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Introduction

The following is intended to explain my position on a number of the terms of reference for the senate inquiry 'The capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs'. I am making this submission as a concerned citizen and not as a member of any greater organisation. The submission will be based on the terms of reference.

The adequacy of current funding arrangements

When I was an undergraduate students there was always a handful of academics capable of teaching any given subject such that the absence of the regular lecturer did not inhibit the teaching of his or her subject. Now at this same university, that I studied at, if any academic is absent it can be expected that two or more subjects will not be taught for the duration of the academic's absence because there is no other staff capable of filling in. This, I am lead to believe, is a result of staff number cutbacks which are a result of funding cutbacks. Considering that the students have lost this part of their education it can be concluded that current funding is far from sufficient.

It should be kept in mind that I was an engineering student. The cut backs that have been made in less vocational areas have been even more extreme. I am hard pressed to imagine that in the future Australia will have a sufficient number of academics to provide the wider community with: 

Informed commentary about Australia's social direction and effects of government policy on our society.

Custodians of Australia's historical knowledge, what will we think of ourselves when foreign universities have a larger knowledge base or Australian history than our own universities.

People who help us to articulate our identity (free of commercial interest) to the rest of the world in a time when people everywhere feel they are losing their identity because of globalisation.

These things are not valueless because they can not be measured with traditional economic methods they are priceless. When we lose these the character and cultural sophistication of our country will be severely degraded.

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.

Some of the previous section is applicable here too.

When I was selecting my course I had an idea of what I wanted to do but no idea of what course I should chose to get there. Fortunately I ended up in the right place, not because I was able to get to where I originally wanted to go, although I could have, but because I was also able to get to where I decided I wanted to go after I had studied for a number of years. This demonstrates that when I thought I knew where I wanted I didn't know how to get there and what's more I didn't even know what I really wanted. I think this is probably typical of a number of students who are looking for courses to study. 

If these people are going to start dictating what universities offer through the free market then it will be imperative that they are incredibly well informed about what the proposed course offers them and at the same time the course still offers them things that they are not yet qualified to appreciate. I am not convinced that I was qualified to choose the course that was right for me and I think it is very difficult that an uninformed, uneducated market can sufficiently evaluate prospective education programs. Given this, some form of informed control over what universities offer is still needed.

The equality of opportunity to participate in higher education

It is my belief that society benefits when the people who can make the most out of there education are the ones who receive an education. Therefore the should be absolutely nothing that inhibits any body from accessing tertiary education. This is the only thing I can see ensuring that the people who will benefit society most with their education will be the ones receiving an education.

Thankyou for giving me this opportunity to present my opinions.

Yours sincerely,

Clint Steele

