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As a current postgraduate student, the parent of 2 tertiary students, a current VCE student, and sometime staff member of tertiary institutions I am very concerned about the current state of Tertiary education in Australia. 

My association the tertiary education system spans 30 years.  I first started my undergraduate degree in 1971, and I have variously studied and worked within it from time to time since then.  

Currently I am a postgraduate-student representative on a number of committees at the University.

It is my opinion that the system is currently in crisis.  In a desperate effort to cut spending and raise funds, the universities, and in particular the University of Melbourne, are desperately chasing the corporate dollar and are investing in risky entrepreneurial ventures. They have reduced overall staffing levels and placed unrealistic administrative burdens on the teaching staff who remain. This further reduces teaching staff availability to students.

My specific concerns cover a number of areas:

1. The apparent lack of public accountability of the University of Melbourne.  Council minutes were publicly available on the web until 1999.  Since 1999, there is merely a “summary report”. These documents should also be available from the University library but aren’t.

2. Documents, which I believe should be public documents, are no longer catalogued in the main university library, the Bailieu.  It is no longer possible to even look up your own graduation record in the library, although I was able to do this in the 1980’s.

3. It is extraordinarily difficult to find information on the University of Melbourne’s financial affairs.  The actual income, sources of income and expenditure are difficult to ascertain.  It is interesting to contrast this with the amount of information available on the web for an institution like Harvard.  There, publicly available, is detailed information about sources of income, amounts, fees, charges and expenditure (http://vpf-web.harvard.edu/factbook/).

4. Harvard is often put forward as a model of a corporate University, yet less than 1% of Harvard research income is from corporate enterprise.  Over 70% of Harvard students receive financial aid – both fee relief and living expenses.  This Aid is provided via Local, State and Federal government funding as well as from endowment income.  (See Appendix 4).  This compares with less than 30% of Australian students receiving some form of government aid.

5. The University of Melbourne is becoming more and more secretive, with threats to remove representation from key committees, and suggestions that anyone who disagrees with the decisions of council or committees should resign.

6. The University of Melbourne’s investment in risky ventures such as Melbourne University Private and the partnership with Thompson in Universitas 21 Global.

7. Poor financial management resulting in a reduction in the actual and real value of the University of Melbourne’s endowments and reserve funds.

8. Limitations on research due to the necessity to seek substantial research finance from corporate enterprise.  This creates an environment where researchers are limited to researching specific topics for corporate enterprise and where research that may have a negative impact on corporate sponsors in discouraged or prevented.

9. The funding of research by commercial organizations has led to a change in the atmosphere of the university.  It is no longer a collegial environment where research is openly discussed and ideas exchanged.  The competitive environment in which research grants are sourced has now permeated the university.  Research is now a competitive pursuit, ideas are no longer freely discussed either within or between universities.  Even access to government grants is now competitive.  This can only diminish the quality of the research done in this country.

10. In attempts to make up for shortfalls in Government funding the University is attempting to attract large numbers of international students.  Due to the extreme nature of the funding crisis, the University is unable to provide adequate facilities for the needs of both international and domestic students.  The net result is that BOTH international students AND domestic students are being short changed by a Tertiary education system that is in crisis.   Student Amenities & Services funds are being directed out of necessity by student organisations towards providing facilities for students that should be provided by the University, such as computer access and printing facilities. (See Appendix 1)

11. Postgraduate courses that are required to upgrade professional qualifications or update knowledge, or are REQUIRED for entry to certain professions, such as Nursing, Education, and Psychology are almost exclusively only available as full fee courses. (See Appendix 2)

12. The expense of higher education and the low cut off for income support, mean middle-income earners are becoming the new disadvantaged group.  A low family with 3 children on an after tax income of, say $25,000, would receive full youth allowance for each of the three children.  This amounts to in excess of $14,000 each (without rent assistance).  The total family income (after tax) would therefore be $67,000 (this equates to a before tax income of in excess of $100,000).  A child from family whose parents earned a before tax income of $55,000 would not receive any youth allowance benefits. (See Appendix 4)

Appendix 1: The effect of funding stringencies and the consequent increase in international fee-paying students

Our schooling system, and especially the VCE, is aimed at teaching the arts of problem solving and critical thinking.  It places a heavy emphasis on developing an enquiring mind. It encourages students to question what they read and are told, and to acknowledge sources of information. Less emphasis is placed on rote learning and on examinations, and more on clear, critical writing of assignments and reports. 

