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President’s Message

The Melbourne University Student Union represents over 36000 students at Melbourne University.  We hear the individual stories from students often frustrated and disappointed with aspects of their ‘student experience’ and as student representatives we also experience first hand what it is to be a higher education student/customer in the new millennium.  It is no exaggeration to claim that the Australian Higher Education sector is haemorrhaging and that society as a whole will be the ultimate loser.

The desperate shortage of funding to universities (or the Crisis) has brought about a whole range of changes in higher education – a move away from collegial structures and values towards corporate managerial structures where the Vice Chancellor is the CEO and faculties justify their existence by the revenue they generate.  A vicious cycle has developed with the more commercially viable subjects and courses receiving greater funding and thus able to offer a greater quality of teaching and learning and research opportunities.  As funding is diverted from less ‘commercial’ subjects (but no less important) the quality of facilities and resources offered by these departments decrease and subjects cease to exist – thus creating the battle between quality and diversity, both essential for a vibrant, critical education.

Staff, both academic and general, are becoming increasingly overworked as pressure increases to attract research funding and opportunities for liaison with industry and commerce and also maintain a high quality of teaching and learning to increase the University’s ranking in areas such as the Course Experience Questionnaire and thus the marketability of the University (and also, presumably to improve teaching and learning for its own sake).  Staff who are overworked and underpaid cannot possibly provide the quality of teaching required for a ‘world-class’ university nor can they provide the support or feedback often found lacking by students as they navigate their way through a large, sometimes alienating institution.

The University of Melbourne has also sought to make up the shortfall in government funding by aggressively targeting the international ‘market’ attracting full fee-paying international students.  These students however often feel that they are seen as “walking dollar signs” rather than students who deserve a high quality education and who also may have additional requirements in adapting to new teaching styles and class room interaction.  Additional to the push for full fee paying students, both international and domestic, Melbourne University has been a ‘leader’ in pursuing entrepreneurial, private, profit making ventures involving the investment of funds from the public university.  This is occurring in the context of decreasing representation of students, staff and members of the university community on the governing bodies of the university and the increased secrecy or commercial confidence surrounding speculative business enterprise.

This submission calls for an immediate injection of public funding into the higher education sector to increase and preserve the integrity and quality of education in Australia.  This submission also calls for an investigation into the accountability of university governance structures, especially in relation to the involvement of public institutions in private enterprise.

Eve Bodsworh, President

Melbourne University Student Union

Overview & Introduction to MUSU

The Melbourne University Student Union Incorporated (MUSU) exists to advance the interests and welfare of; to provide amenities and services for; and, to represent the 36 thousand students of the University of Melbourne. The majority of these students study at the principle campus located in Parkville, north of the Melbourne CBD. MUSU has a long and proud history of influencing a unique vibrant campus culture, which has ensured that the student experience is positive and fulfilling. MUSU has served to successfully foster the intellect and celebrate the diversity of all students of the University of Melbourne. Indeed, many Australian identities initiated their careers through the activities and support of MUSU.

Providing more than ninety individual student services, MUSU is the second largest student association in Australia. It employs almost 400 full time, part time and casual staff, many of whom are students. It has an annual turnover of A$12 million. It’s services range from providing cultural and extracurricular activities, to medical, legal and counselling support as well as miscellaneous equipment, resources and other infrastructure.

MUSU is ultimately, democratically governed by and for all students of the University of Melbourne through a Student Council. There exist several specialist committees with delegated areas of jurisdiction. Officer Bearers are directly elected by students who have responsibility for the day to day running of specific portfolios and are accountable to the Student Council.
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Definitions

ASF:

AVCC:

CAUL:

CEQ:

MUOSS:

MUP:

MUSU:
NUS:

the Crisis:

the Inquiry:

the Senate Committee:

the Student Union:

the University:

ToR:

U21:

UMPA:

refers to the Amenities and Services Fee charged by the University

refers to the Australian Vice Chancellors Committee

refers to the Council of Australian University Librarians

refers to the Course Experience Questionnaire

refers to the Melbourne University Overseas Student Service at MUSU

refers to Melbourne University Private

refers to Melbourne University Student Union Incorporated

refers to the National Union of Students

refers to the current Crisis in Higher Education

refers to the Senate Inquiry into the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs

refers to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee

refers to Melbourne University Student Union Inc.

refers to the University of Melbourne

refers to the 'Terms of Reference' of the Inquiry

refers Unversitas21

refers to the University of Melbourne Postgraduate Association

Executive Summary

The Melbourne University Student Union Incorporated (MUSU) exists to advance the students interest and welfare, to represent students within the University and the community and to provide amenities and services, principally for students and other member of the University community, and incidentally to the public. Through the provision of more than ninety individual student services MUSU has become the focus of cultural and institutional life at the University of Melbourne.

This inquiry has presented itself at a significant period of time in the existing political and economic climate and the current state of affairs and condition of higher education in Australia.

The Student Union’s position as the principal advocate for student concerns at the University of Melbourne has meant it has witnessed a serious and concerning decline in education standards and experience in recent years. Of further concern is the knowledge that these trends have been acknowledged to be taking place nation wide, and the University of Melbourne as one of the more prestigious and wealthy universities and is in a considerably better position than others.

The decline in higher education standards and quality of education in Australia has become an important public issue. The importance of this submission in that context becomes obvious; it is the practical day-to-day experience of students that should be of greatest significance and interest to this inquiry. As such MUSU’s submission will attempt to provide an insight into the realities of a university degree and the gravity of the circumstances that currently face the higher education sector, circumstances that could only justifiably be called a Crisis.

Through this submission MUSU will provide brief but succinct examples of how the quality of teaching and learning, the provision of resources, maintenance of infrastructure, provision of diversity and preservation of access and equity and the governance of the University are all equally in considerable decline. The Student Union will attempt to provide simple but pertinent examples that will illustrate the decline in university standards and experience and which can be used as a refection of the general state of affairs of the university sector.

The Student Union believes the current Crisis in higher education is serious for a number of reasons. Most importantly of these is that if not addressed immediately, the Crisis is only going to worsen and could most likely result in a complete collapse, not dissimilar to the experience of the New Zealand higher education sector.

MUSU takes this position because of its intimate knowledge of the management and administration priorities and practices of the University of Melbourne and the current state of education at the University. The University has entered a vicious cycle of viewing university degrees in a demand vs. supply paradigm offset by regimes of cost cutting and profit maximisation. This has resulted in greater pressures on the University’s faculties and a subsequent reduction in satisfaction of students, which of course is followed by a further cycle of reductions. As such unless an immediate government response to the Crisis and policy initiatives are created, the capacity of universities to meet the higher education needs of Australia will be considerably diminished if not jeopardised.

The Student Union believes that an immediate funding injection into the sector by the government complimented with other policy initiatives including a complete audit of public university activities is the only manner in which the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs will be insured.

Summary of Recommendations

That there be an immediate injection of government funds into the higher education sector.

MUSU recommends that long-term strategic needs of industry are identified and mechanisms are put in place that ensure universities meet these goals.

That there be an immediate government audit of university infrastructure.

MUSU requests that the Senate investigate the University’s conduct throughout the history of the MUP project, with particular regard to the use of public funds in building the private university. 

That there be an investigation into the academic and financial due diligence processes followed by the University in its participation in U21 generated companies.

That there be an investigation into the academic and financial shortfalls of the Melbourne University Private venture, and its sustenance by the public arm of the University of Melbourne.

