Submission to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee



Inquiry into the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs.





I write on behalf of the Australian and New Zealand Association for Medieval and Early Modern Studies (ANZAMEMS), to express our concern at some of the implications of current government policy for research and teaching in our main disciplinary fields.



Our Association embraces the study of literature, history, art and other cultural, social and economic aspects of Western Europe from approximately the eight to the seventeenth century. Most of our members are employed in departments of English, History, Art History or European Languages, and roughly a quarter are postgraduate students. We make this submission to the Senate inquiry conscious that our main fields of study may seem, on the surface, to have less “relevance” to national interest and the socio-economic objectives prized by the Australian Research Council, for instance. We argue, however, that our situation is typical of many fields representing the broad base of traditional research in the humanities, and it is from that position that we wish to make the following points. 



The terms of reference most relevant to this submission are 



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

(iii) the quality and diversity of teaching and research

(b) the effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on

(iv) the maintenance and extension of Australia’s long-term capacity in both basic and applied research

(e) factors affecting the ability of the Australian public universities to attract and retain staff



I will address each of these in turn.



(a) the adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to (iii) the quality and diversity of teaching and research



While we acknowledge that increased competition for funding has the potential to sharpen the focus of individuals and teams of researchers, it also has the potential to undermine and diminish many of the traditional strengths of the humanities. In particular



the pressure to compete for external funding inhibits the time-consuming but necessary process of acquiring the relevant skills and experience to make an original contribution to well-established scholarly fields.

a three-year cycle of accountability and publication encourages the production of small-scale studies rather than long-term projects: many of the best and most influential books in the humanities often take up to ten years to research and write.

the humanities as a whole depend on the maintenance, in the national higher education sector, of depth and breadth across a range of disciplines. Specialists in our fields are now more isolated, while scholarly inquiry, especially at doctoral level, in many related fields in the humanities has become more and more specialised, and less able to take a broader cultural view.

the emphasis on self-funded research projects has radically diminished university infrastructure, especially library holdings and the development of relevant information technology in the humanities in universities around the country. This is a relatively inexpensive, but essential item in humanities research. Australian university libraries are becoming less and less competitive internationally.

the arguments for the “relevance” of externally funded research are often quite myopic in form. For example, the study of medieval and early modern Europe is the study of some of the most important cultural foundations of white settlement in Australia, with important ramifications for patterns of cultural continuity and discontinuity, as well as the study of historical change. Short-term socio-economic objectives need to be complemented by longer-term emphasis on cultural and historical knowledge.

the limitation of higher degree funding to three years is having severe effects on the nature of doctoral and postgraduate work being completed in Australian universities. As in all fields, our postgraduates are produing increasingly specialised dissertations.





(b) the effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on (iv) the maintenance and extension of Australia’s long-term capacity in both basic and applied research 



Again, we acknowledge that some of the research we do fits in well to current funding strategies, but it is becoming harder and harder to make these arguments in an environment that privileges short-term research projects and solutions, or connections with industry partners.



We think there is still an important role to be played by the university as a site of impartial, disinterested learning and research that is not connected to short-term market goals. 

Research that is tied too closely to the national interest or local market forces or institutions can diminish its capacity to make a contribution to fields like medieval and early modern studies which are genuinely international in their scholarly orientation. Australia has a proud history of important contributions to these fields, a history which is in danger of decline. 

From our own experience in the field, we see the effect on students encouraged to regard higher education only as vocational training. Many of them express resentment and confusion over this, and voice considerable regret that they do not feel free to pursue their own interests in the humanities. That is, the “market” that seems to drive higher education is not always attentive to the needs and wishes of students.

Emphasis on short-term vocational training, or graduate satisfaction rates has the potential to obscure the long-term value of an education in the humanities. It is well known that humanities graduates often make important contributions to Australian society and culture, though there is not always a direct link between that contribution and their area of study. We argue that the historical disciplines we represent give students a deeper sense of cultural difference and historical change, and force them to encounter texts, people and societies often quite different from their own, an essential component of cultural understanding. 

The pressures for public accountability can sometimes lead to increased productivity, but more often have the effect of lowering morale and increasing cynicism in the higher education sector. We teach more undergraduates and supervise more postgraduates than ever before, as staff-student ratios decline: we are becoming increasingly policy-driven, in that we constantly modify our policies, aims, course objectives and subject offerings, in response to changing government policy and the perceived need to meet “market” demands. “Accountability” often takes the old-fashioned form of filling out endless questionnaires, profiles and surveys, all of which seem to result in short-term modifications to policy, rather than a longer-term direction to enhance the higher education sector for young Australians.





(e) factors affecting the ability of the Australian public universities to attract and retain staff





The net effect of the decline in public funding and infrastructure, the pressure to produce short-term solutions, and to meet local market demands all have the potential to render Australia’s higher education sector increasingly insular, even parochial. 





Those of us working in this sector are feeling increasingly isolated from our international counterparts. 

It is well known, in the humanities, that we cannot attract international applicants for professorial positions, as salaries and conditions are no longer competitive with comparable positions elsewhere. This inhibits the development of a strong international flavour to the work of Australian universities.

Australian scholars often produce work that is innovative and challenging, and find it relatively easy to secure better working conditions overseas. In my own department, there used to be four people working in the medieval area: two of them have moved to the UK in the last six years.

Much of the work we do, in holding conferences, publishing and editing journals, reviewing and refereeing the work of our peers, is unrecognised by DETYA categories and their allocation of work or publication “points”, yet is essential for the maintenance of international standards of research and publication. This further results in a lowering of professional morale. 

Perhaps worst of all, we feel that the Australian higher education sector is driven by, and bound to national interests defined primarily in monetary or vocational terms, that have the capacity to render our work insular rather than international, and to produce short-term goals rather than intellectually sustainable developments.
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