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Part A ( Overall student perspective

1. Introduction

Swinburne Student Union (SSU) represents approximately 13,000 higher education students, including over 3000 postgraduates students which are represented through the Swinburne University Postgraduate Association (SUPA), at Swinburne University of Technology.  In 2000, there were 12,523 higher education students, including 9297 undergraduates, 2667 postgraduate coursework students and 559 postgraduate research students
. 

SSU has a number of express purposes, which include the advancement of education and welfare of the student body, the representation and protection of members of the student body in matters affecting their interests and rights and the co-ordination of student representation on university decision-making bodies
. 

SSU is governed by student representatives who are elected annually to form the Swinburne Student Union Council.  Representation on student-related issues is driven by SSU Council and its committees collectively.  SSU also undertakes a number of other representative activities.  It raises student awareness on education and student-related issues and ensures that the student voice is heard on university boards and committees.  SSU also lobbies the university on issues pertaining to students’ rights and makes submissions to government reviews on higher education issues. 

Through a range of representative and community-building activities and through the advocacy that SSU undertakes on behalf of students, SSU endeavours to advance and defend the interests of students at Swinburne University of Technology.  It is in this spirit that SSU makes its submission to the Senate enquiry into the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs.  

This part of the submission provides responses to particular terms of reference identified by the Senate inquiry.  Where possible, specific examples are given in order to illustrate the impact of higher education policy on students at Swinburne. 

2. The adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to the quality and diversity of teaching and research

The less than satisfactory nature of current higher education funding arrangements is a result of significant changes in higher education policy wrought by successive federal governments, particularly over the past fifteen years.  The reconfiguration of universities under the minister-ship of John Dawkins has dramatically increased the number of students that universities are required to teach.  At the same time, the amalgamations of institutions in the late 1980s and early 1990s to secure greater ‘efficiencies’
 resulted in a depletion of resources and a loss of expertise.  The reduction in funding from the federal government (6% of operating grants since 1996) has further increased the pressure to improve ‘efficiency’.  In addition, the environment in which universities are operating has been characterised by increasing inter-institutional competition, and now competition with private industry, in order to secure dwindling funds.  In short, universities have been required again and again to do more with less.

The wide-reaching changes outlined above have been accompanied by a conceptual shift regarding the benefits of a university education.  The notion that knowledge, and the pursuit of knowledge, is a public good and of benefit to society in general has been subsumed by the notion that knowledge is something to be acquired as a means of gaining employment.  

This has had two significant damaging effects.  First, universities are forced to shift their focus from disciplines that have been long considered central to the development of critical and creative thinking to more vocationally-centred ones.  Secondly, there has been a move towards a ‘user-pays’ system with the introduction of the Higher Education Contribution Scheme and the deregulation of tuition fees, commencing insidiously with the deregulation of international enrolments in the mid-1980s and the accelerated deregulation of postgraduate coursework in the mid-1990s.  With the real threat of deregulation of undergraduate degrees posed recently in the West Review, Learning for Life
, on balance the notion of education as a public good has been replaced by the notion of education as an individual benefit. 

In a system characterised by seemingly ever-increasing competition for diminishing resources, it is apparent that those institutions with a longer history of university status have been at a distinct advantage.  Older institutions (often referred to as the ‘sandstone universities’) have more established reputations, a more extensive research culture as well as a greater network of alumni.  

Swinburne is a newer institution, having been established as the Swinburne University of Technology through an amalgamation of the University of Swinburne Institute of Technology, Swinburne College of Technical and Further Education and Prahran College of Technical and Further Education on 1 July 1992
.  Such new institutions have been required to use far more ingenious and aggressive approaches to supplement their resources in order to survive.

3. 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 the quality and diversity of education
 and the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources

Universities have responded in a number of ways to the inadequate funding situation.  In an effort to make up the short-fall universities have reconfigured themselves as businesses, engaged in the over-enrolment of students, made changes to staffing profiles, engaged in new modes of delivery and sought to increase ‘efficiency’.  Individually and combined, these factors have had a number of detrimental effects on the quality and diversity of education and the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources. 