That there be a comprehensive investigation and financial audit of the University of Melbourne’s commercial activities and its use of public funds in speculative ventures.

MUSU recommends a complete audit of university charges and the increase in ancillary fees.

That the Federal Government immediately raise the level of student income support to 25% above the official poverty line In addition, a review of student income support arrangements occur as soon as possible that covers such issues as accessibility, equity and adequacy of income with a view towards establishing a liveable income for all students.

That government produce guidelines and frameworks in which marketing and advertising methods can be monitored and standards maintained.

That changes to the memberships of university governing councils since 1995 be reviewed with a view to restoring appropriate representation of students, staff, and graduates at those Australian universities where such positions have been lost.

That the effect of the changes in how governance in the University occurs be reviewed and improved and that government takes a closer look at the management and governance trends within the University.

That robust and effective accountability measures are put in place that insure the public disclosure of university decisions that affect the University as a public institution and its use of public funds.

That legislation be created to ensure the collegial and democratic foundation of universities as public institutions be maintained and encouraged.

Context of Submission

As mentioned earlier MUSU believes that higher education in Australia has entered a critical stage. This is evident in the research and critical analysis that various think tanks and institutions have contributed in recent times, the critical analysis of industrial unions and journalists and most importantly the critical reflection of long-time staff members of the industry as well as the significant response of students themselves.

In all cases there is a general agreement that higher education has reached an all-time low in Australia and unless significant policy initiatives are implemented to respond to the Crisis Australian universities may indeed collapse under the pressure. The practical experience of students and university staff is the strongest indicator of state of affairs in higher education. On all accounts the experience of students and their confidence in the sector has declined considerably over recent years. This is most certainly the case at the University of Melbourne, which has seen student confidence and satisfaction with the University drop drastically in the last decade.

The current state of affairs at the University of Melbourne and the strategic direction of the University make this inquiry unusually pertinent. The University of Melbourne has reached what can only be described as a ‘cross roads’ of policy and management decision-making. It is has taken the lead in the industry to respond to the Crisis in a manner, which will inevitably direct the overall response of the industry to the current Crisis in higher education in Australia. In fact, it would be quite accurate to state that the industry is watching the University with interest in order to make its own strategic decisions. It is therefore extremely important that the Senate Committee pay particular attention to the case of the University of Melbourne.

MUSU believes that the current state of affairs at the University of Melbourne and the strategic direction of the University are significant for a number of reasons. First, the University is considered one of Australia’s top three universities. Second, the University holds significant position and importance in the wider higher education industry and as such has a significant input on government polices and directions and the response and position of the industry to contemporary political, economic and political issues through bodies such as the AVCC. Third, the University is and has always lead in higher education standards and, policy and strategic directions in higher education in Australia, and is currently leading with initiatives and a strategic direction that places it apart from the industry. Fourth, these initiatives have placed the University of Melbourne in a distinct position and as such it is important for the Inquiry to pay particular consideration to the case of the University of Melbourne as a reflection of government policies.

The Inquiry itself provides university students and staff an important if not essential opportunity to voice concerns, opinions, criticism and commendation of higher education government policies and initiatives. It also provides an extremely important opportunity for reflection and input from university staff and students on the current condition, strategic direction and management practices of individual universities.

The Student Union has approached the Inquiry by focusing on the current conditions and direction of the University of Melbourne. While there are significant broader policy and higher education issues that can and should be addressed MUSU is confident that other organizations and individuals will address these issues. As such MUSU’s submission will provide more specific detail and analysis on Melbourne University itself. It will attempt to address questions regarding the terms of reference of the Inquiry in respect to the University of Melbourne in particular and will provide some analysis, data and anecdotal evidence. Our submission will illustrate to the Senate committee in practical terms an overview of the University of Melbourne and the policies and practices of its management that are affecting and directing its capacity to meet the higher education needs of Australia.

For this inquiry to produce a response and policy recommendations that address the current Crisis in higher education it must pay particular attention to the operations and strategic directions of the University of Melbourne. It must critically consider the importance of its position on the Universities activities and its capacity to meet Australian higher education needs both today and in the future. 

Response to the Inquiry

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

Australian universities and the higher education sector a substantiated and distinguished position in the global economy. The reputation of the higher education sector of Australia has been one of advanced research and teaching quality and results, with a respected and well-positioned standing in the international community. This reputation has been deservedly achieved and Australian universities have always delivered a high quality education to its Australian students.

Unfortunately, this reputation is under a real threat of damage. The damage that the reputation of Australian universities is receiving is arriving from a wide range of quarters and through a variety of mechanisms. The principal of these is the quality of teaching and research that Australian universities are able to provide and the substantiated drop in standards over recent years. This drop in quality is the result of a variety of factors which all contribute to the wider decay of the higher education sector and the resulting Crisis we currently face. In the following pages the contributing factors to the current Crisis will be illustrated in greater detail through specific examples providing an overview of the over riding predicament.

(a) the adequacy of current funding arrangements: 

The funding of higher education has taken a gradual decline over the last decade. It is unfortunate that bi-partisan policies to higher education budget considerations have resulted in consistent and measurable reductions in funding levels. The Labour governments of the early nineties made substantial cuts to the financial regime of the higher education sector, while the Coalition Government in subsequent years made even more significant reductions that have all been to the detriment of Australian universities.

The cuts to the budgets of Australian universities as public institutions have had serious consequences. Obviously, the operating budgets of the universities have been substantially reduced. For example, the University of Melbourne, in the period 1997-2000, has had to absorb a net 3.5 per cent cut in Commonwealth operating grant resulting mainly from a 6 per cent cut in fully funded student places. In addition to this, the University has had to cope with escalating salary costs after the Commonwealth decided not to supplement formally negotiated salary increases for university employees
. 

Federal policy has created a situation in which universities have no alternative but to seek funding from non-public sources to meet revenue requirements. At the University of Melbourne, for example, the percentage of total funding derived from (non-public) investment, fees and charges has increased from 26 per cent in 1994 to 33.4 per cent in 1998
. The result is that universities are seeking funding elsewhere and are increasingly reliant on commercial and external funding sources, arrangements that are encouraged and fostered by current Federal Government policies. Furthermore, government policies have fostered a competitive environment within the sector producing a highly competitive industry contesting a shrinking pool of public funds.

This trend is set to continue and has produced an industry that while being relatively inexperienced in responding to market forces is now driven by a prevailing number of supply and demand choices and decisions; with little if any accountability to the long term strategic needs of higher education in Australia. Market forces determine the direction of university spending and development. Financial resources must necessarily be sequestered for commercially viable research and teaching at the expense of the less commercially viable. Diversity and quality are compromised for the whole education system and the specific needs of university students as well as the long-term needs of Australia are jeopardized. 

As a result the Student Union's position is that the government policies have created a condition in higher education that is neither sustainable nor beneficial to the sector's long term operational capacities or goals. Neither private funding nor market behaviour can sustain the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources for all students and across all disciplines. The quality and diversity of teaching and research in higher education and the capacity of universities to meet Australia's needs is unquestionably dependent on government leadership and policy choices.

Recommendation:

That there be an immediate injection of government funds into the higher education sector.

i. the capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand,

As a student association it is apparent to MUSU that universities are finding it extremely difficult to serve the increasing demand to services while at the same time manage reduced budgets and operational grants. Anecdotal evidence from student unions around the nation provide accounts of university administrations cutting back on operational costs while attempting to manage increased demand for academic and support services.

