A submission to the Senate Inquiry on the Capacity of Public Universities to Meet Australia’s Education Needs
by Richard Johnson, Visiting Fellow, Australian National University

Introduction 

This submission is not about funding higher education, although there are resource implications if its concerns are to be addressed. The central issue in Australia’s education needs is quality of education. The major need is a continuing body of expert advice (not one ad hoc report after another) to the Government of the day. There has been such a body, in different forms, from the Australian Universities Commission in the 1950s until Dr Kemp let the Higher Education Council wither away in early 2000. Both his Innovations statement and Mr Beazley’s proposed electronic university, as well as many other developments, illustrate the lack of such consistent expert advice.

Curriculum issues 

The most important work that Australian universities do is the education of undergraduates. While they do several other important things, this is the job that takes most time, that takes most money, that most voters are interested in. "I'm going to university" or "my daughter is at university" almost always implies "to be an undergraduate", not to pursue a research career. Yet this prime purpose of universities has suffered greatly over the last decade or more, partly from reductions in resources which have seen student:staff ratios balloon, but also from the almost total emphasis of vice-chancellors and others on research as the task of universities.

Research is an important task; but it is not the only task. It is arguable that if universities had put as much effort into raising the quality of their educational processes (which are much more than lecturing to a class) and into proclaiming its importance as they have into defending the cause of research, the universities would be getting a much better hearing from the general public. This dominant emphasis on research, especially as reflected in promotions policies, has distorted the educational culture of universities, while the competition for research funds has distorted the nature of research itself. To recognise this is not to be hostile to research in itself; it is simply to argue that universities also have an educational role, and the balance needs to be redressed. 

The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has a very active program collecting data and reviewing developments in education in its member countries. In the last few years it has conducted a review of the first years of tertiary education, country by country. It received from Australia an overview paper as well as a lot of quantitative data. It sent to Australia a small but highly expert team of reviewers who travelled the country visiting institutions and government agencies and talking to academics, bureaucrats and policy-makers. Finally that team produced a report on their perceptions of Australian tertiary education, informed by their perceptions of tertiary education in other countries.

They found much to commend in Australian tertiary education, but remarked that "while at the system level and in overall institutional management such concerns as institutional financing, management processes, decision making, teaching and research are high on the agenda, the overall education of the student as a person, citizen, worker, family member seems not to be....It is necessary to raise, yet again, the questions of what is to be taught, and why, to what is now becoming a majority of young (and not so young) people in our societies"(p 23).  In all our energetic reconstruction and change, the OECD reviewers asked: "Why have there been so few attempts to develop institutional programmes that ensure an effective combination of general or liberal studies and more directly vocational ones? Why, in short, is there relatively little evidence in Australian tertiary education of the kind of rethinking of the overall undergraduate degree" which is constantly bubbling away, for instance, in the United States? (p. 21)

The OECD team regarded this as a remarkable gap in educational discussions in Australia. Almost as remarkable is the fact that since it was authoritatively pointed out, in February1997, there has been no discussion of the gap. Yet the gap is the omission of that central area, the curriculum: what we teach, and why.

In the United States before the Second World War Abraham Flexner, H.L.Mencken, Robert M.Hutchins and Mortimer Adler wrote perceptive and influential books about university courses in America. Immediately after the war came Harvard's "Red Book" - General Education in a Free Society. The “Great Books” programs of the University of Chicago and Columbia University were products of these concerns. Much more recently have come Bloom's The Closing of the American Mind and Robert Hughes' Culture of Complaint as well as many less widely known contributions. Where are the Australian ones?

The United States has organisations devoted to stirring such discussions - most notably the Carnegie Corporation and the University of California's Center for the Study of Higher Education at Berkeley. From 1987 until 2000 Australia had the Higher Education Council which Dr Kemp has allowed to wither away, never replacing anyone who left it, until it was wound up at the beginning of 2000. 

