Submission by Dr. Ken Harvey to the Senate Inquiry: The capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs. 


Summary

It is my thesis that successive governments, but especially the Howard government, have devalued the public good that universities have traditionally provided. This devaluation, coupled with severe funding cutbacks and a “user-pays” ideology, has led to a series of perverse outcomes in Australian higher education. These include sapping the moral of dedicated but increasingly overworked university staff and replacing a collegiate and mutually supporting university culture with a corporate and punitive one, obsessively focused on “marketing” and assembly-line “outputs”. This has led, inexorably, to a devaluing of academic staff, decreased opportunities for postgraduate study and a “dumbing down” of academic standards. Unless these policies are changed, Australia will not become a “clever country” nor will we remain competitive in attracting overseas students to study in our institutions. Public money must be put back into public higher education for public and national good. 

Background.

I am a 57-year old medical graduate who has worked in Universities and University Teaching Hospitals virtually all my professional life. I currently hold the position of Senior Lecturer in the School of Public Health, La Trobe University. 

I initially specialised in medical microbiology and infectious diseases. An interest in bacterial resistance to antibiotics led to a study of antibiotic prescribing and then the forces at work on the pen that writes the script. This eventually resulted in a move from public hospital practice to academic public health with a special focus on medicinal drug policy. More recently, my interest in optimising medicinal drug use, the use of information technology and the education of health workers have converged in the area of e-health, including health informatics, telehealth, telelearning and computerised decision support, especially prescribing systems. 

In the area of e-health research and teaching, my colleagues and I currently hold two ARC SPIRT (1) grants (involving a post-doctoral fellow and 5 PhD students) four general practice computing group (GPCG) grants and a DETYA Science Lectureship grant. The latter has enabled us to develop a new online course in e-healthcare (2). 

I am especially proud that a number of my post-graduate students have gone on to achieve notable success in their own careers. Some are pursuing successful academic careers; others have responsible positions in overseas government, while one is working for the World Health Organization in Geneva. Full details of my own career can be found below (3).

I mention the above to counter the usual response that I (and others) who criticise the current state of universities are inflexible, non-productive, no-hopers who should be marginalised, ignored, and got rid of through early retirement packages. I dispute this view. Rather, it is my thesis that successive governments have devalued the public good that universities can provide. This devaluation, coupled with severe funding cutbacks and a “user-pays” philosophy, has led to a series of perverse outcomes in Australian higher education. 

I will now attempt to prove this thesis using the terms of reference of this inquiry.
The Terms of Reference of this Inquiry. 

a) The adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to (i) the capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand.

In 1988 the Hawke Labor government introduced the Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) for domestic higher education students and permitted universities to charge fees. The aim was to fund the expansion (and reform) of higher education and create a "clever country". In the 1990's the Howard government progressively relaxed the rules; there are now no maximum or minimum fees and the 20% cap on fee-paying postgraduates was removed. At the same time, massive government cuts to university funding diminished the number of HECS-funded places and increased the number of fee-paying courses as universities struggled to compensate for cuts to their operating grants and unfunded wage increases. 

The Howard government proudly points to the fact that the total number of postgraduate coursework students has grown over their term in office. However, this growth has largely been in international students; domestic student numbers peaked in 1996 and have subsequently declined. An increase of 10,000 fee-paying domestic "students" (EFTSU) has not made up for a decline of 13,000 previously HECS funded places. In addition, the "user-pays" model has dramatically changed the selection of courses selected by students. IT (computing) and business related courses are doing well, health sciences are slightly up, whereas engineering, science, humanities, education, agriculture and the visual and preforming arts have dramatically declined (4). The consequence has been the closure of university departments such as classics, humanities, music and philosophy and the loss of invaluable teaching and research expertise. 

Some might say "great", market forces are at work, students are voting with their wallets. Others, including myself, argue that perverse incentives are at work, higher education should be more than mere vocational training designed to maximise student’s income, and government policy should encourage broad-based higher education as a social good. 

