Submission 

to

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education 
References Committee

Inquiry into higher education funding 
and regulatory legislation
	
	

	Submission no:

	365

	Received:
	15/8/03

	
	

	Submitter: 
	James Hazeton

	
	Macquarie University


	Organisation:
	

	
	

	Address:


	Department of Accounting and Finance
Macquarie University  2109



	Phone:


	(02) 9850 8486

	Fax:


	(02) 9850 8497

	Email:


	james.hazelton@mq.edu.au

	
	


15th August 2003

Dear Sir / Madam,
As a lecturer in the higher education system I have the following comments on the proposed higher education reforms:

First, requiring universities to impose individual workplace agreements is a blatant attempt to de-unionise the workplace. This is immoral as there is a clear imbalance between the bargaining power of individual academics and institutions. In addition, the whole concept of permanent positions is to enable academics to speak freely and criticise both governments as well as the institutions they work for if they believe such criticisms are appropriate. If academics are beholden to their institutions because they are under short-term contracts they are much less likely to speak out, and the community will suffer as a result. Of course, stifling the criticism of intellectuals may well be part of the government’s objectives from these ‘reforms’.
Second, I believe that in a developed country such as Australia, citizens have a right of access to education. Therefore, moving to a more user-pays system of education is only acceptable if there is a safety net which ensures access to education for the economically disadvantaged. There is little evidence of such a safety-net. As a past recipient of Austudy I can vouch for how woefully inadequate it is to support a full-time student. 

Third, quite apart from the moral obligation for the government to enable citizens access to tertiary education, it is in the country’s economic interests to do so. The governments’ calculations regarding education costs are seriously flawed because they ignore the increased taxation receipts from tertiary educated people who generally go on to earn higher incomes. If this were included it would be apparent that the state should encourage more people to undertake higher education by making it cheaper, not more expensive.
Fourth, by making higher education institutions more ‘commercial’ we risk losing important parts of our intellectual heritage. For example, few would argue that philosophical knowledge is of more profound importance to society than accounting knowledge. However there are many more accounting jobs than philosophical ones. Fully exposing universities to the market system will inevitably mean that more vocational courses supplant less vocational courses (as is already happening). This reduces the role of universities to merely trainers.
Finally, and related to the above point, there seems to be an underlying ideological position that the purpose of education is primarily vocational, i.e. to make people more productive members of society. I think this is a very dangerous view, as it views people solely as economic agents. I take the contrary position – that the primary purpose of education is to enable people to achieve their utmost potential and therefore make a better society. The benefit of an educated society cannot solely be measured in economic terms. We don’t admire the societies of the ancient Greeks or Egyptians just because they were rich. We admire them because they were educated and therefore able to expand human knowledge and achievements across a wide range of fields. Education is not merely a tool to enable citizens to get better jobs. It is rather a pre-requisite for a civilisation to grow in the widest sense of the word. Indeed, we could perhaps judge the sophistication of a civilisation by the quality of its education system. It is true that Australia needs world class universities. But more importantly, Australia needs a world class university system. This takes considerable more funding then is on offer through these reforms. But it is hard to see a more pressing and important need than providing the best possible environment for the development of the minds of all Australians.
Yours truly,

James Hazelton

Lecturer

Department of Accounting and Finance

Macquarie University

