SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE COMMITTEE INVESTIGATING:

‘THE CAPACITY OF PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES TO MEET AUSTRALIA’S HIGHER EDUCATION NEEDS’

This submission addresses only terms of reference (a) 1:  The capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand.
Summary

This submission argues that the current Australian university model is no longer an efficient model to meet increasing demands for undergraduate education and that a different approach, to supplement if not replace the current one, is required.

Argument

Australia’s current university model is the product of the evolution of the eleventh century cathedral schools.  The model has been with western society for a millennium.  Universities constitute one of the few industry sectors that have not undergone sectoral reform.

The current industrial practice (enterprise bargaining outcome) in Australian universities has lecturers spending half their time in research and half their time teaching (teaching being defined as about twelve hours class contact per week).  Such arrangements yield, on average, about 288 hours of class contact and 1000 hours of research per lecturer per year.

This model is wasteful in three ways.  Firstly, it is a scattergun method of funding research, one that is not conducive to yielding genuine intellectual or economic benefits to the Australian community.  The importance of research in specific areas is not questioned.  However, it is a waste of public resources to fund over a million hours of research per year in fields such as Music Performance, Visual Arts, Accounting, Nursing and so on.  The list is long.

Secondly, the model effectively escalates the cost of teaching dramatically.  If the value of the research is put to one side, the lecturer salary cost of each hour of class contact for undergraduate teaching is in excess of $250.  To this must be added the cost of overheads, materials, administration, management and capital depreciation.  The model is financially wasteful as a means of providing undergraduate courses.

Thirdly, the current approach is wasteful of student time.  There is too much time in which students are not being supported in their studies.

Some will no doubt argue that to move away from the current system will inevitably lead to lower quality.  But this need not be so.  There are few, if indeed any, areas in which lecturers need to be engaged in research, as distinct from being knowledgeable about it, in order to effectively teach undergraduates.  For example, there are documented case studies which describe TAFE institutes teaching university undergraduate courses on a franchised basis using TAFE staff with comparable, and in some cases better, results than the universities.

The conclusion is that Australia needs to introduce other models for teaching undergraduates.  Other models may significantly increase student access for the same financial input.  This submission does not recommend a way of doing this but it does identify three options.

One option is to adapt the American model, in which the first two years of an undergraduate degree are done in a community college.  The community college is a teaching, non-research institution and usually offers generic Associate Degrees and a variety of vocational education awards.  (American degrees are four years full time study in most cases).

A second option is to employ lecturers within current universities whose sole function is to teach, that is to teach for forty weeks per year (including assessment time) with something of the order of eighteen hours of contact per week

A third option is to establish special institutions to teach undergraduate courses, something similar to the old CAE system.  Such institutions could work in conjunction with universities, which could have an input into curriculum and standards.

This submission argues that Australia needs to change its higher education system rather than just increase its investment in a system that was designed to provide education for a few percent of the population in a few discipline areas and which is inherently inefficient as a means of providing for perhaps half the population in many diverse subjects.
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