In my own field of public health, I have seen a marked decline in mature age students studying for higher degrees in areas such as health administration, health services management, health promotion, gerontology, etc. This is because these courses are now full-fee paying. In addition, concomitant cutbacks in the public hospital and public health sector have meant that potential students no longer get time off work for study, nor are they likely to receive additional income for obtaining a higher degree, no matter what additional benefits those studies bring to the student’s institution. 

The understandable response of university administrators has been to suggest that such courses should be abolished (because falling numbers have made them unprofitable) and staff should focus instead on more productive “market niches”. This has led to the creative introduction of new courses such as “tourism”, “hospitality” and “resort management”. (5) These courses may be worthy in themselves; they certainly help the university’s bottom line, but they do not appear to assist the up-skilling of the health sector with which I am involved. 

ii. Institutional autonomy and flexibility 

Another consequence of financial and other pressures on universities has been the development of a culture of corporatisation and managerialism, which has largely replacing the previous collegiate tradition. While the latter was not without problems many of us believe the new culture is responsible for even more problems (6). For example, in my own School, several new senior academic staff have been recruited from government and hospital administrative backgrounds, not from an academic milieu. Not surprisingly these administrators have sought to increase academic productivity by structural reorganisation. They have created workgroups supervised by “cluster leaders” who have attempted to allocate “workloads” by complex (yet arbitrary formulas) and monitor academic “output” by measures such as the number of research papers published per annum. 

Some might argue that these workplace changes are a wonderful example of institutional autonomy and flexibility in the justifiable pursuit of greater academic productivity. In fact, these measures caused much resentment, and ultimately union (NTEU) intervention. This was not because academic staff were against fair and transparent workload allocation, nor did they dispute the need to demonstrate their productivity. What concerned staff was the following:

1. Staff feedback on the proposed workplace changes was ignored. 

2. Time allocated for certain activities appeared unreasonable and arbitrarily derived.

3. Time spent developing and delivering newer academic activities (such as online teaching and problem-based learning) was overlooked. 

4. A formulaic approach to workload allocation was proposed: “teaching- 50%; research (or R&D)- 30% & administration and community services-20%". This did not take into account the fact that different people have different talents and workload allocation should be done on an individual basis.

5. At the same time, the School administration announced a freeze on sessional staff (with the expectation that existing staff would take over the work previously performed by sessional people). This was allegedly due to a severe budget deficit in the School caused by University accounting system problems in 2000 compounded by a Faculty reclassification of income derived for various subjects. At the same time the Faculty allegedly had a budget surplus. 

6. The Faculty & Schools budget process was neither open nor transparent and staff could not judge the accuracy of various administrative claims of deficit or surplus, despite the fact that these claims were used to justify increased workloads. 

7. Workload allocation also did not appear equitable or transparent; some members were asked to take on more work, while other staff either did not get asked or refused to share the load (e.g. teaching, academic supervision, etc.).  

8. At least one NTEU member was asked to take on additional teaching in 2001 despite negotiating in 2000 for a reduction in teaching in order to apply (successfully) for outside grants to undertake more research. This additional teaching load jeopardised commitments given to the granting bodies about the time available to carry out research. 

9. The workload document proposed to assess research outputs on a yearly basis. Staff felt this inappropriate. They believed output assessment, whether of research or teaching, should be evaluated by the Performance Enhancement and Development Scheme (7), not workload allocation. In addition, the proposal did not take into account the academic research cycle that may include moving into new areas, applying for grants, and finally, writing publications. Good research may evolve slowly and require a considerable period of scholarship and experimentation. Inventive research is not always successful or immediately unsuccessful. It may be difficult to publish work. Even new and powerful ideas are not always immediately recognised by editors and publishers. A 3-5 year period was judged a more appropriate assessment time. 

10. A similar focus on “publication outputs” in outside study program guidelines (sabbatical leave) has also caused concern. Staff believed that less tangible outputs, such as being stimulated by colleagues, acquiring new knowledge and networks, improving teaching recourses, etc. should also be valued. 

