Submission to Senate Inquiry into Higher Education:

How Can Anyone Know About The Intellectual Standards Of University Degrees And Does It Matter Anyway?

1 Introduction and Summary

This submission relates to Terms of Reference a) iii on the quality of teaching and g) i on quality assurance.

Summary: There is circumstantial evidence (including the effects following severe reductions in unit funding for teaching coincident with record levels of participation) backed by some survey reports that the intellectual standards required for degrees have probably declined during the last couple of decades. The question is important, not just because Australia is competing for overseas students, but because the primary concern of any self-respecting university should be the intellectual quality of its graduates. We suspect that there are few Australian Vice Chancellors or Deans with any direct means for knowing if standards are changing or how their university’s degrees compare with others in Australia or overseas.

Quality Assurance as it has been practised in Australia does not address the question in any direct or useful way.  

Reports from external examiners is one way for assuring standards across institutions but external examining is not used much in Australia. Another method -  direct sampling and assessment of the evidence used by departments to determine whether a student will be graduated - has not been used since the 1980s when the Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee (AVCC) conducted its evaluation of honours courses. 

It is not proposed that there should be a uniform standard across institutions or disciplines. But it is highly desirable that universities should have the means for knowing about their degree standards; and that external agencies such as discipline groups, the AVCC or the new quality agency periodically assess the intellectual quality of degrees.   

Once universities have determined their goals for intellectual standards there should be a survey of the resources and conditions for teaching and learning that will be needed if the objectives are to be attained.

2 Background

Allegations about pressure on academics from fee-paying students to lower examination standards have recently been in the news. The problem has existed for some time. Our own interviews with staff and students in 1999 revealed instances where examiners have felt under pressure to lower standards for international students – pressures either from students directly or from authority within the university
. More recently a report of The Australia Institute reached a similar conclusion
. Such behavior, while a matter for concern, is part of a larger problem – the general decline in the intellectual standard of university degrees over the last decade or two.

It would be remarkable if degree standards had not fallen. The evidence for this is mainly circumstantial, but the circumstances are pretty compelling. While pass and graduation rates have remained constant or even increased, conditions for teaching and learning have deteriorated. Since 1980 the resources for teaching have declined substantially, the unit resources now being about half of what they were.  At the same time participation has increased to the point where now 45 per cent of the age cohort is enrolling in higher education. Conditions for teaching are such that students cannot expect to be known as individuals by staff members - rather, in a number of universities the experience for today’s average student is a mass one with large lectures and tutorials of 50 or 60. A student who is falling behind is likely to go unnoticed and unassisted. And bright students are unlikely to be challenged intellectually unless they are part of the minority in honours courses. 

On top of these changes a good deal of undergraduate teaching, especially in the early years, is now the responsibility of temporary staff or postgraduate students whereas it was once regarded as the responsibility of the professor or other senior staff. The integrity of the curriculum has also changed. A pass arts or science degree used to comprise the study of two major fields studied in some depth over three years, plus a sub major and two or three other subjects to give some breadth to the course. Today the modular structure, whereby students assemble a course as if they were playing with leggo building blocks, makes for programmes of study lacking coherence and depth.  

Furthermore some universities are now giving credit for substantial amounts of work (more than half in some cases) completed in other institutions, especially TAFE colleges, without any meaningful checks on standards or on overall coherence of the degree. .

Many senior academics are asserting that the intellectual demands for passing a degree have become much easier. A scientist for example reports that a text once used for first year was deferred to second, then third year and finally abandoned altogether.

There may have been countervailing changes during the period. The application of IT to teaching and, in the last 3 or 4 years, the use of the internet for delivery may have compensated for some of the increase in staff:student ratios. There are as yet no evaluations of these innovations.

There is at present no ready way for measuring changes in the intellectual standards of degrees. When we asked deans and vice-chancellors about their standards they were likely to tell us about graduates’ destinations or assert their equivalence with some high status benchmark university. But when pushed they invariably had to admit that they had no direct way of knowing about changes in standards from year to year or between different courses; or how their university stacks up against others.  Success by students in getting employment or admission to graduate schools is at best a weak indication of standards. 

There is sure to be variation across institutions; and within them between different fields. Probably the pass degree has suffered most. Arts and science departments take pride in honours degrees and will protect them while having to make do with less for the earlier years of undergraduate courses. The standard of research degrees is supposed to be protected by use of external assessors, but here also there are senior academics with grave concerns about the quality of the assessment process and the diligence with which some assessors do their work.

