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Senate Inquiry – The capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs

Submission by Professor Margaret Clunies Ross, Department of English and Director, Centre for Medieval Studies, University of Sydney

[contact details: email:mcr@english.usyd.edu.au; tel. 02-9351-6832; fax 02-9351-2434]

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

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

After the introduction of the ‘unified national system’ of universities and the former college of advanced education sector under the last Labor government in the late 1980s, the level of federal government funding to tertiary institutions declined on average and has continued to decline further under the Howard government. 

These remarks are made from the perspective of an academic in the Humanities, but they apply to a large extent to the university system as a whole. I have not included a response to terms of reference where I have no special information to contribute.

• In a situation of chronic government underfunding and the inability of even the biggest and oldest of Australia’s universities (including the G08) to raise sufficient private funds to bridge the gap, the universities’ capacity to manage and serve increasing student demand is clearly diminished. 

• Signs of strain and inability to manage and serve increasing demand include such phenomena (observable in recent weeks at my own campus) as:

overcrowding of classrooms and lecture theatres;

long queues waiting outdoors in all weathers to enrol, because rationalisation of general staff had led to diminished resources in Faculty offices;

queues of students waiting to submit assignments in departments (for similar reasons - downsizing of general staff to save money)

where tutorial classes are maintained  – and many departments have been forced to cancel small group teaching because they have lost so many academic staff members and no longer have any part-time teaching money to employ casual staff (e.g. postgraduate students) to take tutorials – they are far too big (e.g. 20+). 

Where tutorials or other small-group teaching is maintained, as in my own Department, we are forced to restrict the number of tutorials for Senior Level units of study (Second and Third Year) to 9/14 weeks per semester in order not to overload staff.

ii. institutional autonomy and flexibility
Public underfunding combined with an intense quest to court the private dollar has led in practice to constraints on institutional autonomy and flexibility. In recent years these have manifested themselves on a number of occasions at various institutions as attempts at suppression of the public statements of staff who express views that are not in line with those of ‘management’. These situations are probably just the tip of an iceberg, the iceberg being a general institional caution in taking directions that are not conducive - or perceived to be conducive - to the receipt of whatever government or private funding is available.

Another consequence of the current funding situation is that inside the universities pressures are applied to develop courses whose sole (or almost sole) rationale is that they will attract fee-paying students. A number of Masters by coursework programmes fall into this category, as do the Summer Schools, where, after several years of the university trying to drum up custom, the enrolment numbers are still quite small and really do not justify the effort involved. However, the need to bring in outside funding is so strong that the Summer Schools are maintained, because all the students attending them pay fees. All these activities mean that resources, both human and otherwise, are diverted away from the core business of the universities to teach and research in mainstream disciplinary areas. 

iii. the quality and diversity of teaching and research
There is no doubt that the quality and diversity of teaching and research have taken a battering under the worsening financial situation Australian universities have suffered for well over 10 years. Most staff have tried their hardest to maintain quality and diversity of teaching and research, but there is a limit to what one can do with ever-shrinking resources. 

• Staff morale is generally very low, and this does not help maintain the quality of either teaching or research. Australian universities are now quite stressful environments in which to work and the level of frustration and even despair among people with robust tolerance levels to these feelings is high.

• Staff teaching loads have increased and at the same time endless measures of accountability (surveys of student satisfaction etc., research collection exercises) are applied to academic practice in order that institutions can assure themselves and government that they are responsive to student needs and demands and have actually produced the research they claim for! 

• The considerable increase in teaching loads and the various administrative and reporting tasks that are now routine mean that there is less time for individual members of the academic staff to carry out their research. For academics in the Humanities, time is the most valuable commodity in the pursuit of research, as most Humanities research is still typically carried out by a single researcher and the outcome is a single-authored publication. However, whether one works in a team or as an individual, time and freedom from distraction are crucial to both quality and quantity of research output and these entities are in diminishing supply at present.

• Many talented and learned academic staff have been lost to Australia’s university system during the last 10-12 years. These people belong in three main categories:

- senior staff who have retired or died and have not been replaced

- highly mobile and employable senior staff who have been disheartened by the ever-worsening situation in Australia’s universities and who have taken appointments (often Chairs) overseas

- early career staff for whom there are simply no positions available or at the best part-time or contract positions. 

The last two categories constitute a serious brain drain, which has already weakened Australia’s capacity to maintain excellence in teaching and research. It is particularly alarming that many of the best scholars and teachers under the age of 40 are being or have been lost to the system. In the next 5 years, many staff currently in the system will retire, as they reach the age range 60-65. A crisis is looming, particularly but not exclusively in the Humanities (see the Australian Academy of the Humanities report, Knowing Ourselves and Others. The Humanities in Australia into the 21st Century (1998), because there are many fewer staff currently in the age range 40-55 and even fewer under 40. The most urgent need in this area is for sufficient funds to enable institutions to replace academic staff at the junior level and, at the senior level, to appoint academic leaders to Chairs and other senior posts that have often been frozen for some years in order to save money. For example, in my own department, a major established chair has been frozen since its last incumbent retired in 1997. In my own area of English (English Language & Early English Literature), we have been able to make only 1 new, continuing appointment in the decade 1990-2000, and that individual, whom we are unlikely to be able to replace, has now left the Department to take up a position at the University of Cambridge. 

• Australian academic salaries have declined in value in relative terms, both in comparison with other professionals in Australia and certainly in comparison with academic salaries overseas. This has been happening for many years now, and makes it very difficult to recruit quality staff to academic positions in Australian universities.

