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Introduction

The Monash Postgraduate Association (MPA) welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Senate Inquiry.

In 2001 the MPA represents the 10,400 postgraduate students enrolled at Monash University. In 2000, of the 9635 postgraduate students enrolled at Monash, 2693 were Higher Degree Research (HDR) and 6942 were Other Postgraduate (OPG), ie. Coursework.

The main recommendation of the MPA submission is that there is a need for a wider ranging inquiry, with the aim of gathering data and making recommendations to the Federal Government, to universities, and through organisations such as the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (CAPA), the Australian Vice-Chancellor’s Committee (AVCC), the Federation of Australian Scientific and Technological Societies (FASTS), the Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA), Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DETYA), and other major stakeholders.

Knowledge management will be the key growth area of this century and who better placed than the universities to ensure that Australians have the necessary skills that will see Australia lead the way in the knowledge management field? It seems that consecutive Australian Federal Governments have undermined the universities ability to deliver in this area by withdrawing fiscal support of the infrastructure necessary to equip Australians with the required knowledge management skills. Australian universities need significant funding increases simply to ‘catch up’ and redress the damage done to the higher education sector by the withdrawal of significant Government fiscal support for the universities. 

The Federal Government should realise that simply shifting the debt burden to young Australians is not the way to inject funds into the higher education sector as it involves no commitment by the Government to the future of young Australians, and, indeed, to the future of Australia itself. Young innovators, burdened by debt, will obtain employment overseas in order to receive higher wages so as to be able to repay their student debt and still maintain a reasonable quality of life.

The MPA particularly wishes to draw attention to Terms of reference (b) i, ii and iii.

Problems in Support provided to Postgraduate students at Monash University

Australia benefits 

· A significant proportion of Australian research is carried out by research postgraduates, whose role is to undertake independent research.

· Coursework postgraduates provide great benefit to Australian society, due to the high level of skills and knowledge they acquire in their respective fields. In many fields, professional accreditation is dependent on achieving a postgraduate qualification.

Cuts to Funding of Universities

Thus Australia benefits socially and economically from students undertaking postgraduate studies (either coursework or research) at our universities, however,

cuts to the operating grants to Universities mean that they do not have the funds necessary to provide essential support services to Australian postgraduates.

In addition, the need for Universities to seek non-government funding has led them to greatly increase numbers of local and international fee-paying postgraduates, however the infrastructure necessary to support these students has not grown to match these numbers.

Research shows postgraduates are dissatisfied

Research conducted by the Monash Postgraduate Association (MPA) and across Australia, indicates high levels of dissatisfaction amongst research, coursework and international postgraduates with support services provided to them, and obviously dissatisfied postgraduates are less likely to benefit from their studies or complete in a timely fashion, if at all. By and large, a lack of adequate support services for postgraduates, leads to a failure to develop a sense of academic and postgraduate community for these students:

“..the university should be, and is failing to be, a collegial and personal place where learning relationships are formed, and that it should not simply be a process of information delivery.” (Coultard, 2000, Ch.7, p.1)

 “The main postgraduate issues relevant to transition [to postgraduate studies, coursework or research] are those of isolation and a lack of academic community.” (MPA, 2000)

In addition, the main finding of a series of focus groups run by the MPA in 2001, has been that the most frequently raised complaint from postgraduates students, is that unlike their undergraduate experience, as a postgraduate, there is a lack of a supportive postgraduate community, and this is a significant barrier to their success in and completion of their studies.

Specific areas where postgraduate support services must be improved

MPA research at has identified a number of areas in which the support provided for postgraduates needs to be improved at Monash University. Failure to do this means that Monash will be unable to provide the supportive environment postgraduates require.

However, funding difficulties arise, as government funding cuts have meant that the University has scarce funds with which to address the problems, and the alternative of increasing the financial burden on individual postgraduate students by increasing their amenities fees (to pay for such services) is unsustainable, given the high level of course fees many postgraduates are already paying (very few postgraduate coursework programs are HECS funded), and the inability of many postgraduates to pay, as they frequently have very reduced levels of income, due to their study commitments.

Main areas in which postgraduate support needs to be improved at Monash University:

Social and study spaces

 “…[Coursework postgraduates] need improved facilities, especially after hours, including desks, tea/coffee, photocopying and better classrooms.” (Fullarton, 1997, p.27)

“There is a need to establish a physical centre for postgraduates including lounge facilities and a catering facility open the extended hours that postgraduates require.” (MPA 2000a)

Central Spaces

One of the major barriers to developing a vibrant postgraduate community at Monash University is the lack of physical space provided for postgraduates. The task of developing a sense of postgraduate community becomes very difficult if there is not a focal point on each campus, for that community. Postgraduates, particularly coursework postgraduates, are urgently in need of both social and study spaces. Whilst some such spaces are provided by faculties/departments, no central space, open to all postgraduates, is provided on any Monash campus. Without a central focal point for postgraduate community, these spaces provided by faculties/departments (in some cases) do little to generate a sense of community. There is a particular need for a central postgraduate lounge area to be provided at both the Clayton and Caulfield campuses.

Study Spaces

For instance, many students undertaking coursework Masters degrees are astonished and dissatisfied to find that they are not provided with a desk by their Department, yet are expected to be performing at a ‘postgraduate’ level. Whilst space considerations may make it impossible for coursework Masters postgraduates to be provided for within their departments (given the large numbers of such students), no suitable alternative has been developed. Such an alternative could be a postgraduate space with desks and lockable storage areas, able to be booked short-term for casual usage. This area would also need to include a lounge area, kitchen and catering facilities.