The cultural and education systems of the Asian countries, such as Malaysia, encourage students to memorise texts, to quote teachers directly. These systems discourage students from questioning teachers and lecturers.  Teachers and lecturers command immense respect, and to ask questions, or query the validity of an argument would be considered extremely disrespectful.  The system is based around examinations, and good grades rely on very hard work, memorising the texts and papers to be read, and being able to reproduce these in exam conditions.  Acknowledging the source of the information is not a priority.

This gives rise to problems in Australian classes where students are required to participate in debate and think critically about the information presented.  International students often have difficulty adjusting to the teaching style common in Australian education institutions.  

The distribution of international students is not even across all disciplines. It is heavily concentrated in certain areas, especially high technology.  It is this heavy concentration in certain areas, which leads to the following problems:

1. Although international students exist in large numbers in certain faculties, the fees they pay to the University are distributed at the university’s discretion across all disciplines.
 
For example, the Department of Information Systems at the University of Melbourne has one of the highest concentrations of international students. It also has one of the highest student/staff ratios (26:1) in the in the university as a whole. This faculty also carries a significant load of students from other departments and faculties taking single subjects from this faculty.

2. There is no significant extra funding or staffing for departments with high numbers of international students, even though these students need significant support to adjust to the differences in education systems.  They have difficulties adjusting to a problems solving participatory approach to education as well as language problems.

3. To cope with the problems encountered by the international students, course delivery and assessment methods are being adapted to cater to the expectations of the international students, and in many situations this disadvantages domestic students.

Case Study 1:  Domestic student in a computer-programming subject I was tutoring produced an innovative, correct solution to a practical problem.  But the subject coordinator had specified a marking scheme such that only a rote reproduction of the lecturer’s solution could gain a high grade.  A student with a correct, innovative solution, displaying and excellent understanding of the programming language and environment, received a poor grade.  A student who had memorised the lecturer notes and reproduced, verbatim, sections of the code given in lectures but was unable to make the program work, answer any questions on the work produced or suggest ways to approach “debugging” the program, received a H1 grade, the highest available.

Case Study 2:  A postgraduate, seminar-style course, which I participated in, required significant class participation.  Each week students were expected to give presentations.  In this class, for 8 out of the 12 students, English was not their first language, and their spoken English was poor.  These students were from a variety of countries.  The result was, that when these students were presenting, little of what was said was comprehensible.  Class discussion was often extremely difficult because people either could not understand the question or the answer!

Case Study 3: Insufficient funds and an four fold increase in student numbers in some departments mean inadequate access to facilities in the department of Information Systems.  In a high technology discipline where students are expected to spend many hours a week working with computers, one department at the University of Melbourne, only has sufficient computers to allow for an average of 1 hour per week per student outside of class time, yet course requirements in one subject alone require up to 10 hours per week per student.

Appendix 2: Full Fee Postgraduate Courses - equity:

Postgraduate courses that are required to upgrade professional qualifications or update knowledge, or are REQUIRED for entry to certain professions, such as Nursing, Education, and Psychology are almost exclusively only available as full fee courses.

1. In scientific, medical and technology disciplines, if one has a significant break from the workforce for family or other reasons, to get back into the workforce at a similar level requires updating qualifications.  Also changes in qualification requirements for teachers, nurses and others mandate that postgraduate qualifications at a higher level be gained.  Almost all these courses are full fee paying courses.

2. As women are more likely to have significant breaks in their careers, and are more heavily represented in fields such as nursing, they are hence significantly disadvantaged by the fact that the types of courses needed to upgrade their qualifications are only available as full fee-paying courses.  