(a) Universities as businesses

When universities assume the mantle of business, matters which were once beyond the purview of universities’ considerations come to the forefront.  This is particularly noticeable in the diversion of funds from what ought to be universities’ core concerns ( knowledge creation, generation and communication ( to areas that are intended to increase revenue production.  

Like businesses, universities must set and engage in revenue-generating strategies, one example of which is the charging of fees to certain groups.  In many cases, those courses that do not attract (what is perceived to be) enough students, then fail to meet the imposed financial quota and so are discontinued.  This effect is compounded in a more vocationally-oriented environment in which courses that require more teaching time, particularly languages, or resources, such as the sciences, are especially vulnerable.  At Swinburne, for example, in 2000 the Bachelor of Business/Bachelor of Arts (Korean), the Bachelor of Applied Science (Mathematics and Computing) and the Bachelor of Applied Science (Chemistry) were discontinued
.
(b) Maximising full fee-paying income 

The effort to maximise full fee-paying income has a number of negative effects on universities.  Funds that could be spent on teaching and learning are used instead on marketing and promotion.  Aggressive marketing schemes are adopted that involve multiple university staff members undertaking recruiting missions overseas as well as the production of glossy brochures in a triumph of style over substance.  At Swinburne, schools are now competing with one another to attract students wishing to study in similar areas in an effort to obtain more funds.  This is evinced by the number of different multimedia courses that are offered by various schools at Swinburne
.

Another strategy for attracting full fee-paying students is by creating new courses in ‘trendy’ niche areas, such as biotechnology and multimedia.  With strategic decisions being constrained by fee-paying diktats, course conception, accreditation and development are driven by a need to take advantage of the latest trend rather than a holistic approach that considers the evolution of the whole university experience in the longer term.  This is evinced at Swinburne by a plethora of new degrees and diplomas that are based around emerging disciplines, such as the Master of eBusiness and Communication that was approved by Council in August 2000
.  Another Swinburne example is the approval of seven degrees relating to biotechnology in April 2000
. 
Fewer resources mean that courses, which are no longer considered economically viable or do not fit in with the university’s vision of itself as a vocational institution in the ‘brave new world’ are discontinued, thereby reducing the diversity of course-offerings.

(c) Over-enrolment

The over-enrolment of students has also had a detrimental impact on the quality of the educational experience.  In an effort to obtain more funding, universities have enrolled more than their allocated number of Equivalent Full-time Student Units (EFTSU).  By doing so, they receive partial funding for every extra EFTSU; however, this does not cover the full cost of teaching and providing facilities for the total number of students.  Therefore, it reasonably follows that universities are left to find more cost effective ways in which to teach.  Campus infrastructure, particularly library resources and access to computers, has been inadequate in the experience of many students.  Over-enrolment has affected the quality of the educational experience for all students, as there is no distinction made (nor should there be), between a student who is present as a result of the over-enrolment and a student who is fully funded.  

Swinburne is carrying a very high over-enrolment of students.  Proportionally, it has been the highest in Australia on both 2000 and 1999 figures.  In 2000, 21.53% of Swinburne’s actual EFTSU was over-enrolment or 1487 EFTSU out of a total of 6907 EFTSU, of which 5420 were fully-funded
.  In 1999, 26.25% of Swinburne’s actual EFTSU was over-enrolment or 2002 EFTSU out of a total of 7627 EFTSU
.  Thus, campus infrastructure and resources are very stretched at Swinburne, which affects the learning and researching experience for all students.

(d) Staffing resources

Funding constraints have forced many universities to ‘rationalise’ their staffing profiles.  These changes to the staff complement have had a number of negative effects on the quality and diversity of education as valuable time is taken away from core work.  For example, anecdotal evidence suggests that universities have reduced the number of administrative staff and shifted many administrative responsibilities onto already over-worked academic staff.  A reduction in academic staff has also lead to greater teaching responsibilities being given to remaining staff at the expense of research time.  The reduction in permanent staff has also meant an increase in sessional staff, who can be less available to students on-campus due to outside work commitments.  SSU has provided advice and advocacy to a number of students whose issues could have been more expeditiously solved if the relevant staff member was more readily available.  The failure to resolve matters quickly can have many consequences, for example a student may be unable to enrol in subjects a good way into the semester, or a student may be in danger of breaching visa requirements.

