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A SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE EMPLOYMENT, WORKPLACE RELATIONS, SMALL BUSINESS AND EDUCATION REFERENCES COMMITTEE BY THE AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITY ALUMNI COUNCIL (AUAC) TO THE INQUIRY INTO THE CAPACITY OF PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES TO MEET AUSTRALIA’S HIGHER EDUCATION NEEDS

BACKGROUND TO THE SUBMISSION OF THE AUAC

The AUAC was established in 1965 under the name of The Australian Federation of University Graduates and has since undergone some name changes. The mission of the Council is to promote the value of higher education and to provide a national forum for the exchange of information and ideas in order to strengthen the bonds between institutions and their alumni. The Council consists of representatives of graduate bodies such as Standing Committees of Convocation and Alumni Associations of the Australian universities. Conferences are also attended by professional officers in the field of alumni relations and development.

One of the Council’s most significant roles for many years has been that of constituting a voice for alumni on issues of higher education. The fact that graduates are stakeholders in maintaining the quality of higher education was recognised in the draft report of the Higher Education Council entitled The Quality of Higher Education (July 1992,p.32) The report noted further that “graduates have one key characteristic which makes their judgements particularly useful: the passage of time and experience. They are in the best position to assess the extent to which their higher education has equipped them with transferable generic skills which support lifelong learning and adaptation to changes in their own careers, and in the world of work generally.” (p.33)

During the past decade the Council has made submissions to inquiries into higher education and to the responsible Ministers, in the years 1992, 1993, 1994 and 1996. The AUAC was represented on the Higher Education Alliance in 1996, and its press release at that time voices concerns that have not been allayed by subsequent events (see Attachment A). The Council, which is non party- political, makes the following submission on behalf of  the huge body of alumni whose interests are affected by the directions taken as a result of policies in higher education.

COMMENTS ON THE TERMS OF REFERENCE

The Council regards the present funding arrangements as grossly inadequate in respect of the capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand and to ameliorate the quality of teaching and research. As we pointed out in a submission to the Prime Minister in 1996, the EFTSU funding under the Labor governments fell by about 16 per cent in real terms between 1983 and 1996. This had resulted in budgetary problems for universities, downsizing of staff and increased staff-student ratios. It was our view that this situation needed to be reversed.

The Coalition’s official policy release at the time of the 1996 election, entitled Higher Education : Quality, Diversity and Choice, contained among its sixteen core promises the statement that a Coalition government would “maintain levels of funding  to universities in terms of operating grants” (p.4) However, in the Higher Education Budget Statement presented by the Minister on the 9th August 1996, cuts were announced to operating grants for the period 1996-2000 of $623.6 million. While research funds were allocated $134.716 million, the discretionary fund of $214.75 million was abolished (pp.29-31). This policy has been carried through despite the very large increase in student numbers. The result has been that the percentage of expenditure of GDP on higher education by the Government has fallen from 0.72 in 1996-7 to a projected 0.53 in 2003-4 (Budget paper No.1 1998-9 and 2000-1 as updated by DETYA in November 2000) (HES 6.12.00).

The reduction in government funding was intended to be compensated for by an increase in support by the private sector. This has to some extent happened, though unevenly across institutions. Some G8 universities have had reasonable success in gaining corporate support in specific areas. However, the Government appears to consider that universities will follow the example of the United States in raising massive funds from corporate and alumni supporters. It is well known that Australia has no tradition in these matters. Whereas leading US universities can raise one million dollars a day, and lesser known institutions can find one hundred million dollars a year to spend on facilities as a result of alumni donations, support for our own universities is minuscule in comparison, and we have little experience in serious fund-raising.

Alumni offices have been in existence in Australia only since about 1985, but these have generally been staffed by one or two officers, mostly inexperienced and poorly paid. There has been a high turnover of staff in consequence. Because institutional budgets have been under enormous pressure in academic areas, the funding of Alumni offices has been minimal. A comparison with  the staffing of American and Canadian offices with our own underlines the difference in the success of the systems in raising significant funding.

This situation has in our view been exacerbated by the failure of state legislation to establish worthwhile numbers of graduate representatives on governing councils. This trend occurred in consequence of the Dawkins reforms, and resulted in some governing councils having no representatives at all from their graduates, while in many other cases their numbers were reduced. The tremendous commitment to the welfare of universities in the United States by alumni appears to be led by boards of governors who are themselves alumni of their institution.  There is irony in the fact that universities exist by reason of state Acts, but the states do not provide finance for them. Until there is a serious attempt to take note of American practice, this country will fall far short of realising the full potential of harnessing support from the private sector. All parties must accept that one has to invest in order to make a long term profit, and that expectations of immediate returns are doomed to disappointment. It is also significant that corporate funding is generally directed towards specific areas for particular projects. Such support fulfils the goal of encouraging commercial and industrial activity, but  it is at times directed towards providing training programs, which are not the purpose of universities. An unwanted by-product of this situation has been an increasing fear among academics that their freedom to criticise academic and administrative decisions is threatened because private sector funds might be withdrawn in retaliation (SMH 17.3.01,p.36).