University cultures

Along with the general lack of interest in curriculum we are starting to get a run of books on structural change, books on how to change our universities so that they can cope with the new environments in which they have to operate. What I have to say draws on four of these books. The books are:


Peter Coaldrake and Lawrence Stedman, On the Brink: Australia's Universities Confronting Their Future

Simon Marginson, The Enterprise University

Sheila Slaughter and Larry L. Leslie, Academic Capitalism

and Elaine Martin's Changing Academic Work: Developing the Learning University
They make an interesting package of reading. Coaldrake and Marginson emphasise the importance of flexibility, entrepreneurialism, links with industry and so on. Slaughter and Leslie agree with that, but say: That is all very well, but it really applies only to a portion of the university - the faculties of Business, Engineering and Computing; there's not much commercial scope for philosophy or physics. Also, the whole business of turning basic research discoveries into profitable industries is far more complicated and expensive than most people seem to think. 

These three books deal pretty much at the level of the whole university, its policies and its senior administration. Martin deals at the level of the individual academic or the department: how are they to adjust to the new world order? She certainly pays some attention to senior management; for instance, they ought to listen to their academics more, and utter words of appreciation when they do well; but mostly it is a book for lecturers and heads of department, whereas the other books are for that group who have 'vice-chancellor' in their titles.

All the books naturally pay some attention - with different emphases - to the activities of the university in teaching and research.

Teaching

In considering teaching, four questions arise: who is taught? what is taught? how is it taught? who does the teaching?

Who is taught? The conventional picture is of students coming straight from school to university, but over Australia as a whole these students are in a minority, and they might be a minority in every university. A large part of every university's activities is the teaching of graduate students, while even with first-degree students there is a high proportion of mature-aged students, people who for all sorts of reasons were unable or disinclined to enrol within a year or two of leaving school. These students bring with them experiences and insights which may be far beyond their lecturers'. To what extent do we alter our approaches to fit this fact? Or do we still teach as if our courses are simply Year 13, Year 14 and so on? Mature-aged students are likely to be more demanding in what they want and in how they want it presented.

It is probably true that most students who enrol in Medicine and Dentistry, Engineering and Science are school leavers. That is much less likely in the humanities and social sciences, in law and in the business-related and information technology courses. What are the implications for course structures and methods of teaching? Expert advice is needed, and is seldom forthcoming.

What is taught?

It is probably true that most school leavers enrol in courses which they think will lead to satisfying jobs in specific fields. They are often wrong. There are about 900 students each year enrolling in courses in journalism; there are about 300 job vacancies for journalists each year, and they won't all go to graduates of journalism courses. There are about twice as many law students each year as there are jobs requiring legal qualifications. Meantime enrolments in Asian languages are far below what they should be for this country. There are anomalies in that students often don't enrol in courses that are needed and overenrol in some other courses, yet we fund universities and departments on the basis of student choice, and at the same time withhold funding from significant courses chosen by minorities of students. Nobody seems to be addressing this, and I don't know how one would except by funding some fields of study even at “uneconomic” rates. Supporting an army is also uneconomic, but essential to preserve the fabric of the nation.

These pressures help to foster isomorphism, the tendency for all universities to look the same with the same range of offerings. We are losing expertise in a number of areas of the physical sciences and the real humanities, the fields of study that help us understand who we are as people and as a society. There are many other pressures in the same direction, despite all the public rhetoric about the need for diversity and a range of choice for students and a range of skills and expertise available to the nation. 

How is it taught?

In the way things are taught, the books mentioned do little more than report what is happening, namely, much more use of distance methods and of the Internet. Martin goes furthest into the pedagogy, discussing surface and deep learning and how to foster the latter; the qualities of a good teacher; methods of assessment; various approaches to teaching - and so on. Martin is much more concerned with what is going on in the classroom than the other books, which tend to see teaching from the perspective of the higher administration. They do all recognise that the drive for technologically assisted education can be expensive, whereas the uninformed opinion sees it as saving money. Again, a government needs consistent expert advice but has no source for it.

Who does the teaching?

In discussing who is doing the teaching and the roles of the academic staff, both Coaldrake and Martin are in my view hampered by the fact that the institutions with which they are most familiar are universities of technology (QUT and RMIT). These staff can, in theory, move relatively easily between academic posts and industry; the archetypal academic for them is the engineer. Thus they can urge flexibility of employment, use of adjunct or part-time staff and the other measures in this direction so beloved of central administrations. Slaughter and Leslie do see that this kind of life is more difficult or impossible for the physicist, the philosopher, the astronomer, the scholar in linguistics or literature. Slaughter and Leslie also face bluntly the fact that academics in different fields of study will earn significantly different incomes, whether by way of salary as universities try to retain the more mobile, or by way of consultancy income and other outside earnings. No doubt this will create strains within the university, but there are no suggestions to mitigate those strains.

