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The poor quality of engineering education our son is receiving at Melbourne 

University

(Sumission relates to quality of education: Term of Reference a(iii).)

Our son Ben is 19 and a full-time student of Engineering (Mechatronics) and 

Computer Science at Melbourne University.  He is in the third year of this 

five-year double degree course, and typically takes four subjects in each 

semester.

Ben is an excellent student.  He completed secondary school in 5 years in 

the accelerated stream at University High School with a TER of 97.65, spent 

a year in Denmark then started at Melbourne University.  He attends all 

classes and completes all assignments.  He has passed every subject in his 

first two years at university, 70% of these with First Class Honours.

We are dismayed because the university seems to be offering him such a poor 

education.  For example:

· In one subject this semester there are 90+ students enrolled.  Besides 

lectures, there is only one 1-hour class each week, for which the group is 

split into two groups.  So there are at least 45 in each group.  Someone has 

the cheek to call these classes 'tutorials'.  (The HECS for this subject was 

$626.75.  May we have our money back?)

· In another subject with a large enrolment there has been weeks of 

disorganisation over timetables, room allocation, and student allocation to 

classes.  Now, in the 4th week of semester, there is no spare space in any 

class, some classes are overflowing (not all students have seats).  The 

organiser told the students that this will not change: no extra rooms, or 

larger rooms will be provided.  (The HECS for this subject was $626.75.  May 

we have our money back?)

· This semester Ben has 6 lecturers.  He rates one as good and one as 

reasonable.  The other 4 he rates from poor to abysmal; three do not speak 

English sufficiently well to be readily understood.  He describes many 

shortcomings with their presentations, and says that other students agree 

with his views.  (If Ben says that he has no chance of understanding in a 

lecture, then for sure virtually no other student has understood either.)

· Ben gets hardly any labs or practical classes in engineering.  This 

semester he is taking two engineering subjects: in one there will be just 

four 3-hour labs for the whole semester; in the other there will be a total 

of 5 hours of lab time for the semester.  Surely, this is pitifully little 

for an engineering education?

It was the realisation that he was getting hardly any practical work that 

triggered our dismay and alarm about Ben's course.  Last year (second year 

of the course) in first semester he took two engineering subjects.  One had 

only three 1-hour video and demonstration classes for the semester, and no 

real lab or workshop work.  The other had only three 2-hour labs for the 

semester.  In the second semester one of his engineering subjects had a 

total of three 2-hour lab classes for the semester, the other had six 2-hour 

labs.

The lack of classes has not been made up with take-home project work, of 

which there has been little.  We cannot tell whether he is getting as much 

lab work as planned because the course descriptions in the university 

handbook often do not state specifically how much lab or practical class 

time will be provided.

We compare these tiny numbers with the norm when we were science students at 

Monash in the 1960s: we routinely had a total of 6-12 hours in labs every 

week.  Individual subjects had 3-6 hours of lab time every week.  (And we 

had 26 or 27 class weeks in the year; Ben has only 24.)  Our friends doing 

engineering at Monash had similarly extensive lab and workshop commitments.

We realise that teaching methods should change over 35 years, and that there 

is a lot more to educational quality than mere hours in a lab.  However we 

fail to see how engineers can be receiving a decent theoretical and 

practical education with hardly any hands-on lab or workshop work.  Maybe 

the Institute of Engineers should investigate Ben's course and consider 

whether it still meets reasonable standards for professional accreditation?

It riles us to see universities spending scarce money on glossy advertising, 

each claiming to be more wonderful than the next, when behind this façade 

may be the impoverished educational experience Ben is finding.

The above numbers cannot convey our dismay at our observation of Ben's 

reaction to his classes at university.  Ben is endlessly ingenious, curious 

and committed to engineering and ideas.  He devours New Scientist.  He finds 

part-time jobs where he can fix bicycles and discover electronics.  He is 

always in our home workshop tinkering.  Just occasionally he comes home from 

university bubbling about an interesting class or project.  But that just 

emphasises how much more often he comes home from university angry and 

frustrated by terrible teaching, administrative chaos and impossible 

conditions.  Far from inspiring and encouraging him, too often the 

university seems to be crushing his natural enthusiasm and ability.  That 

breaks our hearts.  Since Ben is not alone, it is also a tragedy for his 

generation and our country.
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