One of the most worrying aspects of this is the manner in which university administrations are embracing online solutions as a panacea for university budgetary constraints. The benefits of online delivery of both academic and support services are irrefutable. The cost benefits speak for themselves, while other benefits are less obvious but no less advantageous. Unfortunately, the aggressive manner in which university administrations are resorting to online delivery is of serious concern.

The University of Melbourne, as have many other universities, embraced online administration of enrolment, results, and other administrative functions with rigorous enthusiasm. Furthermore, student support services are being increasingly reassigned to online capacity. So that services, such as accommodation advice, and other such essential services are being reproduced at a level that involves little if any human contact in matters that are dependent on human interaction and understanding. It is this aspect that is of concern to the Student Union since while the University continually uses the rhetoric of building community it's management decision are obviously to the determinant of this important aspect of the university experience.

MUSU finds the online delivery concerning because of the aggressive manner in which university is embracing it as a cost cutting measure. There can be no doubt that as a complimentary teaching method online delivery will have great benefits. However, its influence on the quality and diversity of teaching and researching should not be dismissed. In the most recent quality assurance survey of the University, the general cross faculty body of students indicated an unequivocal dissatisfaction with the online delivery of subjects.  The Universities own report on student feedback stated:

High levels of disagreement (over 20%) have been recorded for Question 4 "I received helpful feedback on how I was going in this subject" and Question 9 "I found it useful to access information and subject material through the subject website”.

The response to Question 9 is particularly concerning with high level's of 'disagree' from all university faculties, the lowest being 14% and the highest 40%, with the majority falling in the 17%-30% bracket range.
 The response to Question 4 is also disturbing, but more is the universities own response to the student feedback, which attempts to qualify the response in the following manner:

This question receives low mean scores and a high percentage of respondents who disagree across all faculties. The results suggest that student's expectations of feedback are at odds with staff and departmental expectations.

Rather than attempting to address the concerns of the students the universities responds in a manner that suggests a lack of understanding or comprehension of students of either the question or their judgement in regards to what qualifies as appropriate academic support. This response is typical from a university that has consistently ignored and excluded student input into decision making and will be dealt with at a later stage in the submission.

ii. institutional autonomy and flexibility:

MUSU believes that the Crisis has produced the conditions for a real threat to the academic integrity and autonomy of Australian universities. It is obvious to the Student Union that some aspects of loss of flexibility and institutional autonomy have already manifested themselves within the University. Of greatest concern are developments in North America, where academics at 'reputable' universities have been directed to modify journals due the consequences of private funding of the university being threatened. Of even greater concern is the real example of two universities in North America having funding withdrawn by Nike (an amount of several million) due to the protest of students over its use of 'sweatshops' in its manufacturing process. While MUSU is unaware of any such examples at the University of Melbourne, they serve to illustrate the danger that diversifying funding can post to the integrity of the University.

At the local level and in the present climate private funding is affecting the institutional autonomy and flexibility in real terms. Funding grants provided through private investments or donations have an increased level of stipulations regarding the areas of teaching or research, which they may be used for. This becomes more apparent at the postgraduate level, which is illustrated by the case study below.

Case Study:

John has begun research towards his Engineering PhD. His proposal and literature review were all accepted by his supervisor, department and university for research. His research is dependent on the equipment and minimal funds (involved in operational costs) that has been provided for and sponsored by a large mining company. Unfortunately, the provision of the equipment has been on condition of its use in specific research areas (obviously of profitable benefit, if not directly to the company). John has been directed that if he wishes to continue his PhD he must either postpone for 1 year (till other equipment is available) or must redevelop his research topic that more directly suits the company’s objectives. With pressure from his supervisor and the department he takes the latter course of action, despite acknowledgement that his original research topic would have significant technological benefits and potential industry spin-offs.

Concluding Comment:

The University is under considerable pressure to respond to increased demands and lower budgets. The response from the University so far has been one that raises considerable issues and the simple illustrations above fit systematically into a bigger picture that reveals that there is no doubt that higher education in Australia is in Crisis. If the Crisis is left unchecked the impact on institutional autonomy and flexibility will be a foregone conclusion.

(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, including its effect on:

As mentioned earlier the University has responded to the funding shortfalls by instituting a quasi-market response to course demand and supply. The University has created an entrepreneurial and competitive climate amongst staff and departments as a means of justifying budgetary decisions. Simply put, market logic has entered the University’s internal planning and management structures. The imposition of demand and supply rationales on course planning and provision has created dramatic and detrimental scenarios within the University. The over result is a loss of diversity and the quality of teaching and learning.

i. the quality and diversity of education:

With the Crisis becoming a serious concern to the Student Union, the general student body and university staff around the nation, not to mention outside commentators and observers, the issue that is most pertinent is the quality and diversity of teaching and research.

As mentioned earlier the University through its own market driven logic has created a vicious cycle to the detriment of course diversity and quality. The Universities has created an atmosphere of competition where individual subjects, department and faculties are graded by their performance in the ‘Student Feedback Report’. As a result the pressure on lecturers and departments to increase positive response is greatly increased. This in itself may have some positive aspects to it, but it may also result in the withdrawal of funding from one course in favour of a more competitive subject. All courses and faculties are rated in the ‘Student Feedback Report’ and as such their performance is in direct comparison with each other. This facilitates an atmosphere where the individual appraisal and review of staff performance is conducted in a competitive rather than qualitative manner. The result is that departments and courses are gradually reduced in size through a process of attrition while other departments increase their funding levels.

Case Study:

Ling has begun research towards her PhD in Women’s Studies. Her thesis involves the study of women related health issues within a feminist sociological framework. The methodology, support and initial research have all been completed under the supervision of the Women Studies program. Unfortunately, the program exists within the auspice of the History department. This has meant that resources she is entitled are relegated in favour of history-focussed research. Computer use, working space, department resources and student support for women’s studies students are either limited or made more readily available to history students. Funding for research texts is limited to those that can only be applied to history as well. The primary workload of women’s studies staff is ‘history’ and as such women’s studies teaching and supervision is in addition to their normal commitments. As a result, Ling’s supervisor had approximately 17 students to supervise (the University limit of 10). Because of her dissatisfaction Ling moved to the Medicine Faculty from Arts. Where she has found ongoing financial, academic and professional development support. There are greater funds and resources available for Ling’s PhD.

In Ling’s own words:

“This is basically an issue of how universities carve up their money. My situation started as one of an arts based under funded thesis to eventually being one of medicine based with extensive funding,,, it’s all about kudos”.

Ling’s PhD topic research has never changed and remains exactly the same despite the change faculty. The focus of the project has not changed but its value has since its transference to the Medicine faculty.

Resulting rationalisation of course structures and loss of diversity is obvious. A significant point is that a recent presentation by a senior university administrator argued that there is:

No evidence that any faculty has understood such rationalisation as anything other than a quality improvement strategy, impacting on the quality of both teaching and research.

This statement is unfortunate when the Student Union is very much aware that morale among university academic staff is extremely low, and generally there is a strong undercurrent of sentiment that disagrees with it. Of even more significance is the knowledge that the Universities own ‘Student Feedback Report’ states that:

Class size appears to be a significant factor, with very few large classes achieving means for Question 2, ‘The subject was well taught’, above 4.3.

Furthermore, a memo from a Senior Deputy Vice-chancellor to the CEQ Working Party, on the overall results of Question 2 (a committee formed to respond to the low score rating the University has received compared to other universities) stated:

Concern has been expressed that while smaller classes may improve teaching the costs are significant and perhaps prohibitive.

