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Sydney University Postgraduate Representative  Association (SUPRA) Submission To The :

INQUIRY OF THE SENATE EMPLOYMENT , WORKPLACE RELATIONS, SMALL BUSINESS AND EDUCATION REFERENCES  COMMITTEE  INTO 

“THE CAPACITY OF PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES TO MEET AUSTRALIA’S HIGHER EDUCATION NEEDS”.  

Sydney University Postgraduate Representative Association (SUPRA)

SUPRA has represented the interests of postgraduate students at the University of Sydney  since 1970. The current membership of SUPRA is over  8 000 postgraduate students , of which 75% are full - fee paying coursework students.

SUPRA is represented on the University Academic Board , the function of which is to  , inter alia 

advise the Senate  and the Vice Chancellor  on all matters relating to and affecting the  University’s teaching  and research activities  and its educational programs ,

Encourage the maintenance and development of high standards of teaching, scholarship and research . (Rules of the Academic Board 1996 , University Calendar 2000) 

The Academic Board  also has several sub committees in which SUPRA is represented. These sub committees , include  Graduate Studies ,Research, Research Policy , Coursework  and Teaching and Learning. 

In addition , a Fellow of the University’s governing body, the  University Senate is elected annually by and for postgraduate students.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

As a constituent of the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (CAPA) the Sydney University Postgraduate Association (SUPRA) endorses the CAPA submission to this Senate enquiry. This submission is intended as a case study which may give the committee insight into how general issues as detailed in the CAPA submission are having an impact on the life of Research and Postgraduate students at The University of Sydney. 

a) The adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to:

(i) The Capacity of Universities to manage and serve increasing demand,

· 20 % increase in the overall  staff student ratio between 1995 –2000  

· steady decline in  space allocation  , EFSTU m2  

· overall decline in the expenditure per EFSTU over the period 1995  - 2000

· increase in full fee paying overseas and domestic student enrolments

· significant Academic and General Staff redundancies 

(ii) Institutional Autonomy and flexibility, and

· Increase in industry sponsorship of research/research training

· Disparate views between University administrators and Governing bodies in respect of the role of the University of Sydney as public institution and the means used to obtain funding   

(iii) Quality of and Diversity of Teaching and Research;

i) Reduction in length of academic year

ii) Significant academic staffing cuts , leading to higher workloads and loss of intellectual capital 

b)The effects 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 effects on: 

(i) the quality and diversity of education 

· Dramatic increase in the number and diversity of full-fee Postgraduate Coursework programmes

· Significant student dissatisfaction with value for money of full-feel Postgraduate Coursework programmes.

· The “dumbing down” of The Sydney University Research degree 

(ii) the production of sufficient numbers of appropriately-qualified graduates to meet industry demand,

We refer to the CAPA submission to this term of reference 
(iii) the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources,

· Reduction in the number and diversity of Journals, Serials and Periodicals.
(iv) The maintenance and extension of Australia’s long term capacity in both basic and applied research across the diversity of fields of knowledge, and 

We refer to the CAPA submission to this term of reference  
(v) the operations and effect of universities commercialised research and development structures;

We refer to the CAPA submission to  this  term of reference.   

a) The adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to:
i) The Capacity of Universities to manage and serve increasing demand,
The Higher Education Funding Report for the 2002 - 2003 Triennium (DETYA 2000) reveals startling figures : 

· Total student enrolments as EFSTU (equivalent full time student units )  are predicted to represent a total of a  27% increase from 1995 to 2003
Since 1996 there has been an annual percentage cut in the Federal operating grant funding for The University of Sydney. The consequence of diminishing public funding and increasing student numbers at the University have resulted in; 

· 20 % increase in the overall  staff student ratio between 1995 –2000  

·  a steady decline in  space allocation  , EFSTU m2  

· An overall decline in the expenditure per EFSTU over the period 1995  - 2000

1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000

Total Enrolments       


31 580
30 324
31 656
33 727
35 147 
36 976
39 950

Total  EFTSU
26 273
25 425
26 476
28 073
28 924 
30 054 
30 906

Expenditure per EFSTU

($’000)
7.6
8.1
9.0
9.3
9.5
9.2
9.2

Staff/Student Ratio 


12.0
11.9
12.5
13.6
13.8
14.7
15.0

Area per

EFSTU m2
7.1
7.3
7.0
6.7
6.4
6.3
6.2

 (Data obtained from University of Sydney Statistics books 1994  - 2000)

In an attempt to compensate for the obvious inadequacy of public funding in 1998 The Vice Chancellor stated that the policy of the University was that Federal funding cuts will not be dealt with in the first instance by restructure or budgetary pruning but by seeking out of fee paying and  other revenue generating options,  (Reply to question on notice Senate 2 March 1998). 