As a result of the reductions in government funding there have been severe cuts to courses and staff in the central faculties of Arts and Science. In ANU, for example, it was projected that by 2003 the university would reduce expenditure by 11 per cent in Science and 19 per cent in Arts, with additional impact as a result of inflation (HES 13.10.99). There have been many reports of widespread staff reductions in these faculties over the past three years including G8 universities such as Sydney and Monash (HES 3.11.99) The University of New England has abolished some departments and reduced others to mere shells.

A very serious characteristic of present staffing policies has been the move towards greater casualisation. Tenure has been attacked on the grounds of the need for flexibility. Preparation for an academic career requires a protracted period given over to doctoral study, and it is not easy to change direction in academe on the grounds of the transient popularity of certain courses. Knowledge is not an easily made consumable to be discarded in a few days, and good academic teachers are not retained by part-time employment for derisory reward. Further, it is obviously difficult to retain effective and expert teachers in areas where an indifferent graduate can in a year or two earn more than his erstwhile instructor.

The conditions for student learning have become increasingly appalling in many institutions, with overcrowding of lecture halls and declining facilities. In 2000 for example, 160 Financial Markets students were locked out of their first class (SMH 16.2.01). A Sydney University education officer and liberal studies student reported that she was forced to sit on the floor in lectures  for 22 of her 24 credit points (HES 29.3.00). The results of funding cuts are starkly reflected in the rise in staff-student ratios in recent years. In 1999 Deakin University reported staff-student ratios of 1 : 26.3, while the University of Southern Queensland reported 1 : 23.3 (HES 23.6.99).At Sydney University the staff student ratio was recently reported to have risen from 1 : 28 to 1 : 32, with some departments reaching 1: 40 (HES 14.3.01). Ratios in mathematics and computing are reported to have risen by 34.6 per cent between 1994 and 1999 (HES 17.1.01). The downsizing of staff has resulted in tutorials in some subjects containing an absurd 35 or more students (HES 14.3.01). When one compares the staff-student ratios at leading US colleges of 1 :8  to 1 :12, one is not surprised that overseas students, other than those reputed to be attempting to buy their degrees, should look askance at Australian conditions for learning.

It is not as though academic staff in this country are well paid by comparison with their colleagues overseas, or indeed with people in other professions. While teachers in NSW recently negotiated a 16 per cent rise, the Government has placed hurdles over a supplementation of two per cent. When funding is severely restricted, it is unrealistic to suggest that salaries should be negotiated when any rises could only be gained at the expense of further staff cuts and worsening working conditions. In commercial enterprises there would a product price increase to compensate, but this is not possible for universities. NSW High School Principals now receive salaries similar to those of full professors, without the need for high qualifications, the production of world class research, the supervision of higher degree students, or  teaching at an advanced level, in addition to their administrative duties. Comparisons between the rewards of teachers and academics at lower levels can only be odious. 

We are informed by a number of our representatives that the majority of academics have so many hours teaching, with the associated marking and administration, that they have very little time for scholarly reading and research essential for promotion or even adequately performing their tasks. While representatives of this Council have for many years urged greater recognition of high quality teaching in universities, both in submissions and publications such as the Sydney University Gazette, and some progress has been made in this area, teaching is in our view still given less than its due in considering promotion, despite the ever increasing amount of time given over to it.

Claims that on-line teaching will be cost-effective do not appear to be substantiated by evidence overseas, and we find the criticisms of the proposed University of Australia Online by Spender and Stewart convincing (HES 31.1.01,p.34). The use of technology has enormously advanced the availability of knowledge sources, but it is an adjunct rather than a substitute for teaching. Further, we have observed that external students have found the greatest satisfaction in their courses through periods of residence at the university, despite their brevity, when they have the opportunity to meet their lecturers and fellow students face to face and discuss the work. There remains the fear that without appropriate provision for interaction, the Internet may result in the derided teaching method of pouring information into empty bottles.

We would agree with historian Inga Clendinnen, who stated that “ critical analysis and self-irony cannot be supplied by the Internet because they are not a body of knowledge but counter-intuitive and often uncomfortable ways of seeing… These crucial analytical skills can be taught in any humanities discipline. Their teaching will be moderately expensive because it requires time, personal engagement and relaxed interaction with small face-to-face groups. But these skills are no longer optional. They are necessary for survival in our complex, fast-changing world” (The Australian Review of Books, March 2001, p.12).