The CEQ Working Party was established to respond to the University of Melbourne’s poorly scoring in the ratings of the Good Universities Guide for 2001, particularly on the ‘Education experience: Graduate rating’, for which the University was ranked in the lowest band.
 . Unfortunately, the initial response by the Working Party is not encouraging. Firstly, it continually points to methodological flaws with the results of the surveys and how the data was used. Secondly and more importantly rather that responding to the concerns of the students with regard to education experience, the University is intending to respond:

“by improving communication with students in terms of making clear the goals, expectations, and standards for the courses overall and for specific subjects”

and by,

“concentrating efforts on the first year experience. This is where there are the best opportunities to establish realistic expectations and appropriate study habits”.

What the Student Union objects to is the manner in which responsibility for the outcomes of student satisfaction with their educational experience is once again place back on the student. It is the student that must better understand what University expectations are rather than the University meet student expectations. MUSU finds this even more objectionable with the knowledge that this does not really correspond to either the marketing rhetoric of the University as an elite institution or the ideological language of ‘client satisfaction’ so currently pervasive in the higher education sector.

MUSU believes that the overall quality and diversity of the education at the University of Melbourne is in decline. The case study above provides an applicable example of this process. Further anecdotal evidence of the loss of quality and diversity in teaching is available that points to this decline, but its significance only becomes apparent when taken in context. That is the effect of increasing reliance on market behaviour by the University in management decision-making.

Case study:
Costa, a 4th year Engineering/Science student explains in his own words:

“Last year, I would estimate the average size of one of my lectures was 400 people and tutorials commonly contained 50+ students and ever since first year I have been disappointed at the scarcity of practical classes available to engineering students. Especially so, since I was expected to write up a lab report on a simple (and fairly inexpensive I would judge) prac class, after sitting in a lecture theatre with 300 other students watching a video recording of the prac being demonstrated”.

However as a matter of illustration of University management cultures and the purveying reaction to criticism it is important to take note of the CEQ Working Party’s initial response has been to a great extent to place greater responsibility on the student rather than the University of an explanation of the poor rating.

ii. the production of sufficient numbers of appropriately-qualified graduates to meet industry demand:

MUSU believes that if current trends persist Australia will find itself in a critical position where it is unable to meet social, economic and industry demands for appropriately qualified graduates.

As outlined above the Student Union is concerned that the universities are in a vicious cycle resulting in the loss of quality and diversity of university degrees. Of further concern, is the knowledge that the New Zealand experience has already reached this point and the current Crisis they face involves a costly and protracted restructure of its higher education sector. Unless mechanisms are implemented that provide greater input into course planning other than quasi-market forces the long-term sustainability of Australian economy industry will be put in jeopardy.

Recommendation:

MUSU recommends that long-term strategic needs of industry are identified and mechanisms are put in place that ensure universities meet these goals.

iii. the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources:

The adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources is one of the strongest indicators of the capacity of universities to deliver Australia’s higher education needs. However, this in itself can be deceptive. For example the University of Melbourne has recently built and acquired a number of brand new multimillion-dollar buildings. However, these building were intended for the use of MUP and while the public institution of the University will enjoy some increased use it should not be construed as a sudden advantage to the infrastructure of the public university (see ToR C).

Another example would be the large increase in student computer labs to facilitate online and multimedia learning. However, these increase in the number of PC’s available to students do not offset in any manner what so ever the ever-increasing multimedia demands of students not to mention the online administrative processes that are now expected of students. There is still a significant shortage of student access to computers.

Of course, other equipment, building and lecture rooms can also be used to illustrate the decline in university infrastructure, or more to the point their depreciation. Space at the University has become a very serious issue, where the university administrative, support and academic services not to mention the Student Union all find themselves in desperate need of more greater space and housing.

The University has also had to acknowledge a lack of satisfaction of overseas students with the adequacy and quality of infrastructure. In a recent evaluation by international students of university resources and infrastructure the University of Melbourne performed poorly:

“Most concerns in this area relate to information technology: access to computer workstations, print quotas (and perceived inequitable differences between faculty policies), delays and difficulties in access to specialist software, difficulties in online access from home.  The quality of some teaching spaces comes in for criticism and some classrooms are thought not to live up to expectations held for a leading international university.  Overall, facilities and resources were among the issues most often mentioned in the context of receiving ‘value for money’ at the University of Melbourne.”

However, the most immediate and also the most accurate or effective example to use would be to illustrate the condition of the University library. All the libraries of the University have received considerable budget cuts. The result has been poor maintenance of infrastructure, greater pressure on staff, and most importantly reduced acquisition of new items including periodicals. Furthermore, the cataloguing system of the University of Melbourne libraries has often come under criticism and been called for ‘modernisation’ an extremely expensive process with very little chance of implementation. This has been coupled with the introduction and increase of library fines and ancillary fees by the library to offset its budget shortfalls.

While the case study below provides an insight into a common student experience the ranking of the University in relation to other Australian universities illustrates to a far greater degree the lack in quality of the library system. To illustrate this it is best to look at the statistical data collected by the Council of Australian University Librarians (CAUL)
.  According to the 1999 data raking the University of Melbourne has the 4th largest EFSU population. However, in all other statistical data (except for two variables) the University scores poorly and it position does not even come in the top 10
.

An even more significant fact is the ranking of the University in regards to the number of ‘non-serial volumes purchased per population member’, and the ‘serial titles per population member’. The University ranks 15 and 27, respectively, out of 39. This is also exacerbated by the ‘acquisitions expenditure per population member’ only achieving the rank of 10 with a total of A$278.01 spent per population member. Furthermore, the university's ‘total expenditure per population member’ on its libraries is A$735.80 or a ranking of 10. This knowledge, with the current conditions of the library and the funding priorities of the University, obviously makes students concerned and angered. The libraries at the University of Melbourne in no manner what so ever, meet the standards of its competitors considering it is one of the ‘Sand-stone Universities” let alone its own ‘elite’ marketing and branding rhetoric. This only exacerbates the frustration of students with the degradation of infrastructure and the decline in quality and diversity of teaching at the university when it is happening with the full knowledge that public funds are being used in private ventures.

Case Study:

Ahmed has just finished asking the check out desk about two books he had put on hold. One has been returned but is going through the check in process and due to staff constraints wont be ready for pick up till tomorrow though he knows it will more than likely be the day after. The other book has yet to be returned and is now four weeks over due and it is two weeks to the end of semester, meaning he will most likely not get a copy of an essential text before his exam because a student who can afford to pay the library fines is holding on to it. When he reaches the PC workstation he booked the day before for research, he finds it taken and his booking scratched out, most likely by the student now occupying it. The booking sheet is full and there are numerous students hanging around for free PC. Ahmed then goes to photocopy an article from a periodical in the library. He has to wait 10 minutes only to find the copier he begins using runs out of paper, meaning another 10 minute queue for different photocopier. Eventually, he attempts to find two books in the catalogue system that he still doesn’t understand after two years and a library tour. He waits 15 minutes before a catalogue PC becomes available for use, despite 3 PC’s in front of him lying idle with ‘out of order’ signs on them. He can’t find either book. He searches the returns section and finds one, which has just been grabbed by another student, it was an essential reading book, of course it was grabbed there are only 3 copies and 83 students in the one class. His only option now is to ask library staff for help with the other book, he knows to well they will tell him to look again, then come back and place a search request on it which will take anything between one and three weeks. He doesn’t bother and just goes home hoping to come back the next day with better luck.