It may not matter if our degrees are generally now easier to pass or if there are variations, even large ones, across the system; but rather than pretending that standards are as good as ever they were and that ‘one size fits all’ these questions should be matter for vigorous debate within the system. Since intellectual excellence in teaching is the historical distinguishing characteristic of universities and gets a mention in most mission statements it might be expected that institutions would take pride in the maintenance of high standards and that they would have the means for checking on them. But, as we have said, there is no Australian university with any systematic means for knowing about its standards and how they might be changing. 

The question is also important for marketing. Up to this point Australian higher education has been able to attract overseas students because of its good track record, good advertising and word-of-mouth reports from graduates. In contrast to USA the fact that Australian universities are public and therefore can claim ‘guaranteed by the government’ used to carry some sway in parts of Asia. 

Nowadays clients and overseas governments are more discerning and critical. And the very competition that has been fostered between Australian institutions is now starting to show a down side - if some promote themselves as the best, others are by definition not so good. “Why” asked a perceptive Indonesian bureaucrat who had studied in Australia “do you Australian universities compete so hard against one another, when the reality is that Australia as a whole compares well with most other countries?” In an internationally competitive market we are in danger of undermining one another. And unlike the UK, which is our chief competition in parts of Asia, we lack an authoritative, independent, highly regarded agency for confirming the standard of degrees in each institution.

2 Knowing what the Standards are

During its three years of operation the Committee for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (CQAHE) never asked universities the crunch question “how can you know how good your degrees are?” Rather it focussed on topics only indirectly related to degree quality – courses and resources for teaching, graduation and employment rates, student staff ratios, the qualifications of staff, student services, or provisions for feed-back – none of these are unimportant but none gets close to the central issue. While the success of graduates in obtaining employment or in proceeding to further study or in getting professional registration is important for graduates themselves, these indicators have more to do with the state of graduate labour markets and the professions than with the intellectual standards of degrees.

Up until the mid 1980s half of the higher education sector – the former CAEs – was required to obtain external accreditation for its courses.  With the rapid and universal conversion of CAEs to universities the accreditation processes was abandoned and former colleges have become universities – a number without much serious tutelage from established universities. Probably standards that prevailed in CAE days have been imported into the university sector. Nobody really knows. 

One way for universities to assure the standard of their degrees is by using external examiners as in UK, Denmark or New Zealand (for honours Level). Another is for disciplines in several universities with similar curriculum to agree on the use of some  common examination questions. A third way is for an independent panel of experts to assess the evidence – final year papers, projects etc. – that is used to determine whether a student will fail or pass, get a second or a first. In a few instances this happens in association with reviews of departments. Professional faculties are likely to be reviewed by the professional association and in some cases the review looks at standards, even asking for sample examination scripts. The focus in these exercises is however on the minimum standard necessary if the graduate is to be admitted to practice. A university should be concerned at standards throughout the range, and particularly at the top. 

At the system level the last attempt to make a direct assessment of the intellectual standards of degrees was made by the AVCC in a series of reviews focussing on the honours level in undergraduate courses of particular disciplines. The areas reviewed included history, economics, psychology, and physics. Peers from elsewhere in the system formed the review panels. Evidence was obtained by interviews with key academic staff and students, and examination of curriculum and samples of examination scripts and theses. A report was prepared, discussed with the department concerned, and published. The scheme gave departments a clear idea of their standards, strengths and weaknesses; and the nation benefited from a report on the health and standards of the discipline nation wide.

The Government, in establishing The Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA), emphasized the need to protect Australia’s international reputation with respect to the quality of educational standards and  “the desirability of focussing (more than in the past) on outcomes and standards as well as process.” AUQA has yet to commence operations and it remains to be seen whether, in looking at outcomes, it regards the performance indicators typically used by universities (and DETYA) as sufficient, or whether it will ask how a university assures itself of the intellectual standard of its graduates. 

Knowing about intellectual standards of degrees is one side of the coin. The other is teaching and learning. Once universities have determined their goals for intellectual standards, there should be a survey of the resources and conditions for teaching and learning with a view to determining what will be needed if the objectives are to be attained.
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� These interviews were made in 1999 as part of a project assessing models for quality assurance in Australia. See Don Anderson, Richard Johnson and Bruce Milligan 2000 Quality Assurance and Accreditation in Australian Higher Education: an assessment of Australian and international practice, Evaluations and Investigations Programme, Higher Education Division, DETYA, Canberra


� Report Number 37, March 2001. Although based on a small and unrepresentative sample the conclusions are consistent with other pointers: “Many respondents commented that their universities were giving greater value to courses that attracted full-fee paying students over other courses.  Some also suggested that universities were changing so that students’ ability to pay was more important than their ability to pass.  Some were concerned that student standards were being lowered, as a consequence, and that student demand rather than academic and collegial considerations, played a strong role in determining teaching quality.  Approximately 5 per cent mentioned that they had experienced pressures to admit and to pass full fee paying students.”  


 








