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Submission to the inquiry into higher education funding

and regulatory legislation

As a parent and redundant academic, I would like to raise two issues with the inquiry. Firstly the issue of student fees and secondly the employment conditions of academics. 

Background

Let me outline my own situation so you are in a position to put my submission into perspective. I am now 60 years old and have worked as a science, maths and computing teacher in a private school since 1999. Prior to this I was a senior lecturer in science and maths teacher education at the St George Campus of the UNSW (1990-1998). The St George Campus was originally part of the CAE system. 

In 1998 UNSW closed the campus creating about 110 redundancies. Personally this was a great blow after 34 years of service in education, 28 of these in teacher education. Financially this was a disturbing as I ‘lost’ one third of my expected superannuation, had I retired normally at 60 from the university. My redundancy pay-out was reduced as I stayed 2 years after the decision to close the campus was made in 1996. 

The decision to close the campus was a political one, I cannot be convinced otherwise. One just has to look at the recent refurbishment of the Kensington Campus to realise the decision was not just an economic one. The decision was made despite a written agreement by UNSW to develop the campus and support the staff, and despite numerous political representations. The St George Campus was largely a teacher education campus. It was obvious then, as it is now, that there would be a teacher shortage. In the schools, we presently have great difficulty obtaining casual teaching staff.

My qualifications are BSc(Syd), DipEd (Syd) MSc(UNSW- physics), PhD (UNSW – physics). From memory, I have at least 20 published research papers (since the UNSW amalgamation) in refereed overseas physics journals (eg Physica C) and I was awarded a mature aged research fellowship to Japan in 1997, funded by the Japanese government. In my academic career I made a major commitment to obtaining academic qualifications and academic experience as well as teaching.

Fortunately, despite my age, I was able to obtain a full-time permanent position as a high school teacher immediately after leaving UNSW. This was my career decision. I still do part-time research in physics at UNSW as an interest. I enjoy doing science. I will continue working as a teacher, hopefully for at least a couple of years, to improve the financial position for my family. Unfortunately since leaving UNSW I have been diagnosed with advanced prostate cancer.

A Parent’s Perspective on Fees.

I have three daughters. Two have completed teacher training. My youngest daughter commenced a psychology degree this year, in a community service area, where employment should be easy to obtain. She currently works part-time with disabled people (children and adults) and finds satisfaction in this work. After completing her course she will be left with a HECS debt and will not earn a huge salary, but she will certainly be making a positive contribution to our society. 

My daughter will also be reaching and age where she will want to get married, have children and presumably buy a house. I would put the position, that to further increase HECS is to unfairly burden the younger generation with debt. I am not in a position where I can pay my daughter’s HECS as my future income and prospects are limited.

I would submit, that there are professions where salaries are considerably higher and a HECS debt would be far less onerous in terms of repayment. It is noted that there will be special university places for nurses and teachers and this is to be commended. While not disagreeing with the position that students should make some contribution to their higher education, I believe the whole issue of HECs needs to be revisited to make a more equitable system, in terms of the individual, the course undertaken and the requirements of society.

The equity issue is another area of concern. It can be expected that additional full fee paying students will exclude some of the more capable, but financially disadvantaged students.

The conditions for academic staff.

It is noted in the review that employment conditions of academics in higher education are to be further tightened. After my personal experience it is obvious, “you can’t trust politicians and you can’t trust academic administrators”. Safeguards need to be built into the system.

When the St George Campus amalgamated with UNSW in 1990 it painfully obvious that many of the decisions in the university were made on political rather than on educational grounds. The ethics of UNSW is open to question. After ‘buying’ the St George Campus off the NSW state government for one dollar they attempted to sell it to a private school for over 10 million dollars. What a rip-off! Fortunately community pressure prevented this from happening. The current university system fosters ‘academic bashing’ and does little to encourage an academic career. The result will be a second class university system in Australia.

I still talk with some younger academic staff at UNSW. I ask the question. Why become an academic?

· You need to undertake extensive and highly specialised education, which can take many years. It can easily be argued that this investment in not warranted in terms of the lack of tenure of employment. 

· The employment is not permanent and can be discontinued at the whim of the university by a simple course or subject change. (Eg. my personal case). 

· Retraining opportunities are likely to be minimal if course changes occur, because the skills are very specialised.  

· Recently a young academic was discussing the purchase of a home unit with me. I asked how the loan was obtained when employment is uncertain. The answer was “I lied to the bank, anyway, I am leaving the university for another job”

· The hours can be convenient for some can be long and late. As a former Head of Dept,  on 3 days per week I arrived at 8.30am and finished at 7pm, The  late finish  was to teach evening courses to part-time students and to make sure the part-time evening staffing was satisfactory. It was often difficult to obtain results from part-time staff. (One of my daughters graduation at W’gong university was placed in jeopardy by a part-time staff member who failed to put in her exam results. So much for the university of the year!)

· You are judged to a considerable extent by research so this area should consume a major amount of your time. You are competing for research money where the demand far outweighs the demand (by a factor of 5, I believe?). 

· On the salaries front, the top of the lecturer range is similar to that of a school teacher.

· The current extent of casualisation of higher education is a worry. Many casual staff do not have the commitment to quality education, especially when given little commitment by the universities and low remuneration. (You can earn more as a casual school teacher)

The implications of the current situation for higher education are obvious. It will be difficult to attract suitable staff and maintain academic credibility. There are better prospects elsewhere for employment. As an example of staffing problem consider the case of my daughter. This year my daughter has had two lecturers of overseas origin. They do not speak English well enough to be understood well by students. This is at a top Sydney university!

I commend these two issues for your consideration.

Yours sincerely

Dr Arthur Anderson

1 Rata Place, Sutherland, NSW, 2232.

Email. A.anderson@unsw.edu.au