(e) New modes of delivery

Another way in which universities endeavour to do more with less is through the introduction of different modes of course delivery, modes that ostensibly involve the use of less human resources.  In many universities this has been evinced through the use of terms and methods that are referred to as ‘flexible’, ‘multi-model’ or ‘open learning’.  Swinburne has described this as the pursuit of ‘innovation’ through the development of new educational approaches and new course materials
. On-line learning may suit some students, for example those who are familiar with the university learning environment and who have consciously chosen the ‘flexible’ delivery, providing proper resources are provided.  The problem is that for others it can be less than satisfactory, for example those who are less experienced with the university learning environment and who have had the ‘flexible’ delivery imposed on them.  

Across Swinburne, there has been a reduction in face-to-face teaching and a move towards putting more learning on-line.  For example, in a subject entitled ‘Business Strategy’, which is taught by the School of Business, tutorials alternate each week between face-to-face and on-line.  This is occurring at the same time that off-campus Internet access for undergraduate students through the Swinburne dial-in modems has been discontinued
.  This leaves many students in an impossible position.  Unable to access tutorials or discussion groups from on-campus due to the limited number of computers available, they are now unable to access tutorials or discussion groups from off-campus (assuming they are able to afford their own computer), unless they can afford their own internet service provider.  This results in many students being frustrated with the learning process itself as well as having their ability to learn being potentially compromised.

(f) The drive for ‘efficiency’

The need to improve ‘efficiency’ is also driving course changes.  For example, in 1999  changes were made to a number of courses within the Industrial Research Institute Swinburne, which included ‘a rationalisation of subjects and a subsequent increase in class sizes to become more cost effective’
.  That such arguments are being used to justify course rationalisation and class size increases to Academic Board (which is meant to be keeping under review the quality of academic programmes
) and accepted by Academic Board demonstrates the extent to which market forces are influencing the way universities are being run.  Pedagogical concerns seem to have been subsumed by these market forces in ways that are having a detrimental effect on both course offerings and quality.

4. 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 the maintenance and extension of Australia’s long-term capacity in both basic and applied research across the diversity of fields of knowledge

Course closures and the reduction in subject offerings cannot but have a negative effect on  Australia’s long-term capacity in both basic and applied research across the diversity of fields of knowledge.  There is an intangible, symbiotic relationship between undergraduate courses, postgraduate courses, basic research and applied research, which has been too readily discounted as universities seek to maximise business opportunities.  The apparent desire of the government to have universities predict where the next significant advance in knowledge will occur is problematic, not least because the measurement for success is often in terms of short-sighted fiscal outcomes.  This is particularly evident in the pursuit of income-generating intellectual property and the apparent favouring of applied over pure research. Universities and government should be thinking in terms of far-reaching and wide-ranging educational and development needs.

(a) Links with industry

In an effort to generate more funds universities have sought to create financially beneficial relationships with industry and corporations.  The pursuit of such endeavours requires the diversion of valuable resources away from teaching, learning and research to business activities that are intended to generate revenue.  At Swinburne, one way that the diversion of public money into private enterprise occurs is under the rubric of ‘business incubation’.  At the Industrial Research Institute Swinburne (IRIS), for example, entrepreneurial start-up companies with which IRIS has established a strategic alliance are provided with office accommodation and infrastructure support (including computing, internet links, e-mail, telephone, facsimile, photocopying and access to library facilities) free of charge for up to three years
.  It would seem that IRIS, which is part of a public institution, is providing significant resource support to untried private enterprise.  Together with IRIS, such companies are meant to develop innovative products, processes and services, which once ready for the market, are released into a fully commercial environment.  The use of public money to fund private enterprise raises many issues, such as the process through which a company is chosen including who makes the decision and how it is made.  It also raises questions about the accountability of the public monies, especially in an environment where ‘commercial in confidence’ is used to prevent public scrutiny of university business operations or, in this instance, the use of university resources in a co-venture with private enterprise.