3. This is further exacerbated at the University of Melbourne by the lack of scholarships for domestic students for these courses.

Appendix 3: Harvard Facts regarding Corporate Funding

Harvard University is frequently cited as the model of a “Corporate” university, a model the University of Melbourne wishes to emulate.  This comparison has a number of flaws.

· Harvard University is mainly a Graduate school enrolling only 6,660 undergraduates in 1999-2000.  This compares with The University of Melbourne’s Undergraduate population of 26,353.

· Harvard has a total Postgraduate population of 12,258 compared to the University of Melbourne enrolment of 9,327.

· The total Student population of Harvard (Undergraduate, postgraduate and extension) is 18,918 compared to the University of Melbourne enrolment of 35,680.

· Harvard had a total income of US$1,7 billion for 1999 compared to the University of Melbourne total revenue of under A$700 million (which translates to approximately US$350 million).  In other words, the Harvard income, from all sources is almost $1.35 billion greater than that of the University of Melbourne.  Expressed as a percentage, the University of Melbourne income is about 20% of that of Harvard.

· On a $US per student, the income fro Harvard is almost $90,000, compared to the University of Melbourne income per student of $9,000.  In other words, the University of Melbourne income from all sources, on a per student basis is only 1/10th that of Harvard.

· Non Government Sponsored research at Harvard represents 6% of the total income.  Only 16% of that income is from corporate enterprise (or less than 1% of overall income and only 3.7%of the total Research funding).  The remainder of the funding comes mainly from Federal Grants State, Local and Foreign government grants, Research Institutes, Hospitals and Other Universities.

· Endowment Income (Bursaries, Bequests, Donations etc) represented 23% of the total income for Harvard and only 3.5% of the Total Income for the University of Melbourne.  Australia does not have a strong philanthropic tradition, or the critical mass of concentrated wealth to enable Universities to attract such significant sums of money.

· Harvard University Student Fees and Charges (including on-campus accommodation) represented 26% of its overall income.  The average student cost was US$22,694 Tuition, US$7,982 Room and Board and $2,434 in other fees, giving a total of US$33,110.  The average financial aid package (including Federal, State, Local and Private grants and Institutional (Harvard) grants) was $23,000.  This leaves a student contribution of US$10,110 (inclusive of tuition, fees and room and board). Seventy percent of Harvard students receive financial aid. 

· This compares with a HECS Debt of $5,500, a further Amenities and Service Fee of $400, neither of which attract financial aid, other than for a minority of scholarship students.  College fees amount to a further A$9,000.  Less than 30% of Australian students receive Youth Allowance or Austudy.

· The trend at Harvard is towards reducing the student contribution even further, and to that end has increased its student grant by a further US$2,000.  This means the student contribution towards Tuition costs will be reduced from US$5,150.00 to US$3,150.00.  This contrasts with the trend in Australia, and in particular at the University of Melbourne to increase the student total contribution. The current student contribution via HECS approximates the Harvard contribution, but in contrast, students are offered the opportunity to repay this during their time at Harvard via work schemes.

Appendix 4: Affordability of Higher Education – a family perspective:  

The expense of higher education and the low cut off for income support, mean middle income earners are becoming the new disadvantaged group.  The following scenario details living costs, and the cost of maintaining students either at home or at University.

I have examined 3 income levels, for a family with 3 children, using a variety of mixes of living at home and/or away from home.  All these income levels are beyond the level at which any income support is available for the students, and above the proposed level at which the student loan scheme would be available.  

The following table demonstrates this for a family with 3 children over 16, all wishing to attend University; the costs are out of the question.  Even a family earning $100,000 a year would struggle to maintain 3 children as full time university students.

Even if you consider that a student should do some work to support themselves, they are unlikely to be able to earn sufficient money to significantly ease the burden on their family.  The University of Melbourne recommends full time students take on no more than 8 hours per week of paid part time employment. 

