SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE INQUIRY ON THE CAPACITY OF PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES TO MEET AUSTRALIA’S HIGHER EDUCATION NEEDS








The government’s cuts to the funding of the university sector have reinforced the need for these institutions to raise more revenue from alternative sources. Universities have thus been forced to engage in various money-making initiatives, primarily by responding to the putative demands of the ‘market’ for education and associated activities.





Universities feel they have no choice – if they turn away from the market they suffer financially (with serious consequences for academic programs), and are portrayed as inward-looking self-indulgent bludgers living off the taxpayer. Unfortunately, a compounding factor seems to be a simple (and perhaps sometimes simple-minded) ideological commitment on the part of some managers to corporate goals and methods.





The placement of the market at the centre stage of policy has impacted on how universities consider entry requirements, modes of study, and the time required to complete courses. A positive spin to this is increased flexibility and professionalism on the part of universities and the greater access provided for a wider range of students – especially if they have the dollars. 





However, the negative side to this sort of thing is the temptation to meet or undercut the competition in ways which lower the bar. The idea that market forces will necessarily promote academic excellence is too silly for words. For some institutions these forces are just as likely to lead to a race to the bottom of the heap. If the market is allowed to dominate the peddling of qualifications, as I have seen in some universities, it is only a matter of time before the integrity of the system as a whole is badly battered.





One way of addressing the issue (besides increasing public funds) might be to have national standards for both minimum entry requirements and the duration of time spent studying for a course. However, some university managers reject this saying it could undermine their flexibility to respond to government cuts and exploit the global market.


Changes in public funding have provided an impetus to some Australian universities to engage in international expansion. This sometimes appears to be compromising commitments to equal opportunity. Discriminatory behaviour which would be considered illegal on campuses within Australia might be deemed acceptable by Australian university managements if they occurred on ‘Australian brand’ campuses located overseas. The internationalisation of Australian universities also has the potential to divert resources away from Australian students.





Funding cuts and unfortunate management approaches have converged to undermine the depth and breadth of the education available to students. Some unprofitable areas of study have been all but eliminated and many discipline-based departments have been closed. In some areas there is a danger of a generation of bright post-graduate (and potential post-graduate) students becoming disillusioned with the system. This connected to the following comment.


 


Changes to the university sector appear to have down-graded ideas of the public good; much more emphasis is now on viewing education as a private matter undertaken simply for personal advantage. I am not convinced this is in Australia’s long-term national interest.





My last point here is that cuts to the university sector have encouraged or reinforced management styles which should be considered out of place in a university environment. Tough times, it seems, require tough people to make tough decisions. This climate has opened the door to such disgraceful acts as the attempt in 1998 to expel Professor John Legge from Monash university following his public discussion of the harm being done to the university’s Arts Faculty.





One of the sad and unpleasant things about all of this is that universities have often covered up or glossed-over these problems. Dishonesty has become central to the requirement to keep the public reputation of their ‘brand name’.
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