(b) Differentiation

The increasingly competitive environment coupled with the historical advantage of sandstone universities has led Swinburne to seek a way to differentiate itself within the perceived ‘marketplace’.  In 1998, the Swinburne University Council and members of the senior management team conducted a tour of international universities to study best practice in other institutes of technology.  As a result, a report In Search of the Entrepreneurial University was published, which identified entrepreneurialism as a strategic focus for the university.  Subsequent strategic development has placed entrepreneurialism at the centre of Swinburne’s articulated future
.  An entrepreneurial university is one that strives towards achieving financial self-reliance.  One way of doing this is through the pursuit of appropriate new business opportunities, the creation of intellectual property and its commercialisation, particularly through ‘spin-off’ businesses.  It is also one that seeks to educate and develop entrepreneurs
.  While the current funding climate may render this strategy necessary, its effects are not always positive.  

(c)  ‘Re-profiling’

Another significant effect of the need to seek funding elsewhere is in an increasing tendency to direct funds and staff time towards research that is considered more likely to produce income-generating intellectual property.  In this context, part of Swinburne’s aim is to become ‘the first research intensive university of technology in Australia’
.  In pursuit of this aim, Swinburne has determined that it needs to ‘re-profile’ courses, students and staff in the higher education division.  To date, the School of Business, the School of Social and Behavioural Sciences and the Swinburne Graduate School of Management (now known as the Australian Graduate School of Entrepreneurship) have been ‘re-profiled’.  This process has been characterised by the loss of established courses and the introduction of new courses that are perceived as being more attractive to the ‘marketplace’ as well as the loss of staff.  Swinburne has lost expertise in a number of fields as major disciplines are discontinued.  From 1997(1999, for example, subjects in philosophy, cultural enquiry and history, and specifically the subjects ‘Aboriginal Issues’ and ‘Archaeology’
 have all been lost.  In the case of ‘Aboriginal Issues’ and ‘Archaeology’, this was despite considerable student and community support as evinced by a substantial submission to the Academic Board
.  The submission, from a student member of the Academic Board, included letters from individuals, including the then Victorian ATSIC Commissioner, Geoff Clark, and a sample from a petition with 1000 signatures and a sample form letter that was sent by several hundred people.  

The most recent school that is undergoing ‘re-profiling’ is the School of Engineering and Science.  A number of concerns have been raised at Council by both staff and students about the effect of the ‘re-profiling’ process in the School of Engineering and Science, particularly its repositioning as more research intensive with the concomitant funding division (70% for course delivery and development, 25% for research and 5% for divisional school administration
).  These concerns include the effect on the quality of teaching which is reflected in decreasing course contact hours, course closures, decline in staff numbers, use of obsolete equipment, reduction in semester periods (from thirteen to twelve weeks) and increases in the use of sessional staff
.  Other concerns include the potential reduction in student choice and the flexibility of courses, with reports that some students are leaving Swinburne to complete their courses at other institutions
.

Course closures and rationalisations have a tangible impact on individual students.  The termination of a course raises questions as to its inherent value.  Students are left wondering if the course they have spent a number of years studying is worthwhile.  Those students still studying the course can be left in both academic and administrative limbo.  Some find the major that they intended to study no longer on offer and so are forced to undertake subjects in which they originally had little or no interest.  Rather than students being able to choose subjects for which they enrolled, the course rationalisation dictates their subject choices and so the ultimate tenor of the course that is completed.  This has occurred again and again at Swinburne.  

A recent example of course rationalisation is the cessation of the Master of Business in Leadership and Organisational Dynamics suite of courses and the Master of International Business suite of courses that occurred in 2000
.  The cessation occurred even though there was strong support for the continuation of the courses from students, who had commented on the uniqueness of the International Business courses and the wide range of subject choices that were available in the Leadership and Organisational Dynamics courses
.  Despite assurances from the University that ‘there was a strong commitment to allow continuing students to complete their enrolment’
, the reality has been that ‘specialisations’ (that is electives) would only be open to students ‘subject to demand making the offerings within the program(me)s viable’
.  Viability was measured according to the numbers of students interested in undertaking each specialisation.  As no more students were being accepted into the programme, the potential numbers of students interested in undertaking particular specialisations was further reduced.  This resulted in many students being unable to study the specialisation of their first choice.