Whilst coursework Masters students are not provided with such spaces, even wholly research postgraduates are often not provided with suitable work spaces. Such postgraduates are undertaking duties of the same nature as Academics employed by the University, yet many such postgraduates cannot be housed within their departments, due to a lack of space. Some housing of postgraduates is provided for such postgraduates in the location of the Monash Research Graduate School Building at the Clayton campus, however this provides work spaces for only around 100 postgraduates, yet there are over two and a half thousand research postgraduates at Monash University, and around 600 postgraduates registered to use the Monash Research Graduate School space. Clearly it is unacceptable that many research postgraduates are unable to obtain a workspace at Monash: their place of work.

After Hours Service

As well as requiring physical space, postgraduates particularly require the provision of after hours services. Many postgraduates only attend the campus during the evening or weekend, and need access to catering, and after-hours computer and study spaces at these times. In addition, research postgraduates are present on campus throughout the year, and thus reduced services during vacation periods, present particular problems for these students. There is a particular need for catering facilities to be established that meet the needs of postgraduates. They should be environments that are suitable for providing a focus for the postgraduate community, and ideally include a bar and bistro (at least on the Clayton campus) and be open late in the evenings and on weekends. In addition, it is important that these facilities are in close proximity to the after hours postgraduate study spaces, as well as the other postgraduate social and lounge spaces.

Computer Facilities

Another area in which Monash postgraduates require better services is the provision of adequate computer facilities. Again, these should be provided in conjunction with the study spaces and be available to postgraduates after hours. Furthermore, postgraduates have some very specific needs in regard to IT support. Postgraduates usually have no introduction to Monash IT facilities by their departments or through their courses, yet may be returning to study after a considerable break (and thus be unfamiliar with the technology used) and are expected to be familiar with it in order to complete their research or courses.

Capital Works Required

Ideally, the postgraduate study spaces, computer facilities and the postgraduate lounge and catering facilities should all be provided in the same area. Developing such facilities on the Monash campuses, will thus involve considerable capital works, but if Monash is to provide the level of services that postgraduates attending a University of this size expect, and remain competitive in its ability to attract the funding tied to both research and fee-paying postgraduates, then it must urgently address these problems in its ability to provide services for postgraduate students.

Other areas Monash postgraduates have identified as concerns

Lack of income support: Austudy

Around 60% of Monash research postgraduates do not hold postgraduate research scholarships. These postgraduates however, are also not eligible for Austudy. In addition, the majority of coursework postgraduates are also not eligible to receive Austudy. Clearly it is inequitable that undergraduate students are eligible for Austudy whilst the vast majority of postgraduates are not: yet postgraduate research and coursework is both vital to and of great benefit to Australia. Furthermore, this lack of income support provides great barriers to postgraduate study for many equity groups (eg: women, aborigines, the disabled). The MPA encounters many postgraduates suffering considerable financial hardship in order to undertake postgraduate studies. In a addition, many postgraduates fail to complete their postgraduate studies due to financial difficulties.

Victorian public transport student concession cards

Students undertaking a PhD or Masters (by coursework or research) are ineligible for student concession cards. As many postgraduates have very limited incomes due to the time spent on undertaking their studies (and the lack of eligibility for Austudy), this places yet another burden upon them. Again, it is inequitable that undergraduate students should be eligible for these concession cards, whilst postgraduates are not. The MPA receives numerous complaints from postgraduates about this issue.

Coulthard, D. (2000). Identifying the Changing Needs of Australian Coursework Postgraduate Students. Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, Online: http:www.detya.gov.au/highered/eippubs/eip99-9/default.html 

Monash Postgraduate Association (MPA), 2000 Transition Survey, presented at the Monash Transition Program Seminar, May 2000.

One Example of the Impact of funding cuts at Monash University

The Perspective of a Monash Postgraduate Student in the Arts Faculty:

Cuts in University funding have caused retirements and resignations of staff, and the discontinuance of subjects, in many disciplines in the Arts Faculty at Monash. In December, 19998, one Department - Classics -completely closed down. But Classics students received a guarantee from the University, that they would be enabled to continue their studies, so that they could obtain their majors in Classics. In 1999, the teaching of Classics resumed, under a co-operative arrangement with the University of Melbourne. But there was a problem: Monash regulations require students of Ancient Greek to complete three Ancient Greek subjects at Third year level, in order to obtain a major in Ancient Greek. The University of Melbourne could offer only two subjects in Ancient Greek, at Third Year level. Students were informed, AFTER the First Semester had already begun, that the third Ancient Greek subject at Third Year level would not be available, as the  Faculty could not afford to fund it. This was upsetting news for all the students, but it was particularly distressing for one student. This student had already completed two Ancient Greek subjects at Third Year level. The student had been awarded a Travelling Scholarship to visit Greece, and had postponed her trip - on the strength of the University's guarantee - in order to complete the third subject required for her major. The student now faced the prospect of leaving the University without being able to graduate, after having spent several years, and a great deal of time, effort and money, in the attempt to obtain the major in Ancient Greek. The decision seemed, to the student, to discriminate unfairly between the students of Ancient Greek and students in all other disciplines, and to be contrary to natural justice, since she was being denied the opportunity to graduate, through no fault of her own. The decision imposed intense stress upon her, and upon other members of her family.

After strong protests from all the Third Year students of Ancient Greek, the third Ancient Greek subject was reinstated, a week late.

The study of Classics at Monash now depends entirely on the ability and willingness of the University of Melbourne to provide the necessary teaching here. This places Classics on a precarious foundation. If Classics were finally abolished, no language or literature that existed prior to the twentieth century would be systematically and extensively studied at Monash. This would seriously undermine the diversity of education available to students at the University. It would also disadvantage students who choose to study Classics for the sake of the immense intellectual stimulation, the critical skills and cultural enrichment which Classics affords.