• Statistics produced in 2000 by the Australian Research Council (Strategic Plan for 2000-2002, Investing in Our Future) and by the late Paul Bourke have shown that in many core academic disciplines the impact of Australian research publications (measured through citation indices) has decreased over the last 12 years. This is not surprising, given the factors outlined above. In spite of their generally impoverished situation, Arts and Humanities research has done better than any other area in its international visibility. However, given the factors mentioned above, this cannot continue if more funds are not made available to public education, and I believe these can only come from government, for, however hard the universities try, there will never be a sufficient level of private funding to support adequate levels of teaching and research in generalist faculties like Arts and Science.

• Most if not all universities have had to reduce the number and variety of courses that they offer to undergraduate students and often to postgraduates as well. This can be demonstrated by comparing faculty handbooks from, say, 1988, with those for 2000.

• In many institutions, core disciplines have been eliminated and departments closed. In the Humanities, this phenomenon has particularly affected the teaching of languages other than English, but other disciplines to have been affected are Music, Linguistics and Art History. 

• Within the larger discipline areas such as English and History, the range of student choice within the departmental offerings has been severely reduced as academic staff numbers dwindle.

• There are fewer opportunities to develop new areas of teaching and research because the funds are not there to support them.

• Students, while paying more for their education, have faced increasing class sizes and fewer academic teachers. This has led to a perception, widely expressed among students, that contact with the teachers that remain has become more difficult. They are right: there are more students and fewer staff to teach and advise them. Staff-student ratios have deteriorated dramatically in most institutions over the last decade.

 (b) the effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs, including its effect on:

i. the quality and diversity of education

See my comments to (a) ii and iii above and, in addition:

• There is already a clear and understandable tendency for private funding to support areas of teaching and research in which the funders have an interest, but which may not necessarily be central to the university’s main business or as urgently needed as in areas less attractive to private money. Areas of applied research are more likely to be privately funded than areas of basic research, while teaching areas which feed into a particular industry or profession are more likely to be supported by private funds than areas of generalist teaching (which are often core areas not only in their own faculties but support other faculties’ programmes, e.g. Physics and English).

• In respect of market behaviour, the present government’s own funding model puts enormous pressure on universities, and on faculties within them, to follow the ‘bums on seats’ formula, that is, giving greater funds to departments and courses where student demand is greater and restricting funds where current student interest is small. Some moderation of this market-driven formula needs to be adopted to protect core disciplines that may be academically important but which are not so much favoured by current student preference.

iii. the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources
See my comments to (a) i and iii above and, in addition:

• Although some institutions over recent years have tried to upgrade the physical suroundings in which teaching and research take place (buildings and grounds, laboratories, libraries etc.), financial contraints have made it impossible to do this systematically. The physical conditions in which staff and students work in most Australian universities are not anywhere near world class. To give an example: my department has 2 large photocopiers, which are needed to produce course material etc. for large student classes (e.g. we have c. 800 first year students). The room in which these photocopiers are located gets very hot in the summer months and excessive heat causes the photocopiers (which themselves generate heat) to break down more frequently. The obvious answer to the problem was to aircondition the room, but we were unable to persuade the university to fund the purchase of an airconditioner, and we have no equipment funds in our own budget. We have funded the purchase of an airconditioner through several sales of books, which we have provided ourselves from our own libraries! Should this sort of activity be necessary in a twenty-first century university?

• Infrastructure for both teaching and research is in crisis. Laboratories and libraries are the key things here, but even such necessities as up-to-date computers and the staff to maintain them are often in short supply. My faculty has not been able to afford to give departments an equipment budget for many years now, so the only way we can obtain computers is through individual research grants, access to research infrastructure block grant money, or to central university funds. Large items of equipment, such as photocopiers, are increasingly difficult to fund, and, if they break down, crisis ensues (see dot point above).

• Australian university libraries are in crisis and this means the ability of Australian universities to keep abreast of international research is on the line. The crisis has come about because of inadequate funding and because of the continuously declining value of the Australian dollar. In addition, the prices of some serials, especially but not only in the sciences, have skyrocketed. Most institutional libraries have had to cut serials (i.e. stop buying certain titles through an annual cull) every year for several years now. Many have also cut monograph purchase, which is very important to Humanities research. All this is very serious and means that researchers no longer have direct access to current research publications in their area.

• Generally speaking, private funds are not likely to be attracted to maintaining the general infrastructural capacity of Australia’s universities.

• General staff numbers, as well as academic staff numbers, have declined. This seriously affects service to both academic staff and students. In addition, as senior management levels have proliferated, general staff have been sucked upwards to the detriment of the ‘lower orders’ where the teaching and research of the universities is actually carried out. (It is most unfortunate, in my view, that universities have imitated corporate management practice over the last decade or so. Although universities need to be well run, they suffer both financially and administratively by introducing additional layers of upper and middle management, which do not communicate well or at all with the staff and students ‘at the coal face’.)

iv. the maintenance and extension of Australia’s long-term capacity in both basic and applied research across the diversity of fields of knowledge

See my comments to (a) ii and iii and (b) i  and ii above.

(e) the factors affecting the ability of Australian public universities to attract and retain staff...
See here my comments on academic salaries in (a) iii above. This is, in my opinion, the single most important issue affecting Australia’s ability to attract and retain staff of internationally competitive quality. It is particularly important to the large metropolitan universities where the cost of living is significantly higher than in other places.

(h) the nature and sufficiency of independent advice to government on higher education matters
The Howard government’s delay in finally abolishing NBEET (until such time as it had finally dealt with its one remaining member, the ARC) did not help the higher education sector and was a clear abrogation of responsibilty. There is no doubt that a new Higher Education Council of some kind should be established to give independent advice to government, and that council should include membership of the major stakeholders in higher education and research in Australia. In addition, as the science lobby has access to government through PIMSEC, so the Humanities and Social Sciences should have access to government through a parallel body, as recommended in the Academy of the Humanities report, Knowing Ourselves and Others, Recommendation 29.