5. The equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including the effects of the introduction of the differential Higher Education Contribution Schemes and other fees and charges and changes in funding provision on the affordability and accessibility of higher education

Participation in higher education is now a more expensive proposition for students than it was fifteen years ago.  Not only have course fees been introduced for a greater range of students but the level of fees has increased remarkably.  This is a direct result of the need to increase overall income.  At Swinburne this has been demonstrated particularly in the postgraduate coursework area, where there has been an increase in full fee-paying postgraduate coursework degrees, diplomas and certificates, and as well as an increase in fees for some courses.  Fee increases have a direct effect on the ability of students to complete their courses.  At the Australian Graduate School in Entrepreneurship some students are labouring under a deadline for completion of their studies because fees for the course have increased.  Should the student exceed the deadline the current and more expensive fee structure will apply.

The ‘user-pays’ ethos has permeated many aspects of the university and increasingly appears to be the driving force behind decision-making on a number of levels.  Students are paying more and more in the way of extra fees.  Such fees include costs for services that were previously borne by the institution, higher fines for missing deadlines, ‘disincentive’ fees intended to discourage certain courses of action and fees for learning materials.  It has become common practice for students to assume additional costs and inconvenience as universities endeavour to reduce expenses by shifting costs onto students.  At Swinburne’s Pratt Campus (formally known as Lilydale Campus) students are commonly provided with the option of buying essential course material such as essay questions and tutorial outlines included in expensive, pre-packaged learning guides, or alternatively printing those guides off the web at their own expense.  In the past, students could have expected to receive a free printed copy of this type of material.  While students could theoretically read the material on the web without printing it off, in reality this is impractical when material is commonly needed for use in lectures or tutorials.  Overall, this type of policy has resulted in significant additional costs being shifted onto students.

6. The equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including the adequacy of current student income support measures

(a) Balancing work and study

The inadequacy of current income support measures is borne out in a number of ways.  At Swinburne it has been demonstrated anecdotally through ‘progress review’ hearings.  Progress review hearings are a bi-annual process during which students are invited by the university to demonstrate why they should not be excluded for poor performance
.  It has been noted during many of these hearings that some students are working long hours in order to support themselves through their study and that this is consequently affecting their ability to perform satisfactorily.  A question that is routinely asked at the progress review hearings is whether the student is working in paid employment, and, if so, for how many hours per week.  Responses are used to assess whether, in the opinion of the Student Progress Review Committee, the student is likely to overcome their current difficulties and succeed in their chosen course.

In some instances students are attempting to work full-time and study full-time or work part-time and study full-time in order to support themselves
.  The financial pressures under which some of these students labour are considerable and this does have an impact on whether they can continue with their course.  Ultimately, the Student Progress Review Committee can decide to exclude the student from the course for up to two academic years
. 

(b) Federal government policy and student income

At a federal policy level, inequities in income support provided through the common Youth Allowance were revealed in 1998 when changes to the government’s system of student allowances were introduced.  One such inequality is the fact that students under 25 years of age are now eligible to receive an additional benefit for Rent Allowance, while those aged 25 and over are not.  In the past, students on Austudy did not receive Rent Assistance; however, when the various social security payments were amalgamated this situation was not rectified in order to make it correspond with the benefits paid to Youth Allowance recipients, which would ensure parity across the system.  Instead, mature students have been left in a more disadvantaged position.  The difference in benefit levels between younger and mature age students means that a single mature age person can receive up to $88 less than an equivalent younger student, and in cases where that mature aged student has three or more children, up to $116.48 less.  There appears to be no rational reason as to why the government should be discriminating against mature age students in this manner.  SSU recommends that the government consider amending legislation to expand Rent Assistance entitlements.

7. Conclusion

The higher education environment would benefit from a ‘sea change’ in perceptions about the purpose and value of education by government, universities, business and community.  Reductions to public funding and ensuing partial deregulation have resulted in universities becoming more commercially-focussed to the detriment of diversity in course offerings and quality in the educational experience.  While a significant injection of funds to universities would be welcome, and would have an immediate impact, it may take a considerable length of time for universities to re-focus their attention on their students, staff and course offerings rather than on commercial strategies for survival.