University of Sydney :   Percentage  Income by Source of Funds 

Year
Higher 

Education Act                     
 HECS
 C ‘wealth 
Full

Fees
Bequests /Donations

1991
45
9
7
4.1
2.6

1992
44
11
8
2.4
.77

1993
42
11
12
4.2
.92

1994
56
10
6
4.7
1.1

1995
49
9
5
9.2
2.2

1996
51
9
5
10.0
2.0

1997
49
12
5
13.1
2.5

1998
46
13
5
14.2
2.3

1999
52
16
3
18.2
2.5

Source :  Statistics Unit , ‘Statistics’  1991 –2000: The University of Sydney

The seeking out of full-fee paying students has been financially successful for the University however, a recent Survey of Postgraduate Coursework students “Outing Coursework” indicates that as many as a quarter of students believe that they are being provided with adequate resources which correspond to the level of fees paid (see Section iii of this submission).  This in part may be due to the fact that despite the financial benefit of full-fee paying postgraduate coursework students, restructure and redundancy have occurred.  

We included for the committee's consideration examples of restructure and redundancy which have occurred. 

Faculty of Arts  Restructuring

· as of  March 2001 18 Voluntary Early Retirements (VER) have taken place .

· University management had sought  40 VER’s which represents 20% of academic staff in the Faculty.

· In 2000 a new four school structure was introduced , the School of Languages suffered a 35% loss in general staff through voluntary redundancies.

· In the Arts Faculty from 1998 and 2001  there has been a 33% reduction (averaged across all departments ) in Undergraduate Units of Study. In one department  there was a 57 % reduction. 

· For Postgraduate students there has been a significant reduction in seminar offerings.  A postgraduate student must take what is offered because of a lack of choice. 

Chemistry and Physics  

·  20% reductions in general and Academic staff are currently  sought.

Such a reduction would affect the availability and provision of OH & S training courses for laboratory students, maintenance of OH &S standards, the availability and access to laboratories and access to chemicals and equipment .       

These are but two examples of restructures which have led to significant staff redundancies. The consequences of such restructuring are:

*Data supplied by the National Tertiary Education Union , University of Sydney branch

i) the loss of  experienced academic  supervisors 

ii) increasing workloads, both academic and administrative , 

iii) the difficulty of prospective postgraduate researchers finding supervisors 

iv) lack of time that a supervisor is able to spend with higher research degree candidates.

v) The degree, when completed may not be of the same quality as prior graduates

vi) Loss of Australia’s intellectual capital 

Furthermore many Faculties and Departments of which Engineering and Veterinary Science are but  an example are only just surviving under current funding arrangements and staffing levels. 

Engineering

· Faculty staff say it is only commercial income that makes Faculty existence viable. 

· In one  Faculty School the workshop technician numbers have remained constant over 20 years while the numbers of postgraduates using the workshop have increased by 700%  

· The Faculty  of Engineering is heavily dependant on private income .Currently there are 21 full fee postgraduate courses on offer with 9 of these available to international students 

Veterinary Science 

A substantial increase in enrolments for bachelor degrees from 376 in 1996 to 503 in 2000. The increase is  made up largely of full fee paying students.

Conclusion:

The reduction in University Operating Grants has caused the University to seek more full-fee paying students, reductions in funds spent per student, and the loss of vital Academic and General Staff. Current funding arrangements are simply inadequate for The University to manage and serve increasing demand.

(ii) Institutional autonomy and flexibility

The DETYA  Triennium  2001 - 2003 report states: 

· total of all Universities  income from  non government /HECS sources  over  1995 –2003  will have risen by 53% with a corresponding downward dependency on Commonwealth payments from  71 to 63%

This fundamental shift in the Governments perspective on the role of a publicly funded University is articulated in the comment that: “increasing self  -reliance  enables Universities to pursue diverse missions  and meet varying community needs”

If we look at a University as a public good we should expect , as a publicly funded institution , it will serve and meet the needs of a varied community that includes what may also  be considered its most valuable resource; students and academics.

Our case study of the University of Sydney  shows that decline in Federal funding rather than catering to a diverse range of communities has in fact led to the adoption of a “ commercial imperative” which may not meet the needs of significant elements of the community.    

The University of Sydney is a member of the Group of Eight (Go8) so called research intensive Universities. The Go8 has called for further deregulation of the sector in its discussion paper “ Imperatives and Principles for policy reform in Higher Education Funding”  in that  “Universities should not be unfairly constrained  in the extent to which they can raise revenue from private sources including student fees”

The Vice Chancellors of the Go8 have correctly stated in this paper that the Government does not pass on the total of HECS fees paid by students, and that therefore Universities, in order to make up the shortfall be able to directly charge and collect their own fees.   

