancies) inevitability contain a component for ‘time release’ to allow the employment of a casual staff member, normally to carry out the teaching of the academic ‘expert’ so that this person can provide quality input to the consultancy. Attempts to continue the development of the export market of higher education by recruiting overseas students for our undergraduate and graduate programs also mean that academics are sent overseas for marketing purposes and their teaching duties (mostly) are undertaken by casual staff.  In short, attempts to increase the funding base for the universities has not solved the problem but has increased it.

Graduate Quality and selection and training of casual staff.

Producing students of higher quality and diversity, and producing graduates that meet industry needs, relies upon the employment of academic staff who are highly skilled and expert and who understand industry requirements. As a general rule, casual staff employed by the university are neither of these. 

The selection process for casual staff occasionally uses open advertisement in the press. More usually it taps into the research student network functioning at the university, and uses networks that extends from there (ie graduate students are asked if they know other graduate students who would be interested in casual teaching).  The main alternate method is the use of ‘walk-ins’ ie interested people send curriculum vitae to a department and this pool is used when an additional casual hire is required. In all these cases, the casual staff member will have at least an undergraduate degree in the area they are to teach in. However they are often junior, having little industry experience and are sometimes have not long graduated themselves. It is therefore hard for them to conceptualise what is to be required of graduates from the system. In some very specific circumstances people with industry experience are recruited for casual teaching. In these cases such people may have industry credibility but are sometimes not graduates. Again, understanding the process of university teaching and learning can be challenging for these staff, even though they may be well aware of the industry needs.

As a rule no training of casual staff is undertaken. As a university manager, recognising this problem, I, over the past two years organised a two day training session in university teaching and learning which I invited casual staff to attend. I paid them for the time they attended. This practice is not usual and often no training, or a one or two hour ‘tutor’s meeting’, will be all the training that the staff receive. Following from my work in a management role, I had now been funded by Griffith University to develop a web site for use by casual teaching staff at the University. I expect that this project will provide a useful resource but it remains a poor substitute for employment of full time academic staff. 

Infrastructure and Resourcing

As noted earlier, casual staff are provided with very poor infrastructure and resourcing by the university. This is not always because they are overlooked. Funding levels are sufficiently poor that many of their needs cannot be adequately catered for.  If one returns to the DETYA statistics reported earlier, 6,938 casual EFT calculated at 25 hours per EFT translates into approximately 20,814 people. This calculation is derived from an assumption that each person teaches approximately 8 hours each (if it were more then a fractional appointment would need to be made) so that each casual EFT represents around three people.  Recalling that there were 29,748 fulltime and fractional staff EFT this constitutes about a 40% increase in staff. Providing a room, a computer, a telephone, e-mail and internet access, access to training and development etc not to mention building keys, telephone books, and access to support staff, is enormously expensive. Without such resourcing, the quality of what these staff are able to achieve must be reduced. However, the lack of both public funding, and the additional work imposed in the provision of private funding, results in this problem not being solvable. 

3. Contribution to economic growth

In many regional centres in Queensland, the University is the major employer (eg Toowoomba, Rockhampton, Cairns, Townsville).  The 1999 DETYA statistics indicate that 133 FTE casual academic staff are employed at USQ. This constitutes some 400 people. At CQU the EFT number is 79 (240 people). Were the university to be funded adequately so that they could employ full time staff in place of these casual staff, not only would the quality of the teaching and learning improve (as it would for all universities) but a major increase in regional employment would be possible.

4. Possible solutions

The use of casual staff derives from universities attempting to manage within the limited funds that they have. However its is impacting on teaching quality and educational and employment outcomes. How can this issue be addressed?

As noted before, full-time academic university staff are fully employed in research, teaching and administration. It is not the case that these activities can be ceased so that the full time staff can return to teaching duties (and the more detailed aspects of research).  However the reduction in funding as student demand has increased has lead to the practice of employment of casual staff for teaching. Adequate funding must be provided to support quality teaching in addition to the other functions. 

That is, there must be an increase in funding per EFTSU to support quality teaching. Bodies such as AVCC and NTEU have made suggestions about the level this funding needs to achieve. Any improvement per EFSTU funding would have an impact as any improvement in the number of full-time teaching staff  would increase teaching quality. 

A whole raft of government (and university) initiatives have colluded to supporting the system of ‘time release’ paid at casual rates. It is critical that funding for 'time release' be paid at full time rates of pay so that employment can be increased. This would include providing funding in ARC grants, (discovery and linkage) to allow full time replacement of researchers. This practice must then pervade the higher education sector so that all time release initiatives would paid at the full-time replacement rate.

Universities must start to provide resources and training for casual staff (for which they would need to be appropriately funded).  It would be appropriate to ask the Australian Universities’ Quality Agency to ask universities to report on the extent and type of their use of casual academic staff and to assess the quality of their practice. 

5. Conclusion

The university sector has created a secondary labour market. Given the funding shortfall which universities now face, they are currently a necessary part of the system. In the inadequate funding environment facing us universities are maintaining quality in research and meeting policy directions (commercialisation, on line education etc) by meeting their teaching needs through the employment of casual staff.  This impacts teaching and learning in negative ways. The experience that many students have in universities is that they are taught many hours by casual staff. This results the lower desirability of our educational product.

The practice is a symptom of the lack of adequate funding. It must be addressed by universities but this can only be done by providing adequate funding to allow the employment of full-time academic staff.
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