Concluding Comment:

Quality and diversity of education is under serious threat at the University of Melbourne. This is primarily due the vicious cycle of funding cuts to academic programs. Infrastructure is similarly under extreme pressure. Government funding is essential to breaking the cycle, which must happen before the Crisis results in a complete crash of the higher education sector. The University with financial assistance from government must end its ‘cost effective’ regime of quality control with the academic confines of the University.

Recommendation:

That there be an immediate government audit of university infrastructure.

(c) public liability consequences of private, commercial activities of universities:

The University of Melbourne is without a doubt one of, if not the leading university in it’s diversification of commercial activities and the liquidation of its public institution assets. Of course the university views this policy as a quasi realist response to the demands of budget constraints and increased costs. The University has sought to justify these management directions by arguing that its commercial activities will supplement and support its public commitments. However, the contrary is most certainly true and the affect of the universities proliferation of commercial ventures is to the detriment of the public institution. If anything these speculative ventures become a liability, if not intentional then most certainly real as the quality and diversity of education and infrastructure at the University gradually declines.

Melbourne University Private

Melbourne University Private Limited was established in 1998, with the aim of providing the University of Melbourne an estimated A$200 million per year in revenue.  It is now widely acknowledged and the Vice Chancellor of the University has admitted that this will not longer be possible, and that MUP will be redeveloped into a new format.  The most serious issue that has risen out of this is the fact that the University has invested heavily in the initial setting up of the business, and more importantly has absorbed an unanticipated cost of approximately over A$100 million which was expected to be contributed by business investment in the building project. MUSU considers this change in direction and financial management to be a very serious breach of the original proposal.

The Student Union always objected to the proposal, partly due to its fear of the absorbing of public funds by the project. At the time its fears were dismissed and today it is apparent that this is exactly what it happening. University funds are being sequested from a public institution to a private commercial venture. MUSU along with UMPA is appalled that the University would invest such a large amount of its funds into a speculative business venture which appears, is in fact, failing when the state of public University is in a state of disrepair.

MUSU believes the conduct of the university and the speculative nature of this commercial venture have had a serious detrimental affect on the public University and would like to see a full investigation of the initiative from the inception of its proposal to its current state.

Recommendation:

MUSU requests that the Senate investigate the University’s conduct throughout the history of the MUP project, with particular regard to the use of public funds in building the private university. 

Universitas21

The University of Melbourne’s involvement with Universitas21 (U21) is also of great concern to the MUSU. There are of course some benefits for an international alliance of universities to provide avenues for international collegiate networking. However, while its original inception as, collegial network aiming primarily to foster academic exchange, in recent developments the collective has become interested in pursuing international business ventures as a joint consortium in particular a new ‘e-university’.  What is of concern to the Student Union is the role of the Vice-Chancellor of the University of Melbourne, who spent six moths in 2000 in London pursuing this goal, and how he has personally driven this initiative. This is of concern due to the knowledge that he has also driven the MUP venture, other entrepreneurial ventures, and has had a considerable impact on the governance of the University through the domination of senior management on decision making.

Interestingly student associations from other universities involved in the U21 venture all so have similar concerns. These concerns were embodied in a position statement produced by representative students of U21 student associations who took part in an international conference on the venture
.

Recently, the University’s Council committed US$5 million to the project on 24th February, after a recommendation from it’s 15th February meeting of Finance Committee.  UMPA’s representative to the Finance Committee was unable to gain any assurance from the Vice Chancellor that any adequate financial modelling or market analysis had been done
. Like UMPA, MUSU is concerned that this decisions by the University has been taken without adequate viability studies being completed.  The due diligence process for the University’s investment in U21global is clearly inadequate. Of even greater concern is the response by the Vice-Chancellor to UMPA exercising its democratic responsibility to critical question this decision at the Finance Committee. The response has been swift and heavy-handed with moves to remove student representatives from the membership of the University of Melbourne Finance Committee, a critical committee in the governance structure of the University as a public institution. This issue is dealt with in more detail later in the submission (see ToR G.iii).

Concluding Comment:

MUSU is gravely concerned about the commercial activities of the University. This concern is due by and large to the ramifications these activities are having on the quality and diversity of education of current courses. However, the most important concern is the manner in which public funds are being withdrawn from the public institution of the University and invested in commercial ventures, at the expense of students. The management and strategic decision making process is equally disturbing and is indicative of University wide state of affairs.

Recommendation:

That there be an investigation into the academic and financial due diligence processes followed by the University in its participation in U21 generated companies.

That there be an investigation into the academic and financial shortfalls of the Melbourne University Private venture, and its sustenance by the public arm of the University of Melbourne.

That there be a comprehensive investigation and financial audit of the University of Melbourne’s commercial activities and its use of public funds in speculative ventures.

(d) the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education:

The University of Melbourne has embarked on an ambitious proposal (by its own reckoning) to become the elite university of Australia and one of the elite universities of the world. This proposal is embodied in the strategic plan adopted by the university titled the ‘Melbourne Agenda’. The very basis of this proposal is that the University will cater for and be constituted by an ‘elite’ cultural and academic standard. For example, one of the objectives of the plan is to employ two Noble Laureates. Unfortunately, for the University to achieve this ‘Ivy League’ status it must also understandably attract elite funding and student enrolments. In achieving this end there can be no doubt that access and equity will not be one of the University’s priority objectives.

i. the levels of access among social groups under-represented in higher education:

The DETYA report A Fair Chance for All established a series of sector-wide objectives and targets for six designated equity groups. The University of Melbourne claims to regard these as central to its access and equity access policies and practices
 and operates within a framework of annual equity plans and internal and external equity and diversity audits. However, the Student Union believes that the University is not meeting its own access and equity objectives.

The University of Melbourne is one of the two wealthiest universities in Australia. It regards itself as a world-class university with a reputation for excellence.  Yet it’s own Equity and Access Audit 1999-2000 acknowledges that access levels for most equity groups are well below national standards.  Of the total postgraduate population of 9,327, only 25 are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.  Students from rural and socio-economically disadvantaged (low SES) backgrounds are also under-represented
.

Rural students’ share of total enrolments at Australian universities declined throughout the 1990s
.  Following the trend, University of Melbourne total rural enrolments decreased between 1998-2000 from 13.7% to 13.4%, and were also well below the state (17%) and national (17.4%) enrolment averages
. In 1999 postgraduate rural enrolments at the University were just 7% of total postgraduate enrolments.  Similarly, at 7.9% of all University enrolments in 2000, the proportion of low SES students aged 25 and over has also decreased since 1997, and is well below both the state (13.6%) and national (13.97%) enrolment averages for 2000
.

Women are also unfairly discriminated against in terms of access and equity arrangements. While MUSU acknowledges an increase in the number of women enrolled at the University there are still a number of factors that limit their participation. These factors include: 1). Inflexible course delivery and the lack of after-hours courses that cater for mature age, employed or student parents; 2). The increase in cost and lack of childcare arrangements; 3). Loss of HECS deferred places to full fee places; 4). The increase of compulsory full-time courses; and 5). The difficulty to gain income support from Centrelink when attending non full-time study.