Self regulation in the current market driven context has certainly not been enough to ensure that Australia’s higher education needs are being met now or into the future.  More regulatory oversight of universities will ensure that the integrity of course offerings and the educational experience is maintained.  The capacity of Australia’s public universities to meet this country’s higher education needs depends upon it.

SSU is willing to meet with the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee to discuss any of the issues raised in this part of the submission.

Part B ( Postgraduate specific perspective

1. Introduction

Swinburne University Postgraduate Association (SUPA) is the representative body for over 3000 postgraduates at the Swinburne University of Technology.  In 2000, there were 3226 postgraduates in total, in the form of 2667 postgraduate coursework students and 559 postgraduate research students
. 

SUPA is a standing committee of the SSU
 and is recognised as providing representation, advocacy and activities that advance and defend the interests of postgraduate students of the university both within and outside the university
.

SUPA is governed by student representatives who are elected annually to form the SUPA Executive and the organisation is affiliated to the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations.  Amongst a number of activities, both representative and community based, SUPA also provides advocacy for any postgraduate or groups of postgraduates.

While there are have been a number of changes in higher education that have affected the general student population, and which have been addressed in the main body of the submission, there are some issues that require a particular postgraduate perspective.  These will be addressed below.

2. Coursework students 

The introduction of full up-front fees has had a marked impact on patterns of study for coursework students.  At Swinburne, the vast majority of coursework postgraduates are enrolled in fee-paying courses.  In 2000, this was 2502 postgraduate students enrolled in masters by coursework, graduate diplomas and graduate certificates as compared to 165 postgraduate students enrolled in masters by coursework, graduates diplomas and graduate certificates who are funded by DETYA
.  In an environment comprised almost entirely of courses that require full up-front fees, questions of affordability and vocational applicability become central to an evaluation of whether or not one will pursue postgraduate study in Australia.

(a) Access to study

Under a system of publicly funded education, individuals make decisions about which courses to study upon the basis of quality, relevance to further vocational pursuit, thirst for knowledge, and other life-focused criteria.  When full fees enter the equation, the question of whether or not one can afford to study inevitably takes precedence.

Swinburne now has approximately 110 postgraduate coursework certificates, diplomas and degrees, with commensurate fees of several thousand dollars.  For example, in 2001 it would cost an Australian Permanent Resident $3,900 (four subjects at $975 each) to do a Graduate Certificate of Information Technology and $21,000 (fourteen subjects at $1,500 each) to do a Master of Business Administration
.  

Not only do the skyrocketing costs of a postgraduate education put the prospect of further study beyond the reach of many people, but high costs also influence the nature and quality of study to be undertaken.  In a context of work and family commitments, matters of affordability become more acute.  On the basis of information available to date, it is clear that the introduction of fees has had an adverse effect on the ability of many people, particularly from the designated equity groups, to participate in postgraduate study
.  With the move towards more fee-paying courses and fewer HECS arrangements for postgraduate coursework available, this trend is only likely to continue and accelerate. 

For those who can afford to study, the decision to pursue a postgraduate qualification must be tempered by a careful cost/benefit analysis.  For example, will completion of the qualification lead to further professional advancement?  Will the degree influence an increase in salary?  Will a current salary adequately cover the cost of the fees in addition to family living expenses?  A 1997 study undertaken by SUPA, in conjunction with fellow postgraduate associations, found that 68% of coursework students surveyed gave employment-related reasons, such as increased job opportunities and promotional advantage, for undertaking postgraduate study
.  This was compared with a much lower figure of 26% from a 1976 survey that was undertaken by the Commonwealth Department of Education
.  The vocational prominence that many students have placed on postgraduate study in the face of more and more postgraduate course fees has a flow on effect to the kinds of courses that are then offered by universities.  The imposition of fees changes both the demographics of the students that enrol and the kinds of courses in which they enrol.  The ‘market’ begins to dictate the kind of courses that are offered. 

(b) Types of courses 

What impact do market forces have on the types of courses offered in a competitive economic climate?  Given that students are more likely to make course choices on a cost/benefit basis, then it is logical that those courses with a greater likelihood of positive cost/benefit outcomes will flourish.  Those courses that can maintain significant fee-paying enrolments will enjoy healthy growth and future stability, while those which cannot run the risk of disappearance by stealth.

