I am a Senior Lecturer in Education within the Faculty of Education at University of Technology Sydney.  

I have been lecturing in teacher preparation for more than 27 years and am therefore able to comment on the current situation from a position of considerable experience in the sector.

The main point I wish to raise with the committee is the issue of the quality of leadership at academic institutions, at least at UTS, and its impact on many areas of the university's operation.

The last ten years or so has been a period of reducing financial support for the higher education sector.  This has led to a need for those in managerial positions to apply stringent fiscal restraint in their areas of responsibility.  UTS has therefore looked to fill positions of fiscal responsibility with staff who are prepared to put aside educational principle and adopt instead a highly 'pragmatic' approach to fiscal matters.  After ten or so years of such a policy for promotion and appointment the university now has a highly "pragmatic" professoriate and, consequently, there is much more emphasis on "getting by financially" than maintaining high professional and academic standards.  

It is my observation that this 'pragmatic' approach has already intruded into all aspects of the UTS operation and is likely to have an increasing adverse effect in the future. Areas in which I have noted effects are: 

Service to students.
While official rhetoric speaks of quality assurance the reality is that there is little interest, among UTS leadership, in the quality of programs offered to students.  Face-to-face lectures are reducing (and, in my area, are currently less than one half of what they were when I first entered this profession) and are not being replaced by alternative learning experiences.

Academic Standards.
There is considerable pressure on lecturers to pass students regardless of their results.  As I am an academic who insists on trying to maintain appropriate standards I find the grades awarded to students being changed by the Dean of our faculty against my advice.  The Dean has on occasions given passes to students without even checking what marks the student had achieved. 

An example:  The Faculty of Education offers a Bachelor in Adult Education which requires only six hours of attendance per week.  There are no examinations (staff who wish to have exams are not allowed to) and all work is graded as pass or fail only.  It is hardly surprising that most students also work many hours per week in paid employment as well as doing this “full time” course.  It is also not surprising that the pass rate is greater than 90%.  Clearly, in many subjects lecturers have no way of knowing whether students are competent or not.  Rumour has it that there is a brisk trade in assignments.

An example.
  The parents of a student who had failed a particular subject  on no fewer than four occasions made complaints to the Vice chancellor of UTS.  The complaints were investigated and found to have no substance.  Despite this an arrangement was made for the student to have a special examination.  An external lecturer (not from the Faculty of Education) was employed to assist the student, prepare, administer and grade the examination.

The external expert recommended a fail and this result was conveyed to the student who agreed that she didn’t know the content of the exam.  Nevertheless the Dean decided to change the grade and award a pass without even checking the student’s mark or speaking with any of the expert staff concerned.

Appointment of staff
Some highly questionable decisions have been made in this area.  Staff  have been appointed where there was insufficient need for staff.  

An example.
In a recent ‘managing change’ procedure staff  were paid substantial ‘golden handshakes’ because there was insufficient money to pay them, but were subsequently replaced by new appointments.  This has taxation implications since the departing staff received favourable tax treatment .

Expenditure  While finances are so strained that students are receiving ever reducing service, senior staff are frequently away on overseas trips.  Resources are frequently used as risk capital for development of new projects.  These rarely yield a long term positive return.

The above is a very brief account but I am happy to provide further information if requested.