An even more telling sign of the University’s inability to address access and equity issues manifests itself through the exact policy, which it uses to address the issue. The University’s diversification of its funding sources, its increase in full-fee paying positions and commercial ventures are justified by arguing that while its strategic aim is too become Australia’s elite university this will be offset by it being able to provide scholarships and monetary assistance to exceptional students of less privileged backgrounds. The reality, however, is that the majority of the scholarships awarded by the University are provided to students who come from elite private secondary schools, and by the University’s own admission more needs to be done for students from Government schools. Only 23% of scholarships awarded by Melbourne University were to students from Government schools and given that over 70 % of students attend Government schools this is a poor statistic indeed. .

ii. the effects of the introduction of differential Higher Education Contribution Schemes and other fees and charges and changes in funding provision on the affordability and accessibility of higher education:

It is important for MUSU to first state that it does not accept nor agree with the Higher Education Contribution Scheme or any other form of upfront fees. Education is a public good with broad social, political and economic benefits and as such should be maintained as a completely free and publicly funded part of government responsibilities. MUSU believes that the HECS system be abolished and that government provide free public higher education.

Unfortunately, the state of current budgetary restrictions on Australian universities has resulted in a substantial increase in upfront and ancillary fees. Ancillary fees have become one of the key methods of revenue raising employed by the University. Academic departments create compulsory ‘reading packs’ and other such revenue raising products to offset management budget cuts. Today students face hidden costs and ancillary fees that place a large burden on their ability to complete their degrees. It is these hidden fees that student union’s are finding the most difficult to curtail and respond to their assistance to students. Primarily because they are not listed in university publications and financial advice and are difficult to plan for.

Case Study:

Ashley is enrolled in a combined Arts/Law degree. Her textbooks are an expensive cost with her complete outlay in first semester reaching a total A$210 for law alone. Her arts subjects are less costly but include approximately A$95 for three textbooks listed as essential reading and A$35 for her reading pack. Her law degree entails large amounts of photocopying that can reach as high as A$10 in some weeks, with an approximate total of about A$45 for one semester. While her arts degree has less photocopying if she is late in returning her books she can accumulate a A$17 fine for three books overdue. The total cost to Ashley in first semester is A$402 on top of her HECS debt and her daily living costs.

While the case study above provides a real example of the increased financial burden facing students the administrative charges that the University is charging illustrate the real damage of ancillary fees. Library fines are one example of how the University is attempting to address its budget shortfalls. A more serious example is the attempt by the University to increase it’s late and change to enrolment fines last year. The University proposed an outrageous increase to fines of A$250 and A$25 respectively. These increases were justified as ‘deterrent measures’. The reality of other university experiences is that ‘deterrent measures’ do not in fact in work and only result in increased non-completion rates. The proposal by the university was eventually shelved due in large part to the efforts of the Student Union (including a political direct action)
. However, the significant factor is the willingness of the University to consider and create such opportunities of fund raising.

Recommendation:

MUSU recommends a complete audit of university charges and the increase in ancillary fees.

iii. the adequacy of current student income support measures:

A report commissioned by the Prime Ministers office but as yet not officially released entitled “Pathways” highlighted the inadequacies of current income support arrangements for students and other young people. The report revealed that students were turning to drug dealing, theft, prostitution, and pawning their possessions in order to support themselves. Austudy and Youth Allowance payments constitute only 52% of the poverty line, an amount that is clearly inadequate. In addition, information provided to the University of Melbourne’s’ Academic Board by University Faculties have shown high levels of paid employment by students, in some instances averaging between 16-22 hours per week. These high levels of paid employment are affecting some student’s capacity to meet their study commitments resulting in their appearances before University unsatisfactory progress committees. 

Concluding Comment:

The current Crisis and government policies are producing universities that only privileged students can afford. Infrastructure is depreciating at an alarming rate and the majority of new infrastructure developments are private speculative venture initiatives of the University. Access and equity in universities have become unimportant while universities are under the current financial pressures and constraints.

RECOMMENDATION

That the Federal Government immediately raise the level of student income support to 25% above the official poverty line In addition, a review of student income support arrangements occur as soon as possible that covers such issues as accessibility, equity and adequacy of income with a view towards establishing a liveable income for all students.

(e) the factors affecting the ability of Australian public universities to attract and retain staff in the context of competitive local and global markets and the intellectual culture of universities;

MUSU would like to begin by acknowledging the tireless effort of both the academic and general staff of the University of Melbourne to maintain quality standards at the University. Their efforts are highly note worthy and the Student Union is all too aware of the work and time pressures university staff are under.

MUSU is also aware of and supports where it can staff who have challenged or critically questioned the Universities senior management, their conduct and strategic decisions. The intimidation and heavy handed by the University to any staff or student dissent has become an all too familiar part of the University experience. The Student Union is conscious that a large part of the University staff have similar concerns about quality and diversity of education at the University and have persevered in trying to maintain standards, either through personal work efforts, lobbying management or public criticism.
MUSU does not consider itself too real comment or provide considerable input on the matter of attracting and retaining staff. However, it is important to note that the University of Melbourne has yet to conclude its current round of Enterprise Bargaining with its staff members. The negotiating period has been taking place for approximately 2 years. The University is unwilling to finalise the agreement and will not provide staff with an acceptable pay package. This is despite nearly all other universities finalizing their current round of negotiations. Furthermore, the University will not even make a satisfactory pay offer that is comparable to the lower end of scale of other ‘Sand Stone’ or G8 universities.

This becomes significant when the University plans to employ as part of its strategic agenda 2 Noble Laureates. The University is also attempting to establish itself as the elite ‘Ivy League’ university of Australia. As such it is necessary to question not only the priorities of the University but also how this will be possible if it is unwilling to offer staff even the basic comparable university pay package. This is of great concern to the Student Union since inevitably the University will undoubtedly be unable to retain its staff and as a result the quality of education at the University of Melbourne will drop even further.

(f) the capacity of public universities to contribute to economic growth:

i. in communities and regions:

It is obvious that any university including its respective student associations produce a considerable level of economic activity and livelihood for surrounding communities. MUSU alone employs approximately 400 members, while a rural student association such as the one present at Dookie College contributes approximately A$100,000 to its local economy.

In this regard there is not much that MUSU can present on this aspect of the ToR. However it can draw attention to the importance of university campuses to the economies, and cultural livelihood of rural society. Many of the rural campuses have long-standing histories and positions within their surrounding area. More importantly many people are dependent on them for not only their livelihood but also in producing appropriate qualified and skilled graduates to service and maintain rural agriculture and industry.

As such, the knowledge that the University of Melbourne has just launched a process of down sizing and rationalisation of its rural campuses is particularly concerning. What makes this rationalisation frustrating is the knowledge that the university has and will invest public funds into private ventures, while allowing public assets to depreciate and/or the closure of public institutions. A further concern is the recent knowledge that a high level of political collusion and political impropriety complicating and involving the matter and the management decisions being made.

ii. as an export industry:

One of the ways in which the University of Melbourne has responded to a decrease in public funding has been to aggressively market itself overseas in the hope of attracting large numbers of full fee paying international students.  The University estimates that in 2001 the University receives A$67M less in operating grants than it would have under the previous funding arrangements.
  The University has largely made up for this ‘deficit’ with an increase in fee-based income of A$76M, largely fees from international students.  The numbers of international students have increased from 2011 in 1996 to 5003 in 2000 and last year international student fees were increased by 15%, not due to increased costs but a need for increased revenue and a concern about further increasing international student numbers.  Market research conducted by the University has also indicated that Australia’s standard of education is considered below that of the UK and USA, however the response to this information has been to increase the marketing and promotion of the University overseas rather than to address the real issues being faced by international students on campus
.

There appear to be several main areas of concern to international students including facilities and resources and teaching styles, with many students finding that they lack skills in breaking into discussions in interactive tutorials and are uncomfortable participating in class discussions.  There is also anecdotal evidence to suggest that many tutors require training in cultural differences and in one situation, international students complained that they had been asked to do an English test during a mathematics tutorial, a test that none of the domestic students were required to do.  Obviously training staff in inter-cultural communications would require funding, something which is sorely lacking
.

