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UTS University Forum: the impact of government policy on Universities

A Staff Perspective.  Jenny Onyx

I was asked by the NTEU to speak from a staff perspective. While I hope what I say is consistent with a union perspective, I am necessarily speaking for myself, but also for many academics with whom I have shared many discussions of concern.

From an industrial perspective there are a number of deeply troubling aspects of the proposed government policy. There may also be some positive aspects. We do not yet know whether UTS is likely to benefit from new funding for nursing and teaching. We hope that UTS will benefit from a slightly more sensible approach to support for indigenous higher education. 

We are extremely concerned with the expectation that Universities will charge top up HECS funding and full fee undergraduate fees for Australian students. We are concerned that students will be required to carry the financial burden of our union fight for better conditions. Yet we cannot on that account continue to accept the deteriorating conditions of academic employment. Most of all we are extremely concerned with the proposal that Commonwealth funding will be partly conditional on the University’s willingness to abandon collective bargaining in favour of individual contracts. The evidence is clear enough that while individual contracts may advantage the few in the short term, it inevitably disadvantages the many in the long term.

But I want today to look beneath the surface of the proposed elements of government policy. What does it all mean? What are the implications of the continued and ever more intrusive interventions on higher education by the Commonwealth conservative government? What are the long term consequences?

First please note a supreme contradiction. The government rests on an ideology of the market, of privatisation, of competition, of the freedom within market mechanisms for the independence of the consumer to chose and of the provider to provide, free of government interference. In fact we are seeing the highest level of government interference in the governance of universities that we have ever witnessed. We are no longer free to determine what or whom or how we teach. We are no longer free to determine what or how or with whom we do research. Even our community service is coming under increasing government control and surveilance. It is true that we are required to earn a greater and greater proportion of our own income from private sources, but this increasing commodification of university products has not given us the slightest improvement in total funding, or freedom to made strategic decisions. Quite the contrary, we have less academic autonomy now than ever before, more managerialist control over our performance as academics, less capacity for creative initiatives or critical responses, and in some respects, poorer quality education.

We need to revisit our core values, as individuals, as UTS community, as the University sector. We are all part of an ongoing contestation of those core values. My values, the values I have always associated with universities are these:

· The obligation to think critically about all given knowledge, the freedom to push the boundaries of thought and knowledge not in the service of any private interest, but for the long term benefit of our society, and of our planet. 

· The responsibility to make critical social comment without fear or favour, to make an independent, nonpartisan assessment of products, processes and events in society, again not in the service of one particular interest, but in the service of a better society.

· The responsibility to support the learning of the next generation of leaders, not so that they may become efficient robots, but so that they too have the capacity to think, to create, to critique.

· The right to work collaboratively with our colleagues, to pursue a collegiate process of governance. We follow the process of peer review, a process that is often slow and painful, but one that ensures both accountability and collective responsibility in our work.  

· The fundamental belief in social justice, in the right of all people to share the benefits of our society. That translates into policies of equity and diversity of the university community, staff and students alike, of the full range of the human condition, whether rich or poor, male or female, black or white, young or old, able bodied or not.

Those values are constantly threatened. I despair that as those of us old grey hairs retire, we are being replaced by a new generation of academics who can no longer afford the luxury of those values. Their academic life is much more driven by the new set of values, the values that the new government policy is pushing. Those are:

· The right to pursue individual, short term interests and benefits. Knowledge so defined is that which serves the interests of those who fund it. We may expect to be rewarded in proportion to how well we are able to serve those interests.

· We are not expected to critique or to challenge, but to obey, to perform ever more effectively and efficiently within our brief. Quality is redefined by performance outcomes and technologically impressive exhibitions.

· Teaching outcomes are also performance driven, by quantity rather than qualitative measures. The next generation of leaders will be fast, efficient, performance focused, profit motivated. As the current government is fond of telling us, University education is a private benefit. Our students, like any customer in the open market are entitled to obtain a well packaged product for their money. A product that will provide well remunerated employment.

· Competition and individual self interest is more important than collaboration. Collegiate processes are slow and inefficient. Universities achieve more under a command and control managerialism than by collective decision.

· Social justice is irrelevant to high performance. Diversity is shaped by performance and outcomes. Only a few universities can aspire to the elitism of the highest international standards of excellence. Those that do so will not be focused on social justice.

UTS Council in about 1997 voted not to introduce undergraduate full fees. That was a conscious decision by Council to maintain a commitment to affordable and accessible higher education. It represented a commitment to the old values of social justice, and education as a public good. This university has til now maintained a public profile that supports collegiate decision making, diversity of student and staff contributions, of critical public comment, and of independence of research and teaching programs. We have spoken out in favour of university education as a public good. We must continue to do so. Above all, we must resist the redefinition of quality that the new values suggest. We are a University of quality. We are faced with the real test of being a true quality University, one that is prepared to express critical concern over the government agenda, to speak out in support of social justice and equity, to challenge the prevailing neo-conservative ideology. We do need better funding to maintain that quality, but such funding must remain a public and not a private responsibility. Above all we must maintain a sense of integrity and service not to any specific interest but to the whole of society, and indeed to the planet.
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