SENATE INQUIRY

The capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs.

A submission from the Curtin University Postgraduate Student Association (CUPSA).

(This submission is based on the thoughts and experiences of members of CUPSA, and is not necessarily an official publication of the association)

Specific points to be discussed:

Section (a) iii

The emphasis of funding to the university based on the number of students completing courses does not encourage quality graduates through high expectations of students. The quality of graduates is lowered due to the pressure to pass students to maintain funding.

Section (b) iv

Increased reliance on private funding for research can have negative implications for basic research that is not outcome-driven. Important discoveries and innovations come from flexibility in research, that is the ability to follow paths of interest or unexpected results. Where private funding is provided, this would necessitate a minimization of diversions.

Section (d) ii

Differential HECS has provided a disincentive for students to study science, since the costs are much greater, without a corresponding reward in terms of career/salary at the end of study. The argument that the cost should reflect the cost of the course becomes invalid when considering the law courses, which are cheap to run but attract the highest rate of HECS payments.

A more interesting way to use the differential HECS system would be to adjust HECS fees as a means of attracting students to an area that was of national significance at the time. For instance if it was felt that we required more scientists and wanted to divert potential business students to this area, we could impose low HECS costs on science courses and higher fees to the business area.

Section (d) iii

Financial support to students should not be less than unemployment benefits. If the country is to allow students to excel at university, so they can develop into capable researchers, then they must be allowed to study without taking on excess work to support themselves. The loan scheme that the government provides to help those who need more money to survive seems highly unfair, since students must pay back money under this scheme that they would have been entitled to not pay back if they took only Austudy payments.

At no time do the expenses of an unemployed person, looking for work, outweigh the expenses of a student, and yet students on Austudy are expected to survive on approximately $50 a week less than those on Newstart allowance. Students would be better off not studying and being unemployed, which seems to be at odds with the government policy of educating the nation.

Section (g) I

Some sort of Australia-wide standards for graduate quality may help to ensure minimum standards are met. It would be especially useful to ensure that those universities that traditionally attract less capable students are able to produce appropriately qualified graduates.

There is some concern at Curtin University about the quality control of proposed courses. New courses are proposed, and outlined to relevant authorities throughout the university. They are then approved by University council en bloc and advertised. Students may enroll in these courses only to find that the subjects have not been written. An example of this is the Masters of Infectious Diseases course, which was advertised in the media and published in the university handbook. Although there is a course outline, including the subjects to be offered, and a brief description of the subjects, this is all the course consists of. Students enrolling in the course sit in on undergraduate lectures for some subjects, although do not do the practical work nor sit the exams, and write essays on relevant topics to that subject. More frequently, at the beginning of the subject, students get an email outlining the 6 essays to be completed to fulfill the requirements of the subject. There are no lectures, no lecture notes, no reading lists, no unit outline with the learning outcomes, no feedback, no due dates for work to be submitted, no following of university policy on when the work submitted by students should be returned to them, and for this students are paying up-front fees.

While we appreciate the workload on staff, and realize the time taken to write subjects, there needs to be stricter controls in place so that courses like this are not offered without being ready for students to enroll in them.

