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The Secretary
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CANBERRA ACT 2600

Email: eet.sen@aph.gov.au
Submission to the inquiry into the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs.

This submission represents the personal views of one university academic. While other submissions will no doubt present detailed factual arguments on the state of our universities, the Committee may also be interested in subjective impressions. I have worked in several universities in Australia and overseas and have been at the University of Tasmania for over 20 years. My work experience includes all of the usual academic activities: teaching undergraduates; supervising postgraduates; writing grant applications; conducting research; and contributing to planning and administration at the school, faculty and university level. I have also served three years as head of school. While this submission is mine alone, the views expressed are consonant with those of many of my colleagues. 

This submission is written from the perspective of someone who is involved in academic service delivery: ie, teaching, research and scholarship. The funds which are available for academic activities depend on government policies and budget allocations, subject to modification by each university’s institutional and faculty policies and budget allocations, none of which will be directly addressed here. Rather, this submission gives a view of what it is like working as an academic in an Australian university at present.

I will mostly address the first terms of reference regarding

(a) the adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to:

             i. the capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand,

             ii. institutional autonomy and flexibility, and

             iii. the quality and diversity of teaching and research

In my own area the funds available are not adequate. I am assuming that the community expects universities to educate students to a competitive international level, and to conduct research and scholarship as an integral part of academic activities. There has for many years been a progressive running down of resources (equipment, library, buildings) and a severe lack of funds for staffing and running costs. In my own school, although so far a high standard of teaching has been maintained, this has been due to a combination of fortunate circumstances which cannot be expected to continue without adequate resourcing. 

In contrast, universities in the USA, Canada and The Netherlands which I visited last year were clearly receiving funding at a much higher level. In these countries, this was seen as an investment to ensure the nation’s future prosperity. Although the quality of teaching and research in this country still remains internationally competitive, how can this be expected to continue if we do not fund our universities at something like the same level as in comparative countries?

Of course, there are well-funded pockets in Australian universities, but this is usually achieved through large external research funding or being in a privileged area like medicine. If the core business of a university is the teaching of undergraduates by an academic staff which is active in research and scholarship, then this is not being funded adequately. 

It is hard to escape the conclusion that, of all university activities, teaching counts the least. The inequalities within universities are not related to teaching excellence. This can be seen in university budget allocations. Teaching activities are measured by crude enrolment numbers: effective full time students (EFTSUs). In contrast, research activities are measured using three indicators (research income, research higher degree completions and publications) and these are used as inputs into the budget. The quality of teaching, although measurable by surveys of students and graduates, is not considered, nor are the costs of teaching. Thus the financial reward is greatest for schools which teach large classes in a single subject (where the costs of teaching are lowest). When the same student numbers are spread over several subjects in a four-year professional course the funding is the same, although the costs involved in delivering a quality teaching program are far greater.

A consequence of the inadequate funding is a preoccupation thoughout the university with ways of increasing income. There are limited options: to increase student enrolments; to increase research or consultancy income; or to solicit gifts. In my own school, although the core business indicators look good this somehow does not result in adequate funding. The course is in demand by well-qualified students; surveys indicate excellent teaching and learning; and graduates readily find employment. The school could take more students from the unsuccessful applicants, but this would not increase income because the DETYA load is capped by the university (which in turn is constrained by the Commonwealth), such that no further funding can be obtained by taking more DETYA students. (In fact, large increases in student load in recent years went unfunded.) Full fee paying overseas students (FFOPS) do bring additional income, but further growth in their numbers would lead to displacement of Australian students which would surely be inimical to the national interest. 

Research activity increases a school’s income, but should this be used to support teaching activities? Also, the university system provides positive reinforcement for established and successful researchers and very little or nothing for others, except for some early career support. This tends to result in an effective differentiation of academic staff into research-active and others. This raises the question of whether this is a good use of a national resource, the academic workforce, most of whom were trained in research before taking a teaching position.

Consultancies and other activities undertaken for a fee can increase income, but at the cost of academic staff time taken away from core activities of teaching, research and scholarship. This suggests that the options for making money from outside work are limited.

Being an academic is a full-time commitment. Although some academics have also been successful in business, it seems unreasonable to expect all or even most academics to successfully combine two demanding careers: academic and business. Universities, through research and training, can and should contribute to economic growth, but their business is not business itself. It would seem preferable to support universities and academics in undertaking what they do best, and provide separate incentives to foster university-industry collaboration. The present policy which seems to be to starve universities into commercial partnerships may well be undermining the quality which, in the end, is the universities’ major economic asset.
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