International students also have concerns about isolation and mixing with Australian students in an academic setting – this is particularly of concern to international students who are in faculties where international student numbers are high.   Often small group tutorials (which may have up to fifty students) do not provide the possibility for student interaction with each other or with the tutor, let alone for international students to mix with Australian students.

Clearly the ability for economic growth through the ‘export’ of higher education depends on the quality of education available for all students, quality that is sadly in decline.  The increasing numbers of international students puts further pressure on facilities and resources and often the needs of international students are ignored – they are merely units of revenue walking around campus.

Concluding Comment:

The Crisis in higher education is placing considerable pressure on universities to cut costs and maximise profit. The result is that while there may be some short-term micro economic gains, the Universities are undermining the sustainability of the higher education sector.

Recommendation:

That government produce guidelines and frameworks in which marketing and advertising methods can be monitored and standards maintained.

(g) the regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment:

The issues surrounding the governance, management and accountability of universities is of great concern to MUSU. The case of the University of Melbourne is even more concerning, since it’s functioning as a public institution is in serious jeopardy.

The Student Union believes that this is due in a large part to the lack of interest and public scrutiny of the University that previously existed. The Universities efforts and particularly those of senior management are to blame in some degree for this through its continuous endeavour’s to limit external or for that matter internal criticism. However, the role of the public at large and more specifically that of the parliaments at both the State and Federal level should also be recognised.

Successive governments of the last decade must take responsibility for allowing the governance of universities to reach this level. While the Student Union is in favour of autonomy for the University and its decision-making, it also has a strong commitment to accountability and transparency as integral to the public responsibility of a university. Unfortunately, the University has been able to reach a level where it has little if any public accountability. Parliamentarians must correct this situation by either proposing initiatives to correct the situation or by asking critical and probing questions of the University and its upper management.

iii. university govrnance reporting requirements, structures and practices; and 

University Governance

Over recent years and more importantly with the change of the University Act in 1997, the University of Melbourne has moved away from the governance structures, values and practices of a public institution. Its structures and practices are less democratic and include less accountability and greater managerial and administrative control.

The first and foremost reflection of this is the current University of Melbourne Council which has been reduced in size and restructured: from 40 members to 21– with a two-thirds majority of members being external appointments; graduate representation was slashed from one quarter of Council (ten members) to none; representation by Academics was reduced from six to two; and representation by students from four to two.

For the large part the main collegial constituents of the University have had their ability to participate in University Governance dramatically reduced, with 7 of the 21 members of Council coming from the senior management of the University. Additionally, the majority of the Council is formed and governed by external members who arrive at their positions through political appointment. The result is that the democratic process and the functioning of the University as a public institution are seriously compromised.

The Student Union believes that this does not bode well for future governance of the University as a public entity. Like UMPA, MUSU views collegial governance and control of the university as critical to the ongoing strength and success of Australian universities
. Collegiate practice provides many features, which are central to good contemporary best-practice management such as widespread consultation, shared decision-making and its resulting resolve and ownership of strategic plans and directions, the fostering of innovation and critical debate, and most importantly the transparency of decision making and process in the safeguarding of public interests.

Unfortunately, the exact opposite is true and the lack of collegial input and representation at the University has resulted in: distorted membership of university governing councils; Excessive confidentiality surrounding the deliberations of university governing councils; Insufficient scrutiny and questioning of the strategic directions taken by Vice-Chancellors; Lack of institutional respect for the representative functions served by elected members of university governing councils; Political tensions between elected (internal) and appointed (external) members of university governing councils; An arrogant assumption by Vice-Chancellors that they are the universities in and of themselves (and a lack of will on the part of others to contest this assumption)

As a result, critical and independent expression on the Council has been dramatically reduced. MUSU concurs with UMPA’s position that this can be explained by the fact that new appointments to the Council are likely to be selected based on an ability to identify with, support and contribute to the strategic directions of the University. This of course would be considered a natural and appropriate measure of selection, except that the University is increasingly involved in speculative decision-making. Furthermore, external members require the ongoing support of their fellow Council members in order to remain members of Council. In such a climate dissent from the views of the Chancellor or Vice-Chancellor, or even siding with staff or student members on an issue where staff or students disagree with the management line, can jeopardise reappointment. In reality, external members of Council, who are appointed for their skills in furthering an existing agenda, approve, with a bit of fine-tuning, a strategic plan written by the Vice-Chancellor. The Vice-Chancellor in turn exercises considerable influence in their appointment
. In such a situation University’s governance can and is dominated by the Universities senior members.

This situation has been exacerbated by a culture, which sees the views of elected members of Council as tainted by sectional interest or ideological commitments. If an elected member challenges or asks for greater information on a proposal or decision of the management such challenges are simply shrugged off with an underlying sentiment of “you don’t have the intimate knowledge of the university to be able to clearly have a position on the issue”.  More distressing is that despite the high presence of external members of the Council this view only seems to prevail when the challenge comes from either staff or students, who in fact have a greater understanding of the University.  This culture is also fortified by the rejection of legitimate participation in council business as “you’re a student, of course you would say that, naturally that is your position”.

Furthermore there is a dominant perception within the wider University that management pursues its own agenda without consultation or reference to its own constituent groups or representative bodies. The Vice-Chancellor’s communications with the Federal Education Minister are indicative of this perception
. In addition, University management has created and become victim of is own cultural arrogance by believing it is the only part of the University that has its interests, future strategic direction at heart. This is exacerbated through the actions and response of University management to criticism that has demonstrated that it sees itself as “The University” — ironically, management has become its own constituency.

MUSU believes that the membership of governing structures of the University such as Council should as far as possible reflect the community that it is supposed to serve and that no one group or faction should dominate Council numbers. Council should be exposed to a variety of opinions rather than the current arrangements that are heavily biased towards the dominant managerial paradigm.

Recommendation:

That changes to the memberships of university governing councils since 1995 be reviewed with a view to restoring appropriate representation of students, staff, and graduates at those Australian universities where such positions have been lost.

Student Input 

Coupled with the governance troubles marring the University are the structural and practical realities of the University’s consultation process. Wide inclusive and participatory consultation would be one of the corner stones of any public institution’s accountability and elemental integrity.

In this regard, the University of Melbourne like most universities around the country is failing in a remarkable manner. The administration and management arms of the universities dominate all university decision making with little input from or regard for other sources of input, primarily academic staff and students. The committee organisation and composition previously present within the university structure has changed dramatically over recent years. This is not to say that the University has not sought the input of students or staff on university committees, but rather that framework of committee organisation has little impact on the decision making process of the university.

In this regard the Student Union has observed five notable trends over recent years in regards to committee organisation and structure within the University management system and process. 1). The creation of secretariats, independent agencies or departments with no committee or public accountability responsibilities or process. 2). A substantial increase of ‘commercial confidence’ or ‘in camera’ committee business. 3). The dramatic reduction in the number of ‘user’ committees, such as the Library Users Committee. 4). The increase of ‘expert’ committees with a predominance of senior management constituting the ‘expertise’ on these committees. 5). Finally, and most importantly the removal or censure of members of committees for vocalizing any public descent on committee business.