11. The document also linked "community service" to activities "benefiting the School's research and teaching". Some staff believed that community service should be based on altruism, not marketing and promotion.  

12. There has been considerable concern generated over administrative restructuring. For example, the recent formation of “clusters” added yet another layer of management, increased administrative complexity, decreased open communication and reduced the time available for teaching and research. (5 new cluster leaders were each allocated 300 hours of administrative time, a total of 1500 hours additional lost). Once again, this placed a heavier burden on academic staff that were not “cluster leaders”. 

13. Finally, some “cluster leaders” do not appear to have the necessary qualifications or experience to provide appropriate academic PEDS supervision to the staff they have been allocated.
iii. The quality and diversity of teaching and research.

I have argued that diversity of postgraduate coursework teaching, at least with respect to upskilling health workers, has decreased because full-fee paying courses is killing demand. 

This has led my university to creative alternatives such as Professional Doctorate degrees involving both coursework and a research thesis. The doctorate adheres to the Commonwealth Government definition of a research degree and thus allows candidates to apply for Commonwealth scholarships (full time) and HECS exemption (normally for two years full time or four years part time). (8) It has proved popular. 

Others have commented on the “dumbing down” of academic standards as a consequence of pressure to maintain income generated from full fee-paying students. I support their view. The research component of many Masters degrees has now disappeared and been replaced by coursework. Some universities advertise higher degrees that can be completed in shorter and shorter times. I have personal experience of higher degree committees that have ignored external examiner’s reports pointing out significant shortcomings in theses. Instead of these deficiencies being remedied, the degree has been awarded and requests for explanation have been ignored. Attempts to correspond with Australian University Quality Agency (AUQA) about such matters have produced the response, “the AUQA is not set up to handle complaints.” (9)

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

I have noted the perverse effect of moving courses from HECS-funding to full fee-paying. A similar process applies in the research field. Increasingly, SPIRT, CRC and other research grants require substantial financial contributions from industry “partners” as part of the assessment criteria. The time taken to solicit contributions from industry is immense (and not judged as workload). Australian industry is notorious for not contributing to research, unlike its counterparts in other countries. Yet industry money is increasingly required before a grant can be considered. While I have been reasonably successful with SPIRT grants because my current area of research (e-healthcare) is attractive to industry I have also had the disappointment of being involved in a major e-healthcare CRC application that failed, largely because we could not get enough industry support. Yet no one denied that the area was not crucial to health care, or that the research plans were not in the national interest. 

Ironically, many of my colleagues work in areas equally important but with even less chance of attracting industry funding. As a consequence, many of them are no longer able to attract grants. I believe in a proportion of industry-relevant research but I also believe that this government has pushed the linkage between research funding and industry contributions too far.

(iii) The adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources.

Funding of university infrastructure is inadequate. As evidence, I offer the following; the last two Web servers bought for my School, my personal workstation and laptop computer have all been purchased from my private consultancy earnings, not from university infrastructure funding due to the inadequacy of the latter. Yet time spent earning consultancy income detracts from time spent in teaching and research. 

(d) Equality of opportunity to participate in higher education.

The trend towards full fee-paying courses is severely impacting on equity of access. In my view this departure from a largely public funding model to a “let the user pay” ideology is a national tragedy. Let be quote a recent immigrant to this country who expressed this view succinctly in a recent public e-mail listserver dialogue (10).  

-----Original Message----- From: GPCG Talk List [mailto:GPCG_TALK@LISTS.GPCG.ORG] On Behalf Of Horst Herb Sent: Friday, 23 March 2001 1:46 PM To: GPCG_TALK@LISTS.GPCG.ORG 

Subject: Re: [GPCG] Let the user pay?

There are good examples that tell us a lot about the value of public education. Let us look at the example of Finland.