Research

The golden eggs for universities are in the minds of many supposed to come from research, discoveries, inventions, patents, royalties. Universities have commercial arms such as Anutech which are supposed to be their salvation. I understand from the newspaper that Anutech lost $4m. last year. Granted that was an exceptional occurrence, it still illustrates the volatility of such ventures. Slaughter and Leslie remark (p.202): "Published statistics that report annual income from intellectual property give no indication of the costs to the university - technology transfer offices, university foundations, university companies, direct monetary contributions. If Australian universities' intellectual property follows the American pattern to date, more institutions will lose revenues than gain them".

The search for commercially rewarding discoveries can not only distort the direction of research but can stunt it by short time limits and limited goals. It has been said that if such values had been applied to research into polio we would have more efficient iron lungs rather than a vaccine which took many years to develop. The whole laser industry is based on research by a group of impractical physicists who were curious about the properties of light - a pursuit viewed as totally useless by their colleagues and superiors. The policy proposed in the books I am discussing is that researchers, while following their own interests, should also be sensitive to the possibilities of industrial and commercial applications. That is a cultural change not easy to achieve; the team which invented the substance that enabled the Olympic flame to burn underwater regards it as pretty ingenious, but admits that they have not found anybody apart from SOCOG who wants a flame that burns underwater.

Even when one finds the results of one's research are, or may well be commercially valuable, the processes of getting patents are arduous and can be expensive. If the research is published, there is no possibility of a patent - the material is in the public arena. Thus there is another fundamental conflict between academic and commercial values. These are difficult issues that need to be addressed and seldom are by the people who urge universities to raise more of their own revenue.

Management and administration

As universities become more entrepreneurial, inevitably some groups will be more successful than others, either because of their advantage in field of study or because of personal qualities. That can lead to division within the university between these cherished units and those less cherished or regarded as expendable. It can also lead the entrepreneurial units to be more interested and involved in their enterprises than in the university as a whole; who wants to sit on the Library Committee when you could be sitting in the boardroom of WhizzBang Financial Services considering a mega-million dollar development?

Slaughter and Leslie, and Coaldrake, see the internal structure of universities as moving towards small, fluid organisations pursuing a particular idea or area of strategic promise. Typically in universities these will be centres and institutes at some remove from the regular structures of departments, faculties and schools. They will almost inevitably be oriented towards research and development, not teaching; thus the teaching role, which is always more honoured in rhetoric than in fact, will be further diminished in esteem. The message of these books seems to be that, like it or not, within universities we are moving towards an A-team and a B-team. They also see this as inevitable between universities as some command more resources and are able to be more enterprising than others. Competition for the best students and the best staff will entrench the "Matthew Principle" - "to those that have shall more be given".
Conclusion
Australian universities need much more thought and discussion within themselves and with the wider society on the social and cultural role of universities; they are not simply vocational and economic organisations. To encourage this the staff in them need to be less pressed for time and more secure and stable in their employment. That suggests a higher level of recurrent funding. However, a low-cost way of achieving some of this would be to re-establish a body whose prime purpose is consideration and advice to government on the range of roles of higher education in Australia and how those might be fulfilled. At present the government gets advice from its bureaucrats, whose main function by law is the execution of government policy, not the generation of it; and from whomever the Minister and Prime Minister of the day happen to talk to in random meetings. Since the withering away of the Higher Education Council there has been no formal body to consider and advise on higher education policy or the general state of the sector. In consequence we have had ad hoc bodies like the extraordinary West Committee, or knee-jerk responses like the tampering with the levels of HECS repayment, which no doubt “seemed like a good idea at the time”. More than anything, Australian higher education needs an expert and committed body which can generate expert and consistent advice on the general education of Australian citizens at the highest level.

� Thematic Review of the First Years of Tertiary Education - Australia Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development / Directorate for Education, Employment, Labour and Social Affairs, Paris and Higher Education Division, Department of Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs, Canberra, February 1997.
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