Just as courses such as information technology, science/engineering, and business have been popular amongst the international student cohort ( which pays significant up-front fees to attend Australian universities ( so vocationally influenced choices have impacted upon postgraduate enrolment patterns in the past fifteen years.  At Swinburne, those disciplines that have the highest postgraduate coursework enrolment include information technology and business/management/entrepreneurship. 

(c) Environmental effects

In the shadow of market forces, traditional teaching and learning relationships – in which students take on the role of academic apprentice – are replaced with a model of students as customers.  The historical university discourse of ‘scholarship’ and ‘collegiality’ is superceded by one of ‘customer service’, ‘quality outcomes’, and ‘value for money’.  It is not surprising that, in such an environment, both students and staff will have more ‘contractual’ expectations of one another.  Teaching becomes about service delivery and students who are dissatisfied with the level of service provided may demand their money back.  The completion of a subject successfully also becomes more crucial.  A failure does not simply mean that the subject was not understood sufficiently, it also means that hundreds of dollars must now be found to repeat the subject. 

3. Research students

In a climate of dwindling resources and market competition, universities have increasingly emphasised and rewarded the pursuit of income-generating strategies and activities by their staff and students.  Paramount in this equation is the critical research, innovation, and intellectual property that is developed by postgraduate students, and its consequent potential for commercial exploitation.  It is of concern that research has become less about what may be of benefit to society and more about what generates dollars, particularly in the wake of sponsorship from companies for university research.  With the constraints imposed by corporate sponsorship, the quality and breadth of research disciplines becomes increasingly limited to those areas of interest for which private funding is made available.

(a) Supervision and staffing resources

University funding cuts and consequent reductions in staffing levels have had a tangible effect on some postgraduate research students at Swinburne.  With less academic staff ‘on the ground’, those who are left sometimes find themselves stretched to teach and supervise in disciplines not quite in their areas of expertise.  In other instances, research students can be left without appropriate supervision.  SUPA has advocated in a number of cases where, due to a variety of circumstances (such as a supervisor leaving Swinburne or a breakdown in the relationship between supervisor and student), there has been no staff member available with the level of expertise to replace the original supervisor.  In such circumstances, students are left in an invidious position.  Often, the ultimate solution is for the student to leave Swinburne to seek appropriate supervision elsewhere.

(b) Completion rates

One example where market behaviour is having a direct effect on students is the recent shift in government to an emphasis on completion rates for research postgraduates.  While completion rate quotas may lead to greater support being provided to postgraduates (in the form of services and resources), in some cases postgraduates who are not considered to be ‘progressing’ sufficiently are put under increased pressure to withdraw or submit.  The imposition of such pressures (with their focus on artificially imposed deadlines) is in direct conflict with the notion that the completion of a research degree is a developmental process.  When a student is part of a larger, externally-funded research project, this pressure can be increased, as the student becomes embroiled in meeting the reporting requirements imposed by the external body, rather than being able to concentrate on the research and thesis-writing.  In summary, research outcomes become circumscribed by financial and administrative considerations, rather than by the quality of research outcome.  Pure research – research for which the outcome is not pre-determined, and which may require a variable time limit in order to reach fruition – suffers particularly under this model. 

(c) Research students as employees

With the efficient use of resources a central consideration for universities in the market driven environment, research students take on an increasingly significant role in terms of ‘filling the economic gaps’ for universities.  The value of funds attached to their enrolments has, in certain instances, brought greater pressures of accountability to bear on these students, rendering their roles closer to that of ‘employee’ rather than student researcher. Again, the burden of finite economic measurement models that emphasise time, efficiency, and physical accountability take precedence over pure research outcomes and greater public benefit. 

4. Conclusion

Developments in the postgraduate arena have made it patently clear that deregulation impacts significantly upon access, enrolment patterns, and course offerings.  If anything, the ‘experiment’ of deregulation in the postgraduate area provides ample evidence that the funding, administration, and focus of universities must be carefully reviewed and reconstructed to meet the needs of Australia’s diverse population into the new century.

SUPA is willing to meet with the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee to discuss any of the issues raised in this part of the submission.
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