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Undergraduate Monash University 1994 to 1998

Double Major in Thai and Linguistics including one semester study in Thailand

BA (Hons) in Linguistics 1998

PhD candidate in Linguistics 1999 – present

Research Assistant – Department of Linguistics 1995 to present

Tutor, Thai language 1998 – 2000

Tutor, Linguistics 1999 - 2000

Cuts to subjects

The case of Asian Languages at Monash University is a clear exemplification of the policy of course cuts, reduction in standards, unreasonable demands placed on teaching staff and unsatisfactory provision for students.

In August 1993 when I first visited the Department of Southeast Asian
Languages and Studies, there were 12 languages offered for teaching:



Cambodian
Chinese
Hindi
Indonesian
Javanese
Korean
Lao
Malaysian
Sanskrit
Sundanese
Thai
Vietnamese

All but three of these have been cut from the syllabus in last few years. Several of these languages (including Lao, Thai, Cambodian) are not offered at any university in Victoria and at least one of these subjects, Cambodian, is not offered at any Australian University.

In my view the policy of cutting out language courses because of small enrolments is extremely short-sighted and ultimately damaging to the nation. It is perfectly clear that Australia needs to have people who have understanding of and expertise in the culture, languages and history of our near neighbours. If, for example, there are no Australian students who have acquired a deep knowledge of a language like Cambodian, who will be available to advise the Australian government in the future on issues related to Cambodia?

Case Study – the case of Thai language at Monash


I studied Thai from 1994 to 1996. At that time there was a Senior Lecturer (Dr.A) and a junior Lecturer (Ms.B). Dr. A's contract was not renewed after 1996 and he was replaced by sessional staff.

In October 1997, Ms. B offered me some sessional teaching work in Thai language at Monash University. I had completed a double major in Thai and Linguistics and was preparing to undertake my honours in linguistics, honours in Thai being no longer available. I had studied for a semester in Thailand and I was asked by Ms B to work with her, providing one hour's teaching per week at each year level, concentrating on Thai linguistics and grammar, aspects which had been less emphasised since Dr. A's departure.

Later in 1997, I left for three months work teaching English in Thailand and doing research in Northeast India, and when I returned I learned that Ms B had taken a retirement package from Monash University and would not be teaching any more. At the time I did not fully appreciate the way in which the removal of the last permanent staff member would be used to hasten the subject’s closure.

Ms B’s absence greatly increased the difficulty of the task before me. Instead of working with an established teacher, in the way that tutors usually do, I was required to develop all my own course work and to allot time for consultation with students, time for which I never received any payment.

Even before the semester began, and before I received any payment at all, I attended several meetings in the then Department of South East Asian Languages and Studies. The departmental head was keen to close the subject and to make alternative arrangements for the continuing Thai
students. This was despite a healthy first year enrolment in Semester 1 of around 12-15 students – which I believe was at least equal to or more than any first year enrolment for several years.

It was eventually agreed to offer Thai at first year level, but only if it were taught at a considerably reduced rate, with only 3 hours per week tuition per year level rather than the Faculty mandated 5 hours per week. At the time I did not know that it was contrary to
Faculty policy to reduce the hours in this way.

Throughout the first semester I had to spend many hours of my own time consulting with students for which no payment was ever made available.

It was maintained that the Thai program was losing a considerable amount of money because of the need to pay the costs of Ms. B's redundancy package. It was stated that, in effect, the new intake of Thai students would have to cover the cost of this redundancy. 

The following document shows the teaching costs as they stood at mid 1998. I obtained these figures at the time.


Language
Teaching Income
Staff Costs + On the Top
Surplus or Deficit
Ratio Surplus / Deficit

Chinese
523,421
616,133
(92,712)
84.95%

Indonesian
308,128
353,220
(45,091)
87.23%

Korean
65,767
114,079
(48,312)
57.65%

Thai
30,310
19,468
10,843
155.69%

Vietnamese
20,018
31,131
(11,113)
64.30%

Total
947,645
1,134,031
(186,386)
83.56%


These figures took into account only the teaching income and staff costs for 1st semester 1998. They did not take into account paying off redundancies.

Thai was the only subject not in the red and furthermore would have made smaller losses than any other subject if the correct hours had been offered throughout 1998.

As you can also see Chinese is the biggest money loser and Korean is the biggest loser by percentage. No cuts have been made to either of those subjects since 1998.