The parlous state of Research and Development in Australia is highlighted by the report of the Prime Minister’s Science, Engineering and Innovation Council, entitled  Australia’s Information and Communications Technology Research Base: Driving the New Economy, released in January 2001. This called for a public funding injection into the area of $746 million over five years. It also pointed to sharp falls in public sector ICT R&D spending of about 20 per cent between 1996-7 and 1998-9. University research effort fell by about four per cent at the same time. It notes that ICT patent performance is “poor and declining” (HES 17.1.01). It is our view that urgent action should be taken to reverse these trends, which are reflected in the stresses suffered by higher education.

The Council is concerned at the repeated  claims that some overseas students have offered staff financial incentives in order to gain qualifications and that faculty members have been pressured to pass or award higher grades to certain students. Pressures also appear to arise from the link between funding and the numbers of graduating students. There is a widespread belief that standards have fallen and will continue to fall under these conditions. We view this trend most seriously, as the quality and status of our degrees are judged by the community and the wider world, not on the basis of the perception of their quality when they were awarded, but on what is regarded as their standing at the present time. For graduates the maintenance of standards is seen as vital. It is therefore of particular concern that university administrators seem prone to shoot the messenger rather than expose the truth. Such attempts to avoid scrutiny, however, far from reassuring the public about the institution’s reputation, suggest ugly cover-ups. We are aware that the Australian Universities Quality Agency is precluded from investigating individual complaints, and the Chair has emphasised that it is not a complaint-handling body (HES 14.3.01). We suggest that such complaints be referred to ombudsmen and that universities be subject to open scrutiny. The perception is now rife that some senior university officials are prepared to threaten or dismiss academics who expose abuses, and such actions are anathema to the concept of academic freedom.

B

There is a perception in the community that, as a result of increasing reliance on commercial funding, there is pressure on universities to focus on certain fields, which not only are in strong demand but which also bring in finance from fee-paying students. As we indicated earlier, we are concerned that these emphases may result in  courses devoted to training rather than higher order learning  and that academics in these fields may either be among the  less able because of the attractiveness of private sector salaries and conditions, or else enjoy such profitable consultancies that their academic responsibilities are given a low priority. Higher education must obviously reflect changes in the direction of society, but it should not be forced to abandon its traditional role of developing  habits of mind which are the mark of the educated person. We have observed this negative trend in the rising staff-student ratios in Arts and Science. Universities are above all the highest educational institutions in the country. Their primary function must remain that of stimulating minds to think logically and independently, to explore new paths, to question and to search, to understand the movement towards the future in the light of the past. The role of government is in our view not solely concerned with the pursuit of economic ends, important though these are, but also with building a better, happier and more compassionate society. We would therefore urge that universities be enabled to maintain their traditional role in the central faculties while at the same time enabling the nation to share in the technological and commercial advances which are now taking place.

It is recognised that successful applied research will attract funds essential to the economic progress of the nation and that this should be strongly encouraged. We are also aware that in a country of this size there are not the resources for large scale infrastructure required in some fundamental scientific research.  We should nevertheless provide such infrastructure for basic research as we can afford.  Universities should not be seen as mere adjuncts to major corporations, however welcome such support may be. We therefore suggest that government funding must ensure that traditional faculties should not be seen as the poor and less valued relation of privately funded areas.

E.

There has been much publicity regarding the brain drain, some causal factors of which we have referred to above. These include non-competitive salaries, poor staff-student ratios, excessive teaching loads with associated assessment and administration, insufficient time for research and its inevitable impact on promotion prospects, unsatisfactory facilities for research and threats to academic freedom. Factors such as these appear to have produced a massive lowering in morale amongst academics and a consequent desire to apply for overseas posts on the part of those who are in a position to leave. We believe that a continuation of this situation would be extremely damaging both to the quality of Australian higher education and to our ability to attract overseas students and highly qualified academics.

F.

Regional universities, by their presence, stimulate local economic activity and constitute centres of culture for their district. They are able to carry out research of great value to local industries. They are well placed to address the important social issues of access and equity. They are resource and consultancy centres for large rural areas, and provide unique programs based on local conditions, support in the arts and in information services. They enrich the lifestyle of country areas and must not be judged solely in terms of economic efficiency. In the words of the late, great Chancellor of the University of Sydney, Sir Hermann Black : “A university is not a sardine factory”.  We would argue that regional universities, which fulfil many functions beyond those of city institutions, need special support and must not be permitted to decline. Many have external programs which have changed the lives of thousands of Australians, and their role will continue to be highly important both in the education of our citizens and in promoting the welfare of our rural communities. We would expect that governments of all persuasions would ensure that our universities outside the capital cities not only survive but prosper. 

H.

We suggest that there should be an advisory body to the Minister which is composed of representatives of all the major stakeholders in higher education. As has been recognised, graduates have a large stake in the status of their degrees and an interest in the welfare and reputation of their alma mater. They constitute a largely untapped source of knowledge, experience and financial support which should be harnessed for the benefit of our universities’ future prosperity.