SUPRA believes that the benefit of institutional autonomy however lies in the ability of a University to set its own research patterns or goals, in the pursuit of higher learning. Public funding with a corresponding obligation to both student and society ensures that a Universities teaching and research shall be subject to peer review , engaged in open, honest debate and analysis and allows academic staff to do so without fear of reprisal. Autonomy described thus allows an institution to engage in intellectual inquiry which is not influenced by industry or business or by the need to follow a specific line of teaching or research because of popularity or persuasion.       

The University Senate in support of such ideals and in contrast to the Vice Chancellors of the Go8 have made the following commitment that the University remain a public institution;

The University  Senate, October 13 2000 ,  resolved 

“That the University affirms the following principles regarding its place within the Australian Community: (i) that The University of Sydney should continue to remain an independent public institution* of higher education; (ii) that the preponderant form of funding of undergraduate places within The University of Sydney should continue to be public funding; and (iii) that the preservation of public higher education in Australia is a commitment of the University. The Senate requests that the vice chancellor to convey these views to the Government of the Commonwealth of Australia in the strongest possible terms”.  

*A public institution being an institution in the public domain , owned in all respects  by the people  of Australia ; and public education being an education available without to reference to social class ,wealth or income  of the person seeking access ,and without reference to any other of the personal characteristics generally covered in legislation in regard to discrimination. 

Conclusion:

SUPRA while sympathetic to public funding shortfalls, firmly supports the Senate in that the University remain a public institution with the preponderant form of funding continuing to be public, and not as advocated by the Vice-Chancellors of the Go8 further deregulated.

iii) the quality and diversity of teaching and research 

(b) the effect of increasing reliance on private funding  and market behaviour on the sectors  ability to  meet Australia’s  education , training and research needs , including its effect on :

(i) the quality and diversity of education 

The  University of Sydney  Plan 1994-2004 outlines a commitment to   

“constantly improving the quality  and delivery of services will maintain and enhance its position as an outstanding provider  of high quality teaching and research excellence both in Australia and internationally.”   

From September 1996 to  December 1999 the Academic Board recommended to and received approval from the University Senate to introduce  79 new  full fee postgraduate courses. A total of 187  full fee postgraduate coursework courses are currently available to local students. Of these, 151 are available to international students, and a total of 194 full fee courses comprising  both coursework  and research  are available for international students.  

Not suprisingly, diversity of course offering at Sydney received the highest possible score in the DETYA Triennium Report, 1999-2002, and is a result of the number of 

postgraduate coursework degrees being approved. It is also apparent that a high diversity rating is a result of the need to seek private income rather than a reflection of institutional and collegial autonomy.

A consequence of this is that Academic staff who should be concentrating on research are required to increase their teaching time,  and administrative workload because increases in the number and range of postgraduate full fee courses and time spent in course development and the approvals process. 

The impact on quality can be most easily  be illustrated through the reduction of the Academic year from 28 to 26 weeks. The decision was accompanied by the usual rhetoric that this was a fantastic opportunity to do more with less. The truth however is that it was simply a means whereby the University could teach less for more and cope with increasing diversity of coursework. 

There has been no corresponding reduction in post graduate course work fees with the reduction of semester length. In effect, the reduction in semester time indicates a decline in value for money , a corresponding  reduction in  lecture time  and  time available for  practical , laboratory  or placement activity. 

In 1999 SUPRA commissioned a survey of postgraduate coursework  students “ Outing Coursework”  which focused on the quality, purpose and delivery  of  post graduate coursework  education at Sydney *.

i) Nearly one in four  (23.3 %) respondents  indicated satisfaction levels for their course which were dissatisfied or  borderline.

ii) Around 30 .7 % of  international students reported borderline satisfaction  with their courses.

iii) Assessment procedures , value for money , staffing factors , and course content were viewed as the most important aspects of coursework education.

*copies of outing Coursework are available upon request

This latter outcome can be contrasted with the result that the poorest actual experience was found in value for money, provision of relevant information and infrastructure.


Conclusion: 

While the rapid diversification of Postgraduate full-fee coursework programmes has been financially beneficial to the University, the impact on Academic workloads, and existing resources has impacted negatively on the quality of education.  

Emphasis on Completion Times for Research Degrees 

The emphasis on completion times  contained  within the Federal  White Paper was adopted by Sydney commencing in 2001, by the reduction of the maximum PhD candidature from ten to eight full-time semesters. 

Although  the Academic Board noted  the reduction would lead to  “ closer supervision of the candidate and a more formal annual review process” SUPRA response was the position is that funding cuts will place  increasing workloads on academic supervisors. Current workloads for supervisors are at present less than satisfactory. 