In June 1998, the hours of teaching Thai were restored to 5 hours per week per year level but only on condition that the subject was not offered for 1st year again. Therefore, for the last 2 and a half years the subject has been 'taught out', and there are now no more students of Thai at Monash, and the subject will probably never be offered again at Monash University. Staff expertise has been squandered and a well-resourced library has been put into a compactus.

During the period 1998 to 2000, the subject was taught by three sessional tutors. No payment was ever given for any of the time spent consulting with students.

I am certain that the students who have just completed the course did not reach the standard which I and my fellow students reached when I completed my major in 1996. Whilst some may argue that I am in part responsible for this as one of the sessional teachers, nobody can realistically expect that 3 sessional tutors can do a job undertaken by a senior lecturer and a junior lecturer just 3 years earlier.



Marking standards

There has been much debate in the press and around the universities recently about whether standards are dropping or not.

In the present climate, if a subject were to get a reputation for being difficult, that is to say had a high failure rate, students would get to know this and fewer would enrol in it as a result. Conversely, if a subject is known to be less difficult, more students may enrol in it.

Under present policies, the money received by departments, faculties or schools is directly related to the number of students, the so called EFTSU (equivalent full time student unit). Every department wants to survive, wants to offer the important subjects that it teaches, and so has to attract students.

I believe that this factor is always present in the minds of staff as they come to their examiners meetings and consider whether ‘raw’ marks should be adjusted. 

Where is the money going?

So long as funding is given in this way, problems are inevitable. I have asked myself why the Universities have so little money for courses in the Arts and Sciences at least. Part of the reason, perhaps the main reason, is clearly Federal Government cutbacks. 

However the case of Monash University’s new logo is a case in point. A considerable sum was spent creating a new logo which all Monash staff are now required to use.

It is worth noting that Monash University's superseded emblem is now unacceptable. It sends the wrong messages. The motto is in a foreign language (Italian, a quote from Dante) and it refers to learning. A message about learning and multiculturalism is not the message Monash University wants to send, it seems.

PhD study

I am undertaking a PhD which is hoping to document and describe the languages of the Tai speaking people of Northeast India. For this project I have been fortunate to receive an Australian Postgraduate Award which amounts to around $340 a week, although it is tax free. I am also able to apply for further funds from Monash University to defray part of the cost of travelling to India. By the time of the completion of my thesis I estimate that I will have completed 6 trips to India, to a total of 9 months, and spent around $10000 of my own money on fares, in addition to the approximately $1700 that I expect to receive from Monash University.

Members of the committee may be wondering what benefit the Australian taxpayer might gain from such a thesis, and it is a fair question. I will give an example of how such work can be of direct benefit.

In the languages that I am working on, there are 9 vowels. Three of these are similar to the <i> sound in bit, the <e> in bet, and the <a> in bat. However in at least one village, the <i> in bit, the <e> in bet have merged into a single sound, or so it seems.  

To establish exactly what is happening requires considerable effort and time; especially if it turns out that the two sounds have not merged, but that people in this village are able to perceive a slight difference which I, and most people would not. 

The human ability to perceive differences between sounds is at present much in advance of any machine’s ability to do so, but it is not something which is as well understood as it needs to be in order, for example, to train machines such as computers to be able to reproduce speech. Therefore, the type of linguistics which I am doing is important; but not just from one language – all the languages of the world need to be so investigated. It ought to now be clear to the committee that this type of research is not only valuable for itself, but can assist with commercial projects such as speech recognition software etc. 

In short, if linguists don’t investigate language, computers can never acquire it. 

The example which I have given above is only one of the many applications which could be drawn from such research. However, such research is valuable in its own right. I believe that these languages and their literature should be recorded for their own sake, and what they tell us about human language and therefore human behaviour. Furthermore the communities with which I work have knowledge of traditional herbal medicines and other such knowledge which can be very important for the future of mankind.

However, I am faced with the prospect of completing, in just three to three and a half years, a description of these languages which may be the standard work on them for a generation, and considering that these languages are endangered, perhaps forever. Three to three and a half years, whilst enough to record a number of stories and make some preliminary remarks about grammar and so on, is hardly enough to do the language and its literature justice.

I have discussed my own experience to indicate just how important deep research is. Yet in universities we are faced with ever increasing demands to do research which has short term goals and immediate results. The best research is rarely either of these.

I would like to appear before the committee to express my views and share my experiences in person.

Stephen Morey