A land literally without any natural resources (but timber), a geographical situation more difficult than Australia (wide areas with permafrost, flat country with unpredictable waterways and floodings after long, long winters, very scarcely populated) and yet their companies like Nokia play a dominant role in the world telecommunications market. Their economy survived many ups and downs without negative impact on their excellent social and medical system, and their trade balance, despite their lack of resources, is very favourable.

How come? Their only asset is human resources. A well educated, well-trained and skilled population. They develop ideas and sell them to other countries: microelectronics, computing, and engineering of any kind - you name it; they do it at world-class level. It is not a coincidence that Linux emerged from that edge of the world, after the people around Stallman in the US had tried in vane to pull it off for nearly 20 years. Compare the number of hight tech patents per capita - countries like the US get a hiding there. Similar stories are behind many of the high tech enterprises now operating from the US (who knows the story behind SUN, how a few enthusiastic people in Southern Germany, just after leaving the public free university, started something IT?).

Similar situations in Iceland, Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Germany, Austria, Holland, Belgium, Switzerland, with the exception of Norway, all without natural resources to sell and, with the exception of Germany, all without international "power", and many of them with unfavourable geography (Australia is not alone in that aspect). What they all have in common is a long tradition of public education, free from primary school to tertiary / quaternary graduation.

Look at the most recent WHO report. You will find a strong correlation between average health & life expectancy and long standing good public education. It teaches a valuable lesson when you look at Nobel price winners and check where they had their education - you'll be surprised how few went through a private system.

Public education is the greatest asset a country can have. I value it more than a country’s health and social system. It is one of the main factors in a low crime rate, a stable democracy and, not surprisingly, good public health. It has shown to be more efficient in terms of outcome per dollar too. 

Finally, lets not forget that life is more than items you can buy and sell, more than sheer market value. What a grey outlook when arts and humanities decline, when the *science* of ethics looses all it's base.

If I had to pay for studying, I certainly would not have started my second career (Medicine). Hell, I probably wouldn't have gone to University in the first place when I was 18 & more stupid than now, not able to oversee the consequences.

Even if I had gone, I wouldn't have done extra courses in mathematics (like number theory, topology), biochemistry, philosophy, ethnology, anthropology, and economy - because it would have been too expensive. Nowadays I know that these extra few years have served me well, and I know I gave the community back more than it invested in me (for example my ideas & patents that have been snatched & exploited by the University of Munich in order to fund extra staff and extra projects). A classical win-win scenario!

Regards

Horst Herb
This communication clearly points out what current government higher educational policy (and many university administrators) fail to understand. Students are not usually informed and discerning consumers. Teachers &/or researchers are not mere production line knowledge workers who need to be whipped into greater productivity. Universities are more than information factories concerned with the efficient throughput of graduating students and product marketing. 

Rather, students are individuals who need guidance, inspiration and mentoring. Teachers &/or researchers are crucial community resources who need support, nurturing and respect. Universities are the environments in which love of knowledge, a desire for life-long learning and cultural and professional traditions are passed on from one generation to the next. 

Coda

Let me end with a parable. The story of a Just Man, who went to the city of Sodom, hoping to save its people from sin and punishment. 

He cried out to them, preaching in the streets, urging them to change their ways. But few people listened and less responded; yet still he went on, shouting his message of warning, his promise of redemption. 

Then, one day, a child stopped him in the street, asking why he cried out when few people listened. 

And the man answered, “When I first came to this city I cried out my message convinced I could change the people. Now I know it is difficult to change them. If I continue to cry out today it is mainly in the hope that I can prevent them from changing me”.

And so it is for academics concerned with the current state of Australian universities. We preach that public funding should be restored, that administrators should try and understand the complexities of teacher-student relationships, that academic staff need respect, support and nurture. We do this, not just to rescue others from their craziness, but also to preserve our own sanity. Not just to convert others, but to convince our selves.

Dr. Ken Harvey

35 Mary St., Hawthorn, 3122, Australia

Phone / Fax (61 3) 9818 1875, Mobile 0419 181910

E-mail: k.harvey@latrobe.edu.au
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