Funding for research students  under the terms of the  White Paper is restricted to  four full-time years for the PhD ,and two full time years  for the  Masters in research.  The figures and justification used for reduction in completion times in the Federal Government  White Paper were erroneous and presented a false picture of why a research degree takes as long as it does. Factors such as the necessity to work part time thereby   reducing  candidature to part time, change of institutions   change of supervisors all impinge upon completion times.     

Choice of time in which to complete research and experiments is vital:  a  student  must be able to design , carry out and research  their own projects within a time frame that ensures the research is of the requisite standard.  

Many research students  may spend up to one and a half years  on research before enrolling. 

The quality of research and research education may decline under a research emphasis on completion times if extra funding  is not provided. 

SUPRA believes the monitoring of supervision and  education of   supervisors is vital at an institutional level .

SUPRA Casework statistics noted that although PhD candidates  made up 18 % of postgraduates enrolment in 1999  the percentage of PhD candidates seeking advice from our two student advisers was 48% of the total number seeking advice. 

Furthermore , of the forty different categories of  enquiry maintained on our data base Supervision  has historically been the most frequent and was the leader again in 1999 with  the total being nearly double that of the second most frequent  category.  In 1999 one in six enquiries related difficulties due to poor supervision. 

The Report noted that these figures were a reflection of   pressures faced by research students.   Completion within a minimum time and a restriction in research funding were articulated by students  as matters of concern when approaching SUPRA for specific advice.

Examples of problems included:

i) Dissatisfaction with supervisor style

ii) Lack of interest from supervisor

iii) Slowness in allocating supervisors

iii)  Incorrect advice with regard to ethics approval 

iv) lack of acknowledgement of contribution to supervisors research papers

v) maintenance of confidentiality of research 

vi) lack of alternative arrangement especially when a supervisor resigns or accepts redundancy

If candidatures cannot be completed within the previous completion times, then there is little hope that the new reduced times can be met if no increase in resources are made. Rather it is SUPRA’s belief that this attempt to do more with less will simply result in doing less with less! 

SUPRA would also like to bring the following to the committee’s attention; 

PhD  by publication was approved at The  University in 2000. Although it  may lead  to faster completion times  it  changes significantly the form and purpose of the Ph D.  In  many cases this  would require the inclusion of papers that are jointly authored and may also result in a serious restructure of the type and content of the PhD on a chapter by chapter basis.

Redefinition  in this manner would severely compromise the reputation of the research degree as the mechanism for research education. 

Furthermore at the time of writing there are recommendations before the Graduate Studies committee of the University that the maximum thesis word count be reduced, and more alarmingly that the minimum Research degree candidature be reduced.

Conclusion:

Failure to properly resource research candidatures will and has already begun to result in a dumbing down of research degrees under DETYA’s Research Training Scheme.
iii) the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources  

Budgetary constraints have resulted in funding cuts to a wide range of infrastructure and resources, the most significant being  the Library. 

The Library 

The University of Sydney library is the oldest and largest in the Southern Hemipshere 

The library  per se is not a direct income earning unit  unlike a faculty or a university commercial enterprise. A decrease in funding leads to devaluation of the Library  as a resource for both teaching and learning.  

Library expenditure  was cut by nearly 10 % or two million dollars in 1998 

Sydney had been relatively insulated  to funding decreases  to the sector in terms of library funding up until this time.

The Library had already cut the rate of serial subscriptions by almost $1 million. These “serial killings” as they came to be known are in direct contrast to the University Plan 1994 2004 which seeks the maintenance and enhancement of being  an outstanding provider of post graduate teaching ,  a major research University and enhancing standing within the international scholarly community.

The existing  high cost of journal subscriptions coupled with the weakness of the Australian dollar has contributed significantly to the situation. 

CAUL  (Coalition of Australian Universities Libraries ) notes that over 1986- 1996 significant increases in serial Unit costs occurred and were matched by the requirement that Library budgets devote  significant increases to serial expenditure as a result.   

Library Budget Allocation 

                
1997 
1998
1999
2000
2001


$ m

% of total budget
 21. 24

5.64
21.69

5.61
21.78

5.56
22.18

5.54
22.38

5.29       
- 6.3 %









(Source: University Budget Statements )

Although the actual amount of funding for the Library  has increased  the percentage of funding allocated from the Budget has steadily declined.

Moves to make journals available on line reflects current practice and technology  but this will also cost money, require state of the art technology and may actually   decrease access because of down loading access and licensing fees and the need for increased space allocation.

Provision of electronic infrastructure also becomes a cost that needs allocation under the IT budget , and may compete with IT expenditure in other areas.

SUPRA maintains that excellence in research and education is unachievable with a continued decrease in library funding.
Conclusion 

Financial constraints placed on such a valuable resource will  lead to a devaluation of teaching and research, both  within the university and  on a national level.   
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