If they can find part time employment, the jobs are generally low paid, with students earning no more than $10 to $12 per hour.  This would give a weekly income of between $80 and $96 a week.

The calculations of weekly costs use very conservative figures.  The University of Melbourne financial aid office calculates that it costs a university student $8,952 a year, or $165 a week to live at home.  I have used the Centre link parental income deduction of $3,792  ($72 a week) as a base for my calculations.  

If a student did manage to get reliable part time work, the subsequent earnings would only go part way to making up the shortfall between income and expenditure based on the extremely conservative figures I have used.  If we used the more realistic figures from the University of Melbourne Financial Aid office, even a family on 100,000 a year would have trouble supporting one child, let alone 2, or, as will be my situation next year with 3 children at University.

It we use the figure of $8,792, a family with an income of $100,000 a year would have $13.18 left each week for “luxuries”, if one of the students was able to contribute $90 a week, or be almost $30 in debt per week even if the contribution from the students was $180.  For three children at university, all working, and all living away from home, the deficit is still over $70 a week!
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						f		RACV operating costs		http://203.89.198.226/racvm/whichcar/expertsays.cfm

						5		Included for reference as a more accurate measure of the cost of a student living at home. In the above calculations, Centrelink figures  (Ref a) are used as they represent a more conservative evaluation of this cost

						6		Assumes a single income family with 2 parents

						12		Uses the same basis as child over 16 at home (Ref a)

						14		Excludes provision for rates and utilities
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												Annual Family Income

										Ref		60,000		60,000		60,000		70,000		70,000		70,000		100,000		100,000		100,000

						1		Number of Children in Tertiary education over 18, living away from home				1		2		3		1		2		3		1		2		3

						2		Number of children 16-18 living at home				2		1		0		2		1		0		2		1		0

				Annual		3		Cost of Child at home (based on Parental Income Allowance)		a		3,792.00		3,792.00		3,792.00		3,792.00		3,792.00		3,792.00		8,592.00		8,592.00		8,592.00

						4		Cost of living for tertiary student living away from home		b		15,442.00		15,442.00		15,442.00		15,442.00		15,442.00		15,442.00		15,442.00		15,442.00		15,442.00

						5		Cost of living for tertiary student living at home		c		8,592.00		8,592.00		8,592.00		8,592.00		8,592.00		8,592.00		8,592.00		8,592.00		8,592.00

																								90		180		270

				Weekly		6		Gross Family Income (annual income / 52)				1,153.85		1,153.85		1,153.85		1,346.15		1,346.15		1,346.15		1,923.08		1,923.08		1,923.08

						7		Tax on Income		d		318.00		318.00		318.00		411.00		411.00		411.00		691.00		691.00		691.00																																																																																																																						60,000

						8		Net family income				835.85		835.85		835.85		935.15		935.15		935.15		1,232.08		1,232.08		1,232.08																																																																																																																						52

																																																																																																																																																		1153.8461538461

				Weekly		9		Cost of Children over 15 living at home				145.85		72.92		0.00		145.85		72.92		0.00		330.46		165.23		0.00

						10		Cost of maintaining children living away from home				296.96		593.92		890.88		296.96		593.92		890.88		296.96		593.92		890.88

						11		Cost of Servicing average Mortgage		e		212.00		212.00		212.00		212.00		212.00		212.00		212.00		212.00		212.00

						12		Parents living expenses		a		145.85		145.85		145.85		145.85		145.85		145.85		330.46		330.46		330.46

						13		Cost of car (registration and petrol, 1 car - Toyota Camry 4 cyl)		f		139.01		139.01		139.01		139.01		139.01		139.01		139.01		139.01		139.01

						14		Outgoing				939.66		1,163.70		1,387.74		939.66		1,163.70		1,387.74		1,308.89		1,440.63		1,572.36

						15		Income remaining after expenses				-103.82		-327.86		-551.89		-4.51		-228.55		-452.59		-76.82		-208.55		-340.28

																								13.18		-28.55		-70.28
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