Obviously, all these trends raise significant issues with regards to the transparency accountability and due diligent process of a public institution. This is exacerbated by the manner in which the University management is seeking to either exclude or censure any staff or student input into university decision-making. The dismissive and exclusionary culture, mentioned earlier, that has emerged in recent years has come to dominate any issue that may be appear to be controversial. As such, there exists no opportunity for public input or critical debate, formerly a corner stone and the pride of a public university.

As a public institution the University should not only endeavour to, but also ensure the participation and input of its primary constituents, the staff and students of the University. The changing nature of University decision-making and structures has resulted in the reconstituting of the membership and composition of a considerable number of committees. The fact remains that not only have student and staff input been restricted downgraded and dismissed but is also been gradually removed all together.

Within the last month the University at the behest of the Vice-chancellor, has indicated it is seeking to further this trend by removing student membership from the Finance Committee of the University of Melbourne. This has come issue has arrived due to the public criticism of the Universities financial consideration and decision by UMPA. The result has been a typical heavy-handed response to public scrutiny and criticism by the current administrations senior management.

At the most recent University council meeting the Vice-Chancellor tabled a number of documents indicating his dissatisfaction with the embarrassment caused by the public disclosure of important financial considerations of the University, decisions that would see the University investing A$5 million of public funds into a private for profit speculative online venture. In two separate documents the Vice-Chancellor proposes and attempts to justify the reconstituting the Finance Committee as result of the public dissent.

The sum of both documents and the Vice-chancellor position and the subsequent implications if the membership of the committee was indeed reconstituted unambiguous cannot be misconstrued or misrepresented. The Vice-Chancellor states that
:

A person privy to confidential discussions in a University council or Council Committee meeting should not engage in detailed public criticism of the University, particularly in relation to decisions and information to which they have had privileged access.

He goes on to emphasise that:

As a general rule, therefore it is inappropriate for Council members or members of Council Committees to issue press releases hostile to the University, to engage in public criticism of the University or to provide to others information on which public criticism is based.

MUSU believes that if the University Council was to approve such restructuring the University as a public institution and its integrity would be severely undermined. The Finance Committee is one of the key functioning bodies of the University and to remove from its membership the few democratic positions remaining would clearly jeopardise the public accountability and veracity the University.

The University is a public institution and senior management to a large extent has a great difficulty equating this with it's own agenda and strategic plans. The Finance Committee plays an integral role in the administration and governance of the University as a public institution and as such has a fundamental influence on the use of public funds and the strategic directions of the University.

In the Vice-Chancellors own words he recommends that the “Finance Committee be reconstituted as an expert committee”. As mentioned earlier, this rhetoric in the restructuring of University committees has been a growing trend that MUSU has observed over recent years. In some instances it may be justifiable. However by and large, MUSU believes it is used in a manner in which to silence critical debate. The reconstitution of membership of the committee, while being framed as an ‘expert committee’ would allow the:

“Vice-Chancellor and Principal, and other senior executive and senior management personnel with particular responsibility and accountability in financial management, be ‘in attendance’ at meeting.

Effectively senior management will remain in control of the financial affairs of the University while all other current members will be marginalised from due process. This is of great concern when very few democratic positions remain and the acknowledgement by the Vice-Chancellor, in the above mentioned documents that:

“The Vice-Chancellor and Principal are the primary sources of advice to council, including Council Committees, on the affairs, concerns, finances and properties of the University”

Management Culture and Practice

It is unfortunate that the University Council no longer performs like or takes its responsibilities as a ‘public institution’ more seriously. Even the Storey report acknowledged that:

“University Councils are different from company boards. They must act in the interests of a broad range of clients not just in the interests of shareholders.”
 

At the University of Melbourne all Council meetings are held in varying degrees of camera; minutes are no longer posted on the University website, and serious errors in judgement on several key issues have been made without the Council being held to account. This final point can, in particular, be related to the failure of Melbourne University Private to achieve its business plan, the bungling of the float Melbourne IT, and heavy investment and the speculative franchising of the University of Melbourne name and crest to the Universitas21 Global e-University.

MUSU believes that the issue of ‘commercial in confidence’ or the ‘in camera’ business of University Committees has become a serious governance and accountability concern. Primarily it limits accountability and critical debate, but more importantly it becomes indicative of the current strategic priorities and direction of the University. Essentially when University business is dominated by in camera  decisions, it is apparent that there is a significant -conflict of interest- importantly because of a lack of accountability but primarily due to a large part of the business and decision making of the University as a public institution existing in private interests and speculative ventures. 

Combined with the domination of in camera business is the prevailing management culture that they alone represent the Universities interests. As mentioned earlier, senior levels of management have either dismissed alternative view or critical debate as a lack of vision or understanding of the strategic future of the University. There is no room for varying political or policy choices and dissent is viewed as problematic and troublesome. This has lead in large part to senior management censuring, reprimanding or intimidating any dissenting parties or individuals as has been illustrated by the Finance committee example. This has lead to a culture that quashes opinions, which conflict with management’s line. It has reduced the accountability of the University and undermined strategic planning as a process, which takes into account the interests of all University stakeholders. 

Conclusion.

The current governance arrangements at the University of Melbourne are characterised by a lack of dispersed and balanced decision making process either within the University Council or the University itself. This in turn has created a lack of effective stakeholder participation in governance and a domination of governance by management. The result has been the development of strategic plans and directions leading to the University developing and spending large amounts of public money on highly speculative initiatives like U21.

Recommendation:

That the effect of the changes in how governance in the University occurs be reviewed and improved and that government takes a closer look at the management and governance trends within the University.

That robust and effective accountability measures are put in place that insure the public disclosure of university decisions that affect the University as a public institution and its use of public funds.

That legislation be created to ensure the collegial and democratic foundation of universities as public institutions be maintained and encouraged.

Summary & conclusion

MUSU believes that the few examples, illustrations and representation it has given of the current state of affairs at the University of Melbourne accurately portrays the current Crisis in higher education in Australia. The University of Melbourne is in a considerably better position that many of its competitors and rivals in the sector and yet it is obviously feeling the pinch of the cuts in federal funding to the sector.

The Student Union understands that many of the issues and difficulties facing the University are prevalent across the industry. However, MUSU also believes that the University of Melbourne’s response to the Crisis has been somewhat extreme. As such, the case of the University of Melbourne should be given particular attention. Its commercial activities, management decisions, strategic direction, quality of education and governance trends must all be scrutinized. Critical questions and deliberate probing of specific aspects of the University must be instigated. This must be done with a greater degree of attention to detail and the implications of findings through out the sector.

The University’s use and channelling of public funds into commercial ventures is unjustifiable, when there are considerable declines in the standards, quality and diversity of education its students are receiving. The speculative nature of much of these investments and the lack of public accountability are serious issues that must be addressed. The use of the University’s strategic goals as justification for these activities is disingenuous and deceptive.

Governance at the University of Melbourne must also be placed under the microscope and the manner in which senior management have appropriated control over a public university’s affairs should be scrutinised. The gradual erosion of collegial input and democratic representation in the public arms of the university should also be critically examined.

To a large extent the condition of the higher education sector and more specifically the activities of the University of Melbourne are to a large extent the responsibility of the federal government over the last decade. The considerable cut in government funding in combination with specific government policies and initiatives in the sector has created a Crisis in higher education. However, the lack of government scrutiny and assurance of public accountability of universities has also contributed to the current state of affairs should also be acknowledged.

Whether the Crisis is the cause or the result of University activities is unimportant. What is important is the decline in higher education standards across the sector. This inquiry must respond with a critical analysis of the current state of higher education and with solid recommendations that seek to address the important issues in the short and long term interests of Australians and the nation.
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