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I would like to thank the Committee for the opportunity to make this

submission. I make this submission as a PhD candidate in one of Australia’s

regional universities, and as a postgraduate student who aspires to an

academic career in Australia. Please find attached my submission for the

Senate Committee’s Inquiry.

===========================================================================

I would like to comment on these particular Terms of Reference:

·
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.

It is of great concern that it is commonly accepted that “Higher education

in Australia has in recent years been seriously under funded” (Karmel

2000:1), and that  recent government Higher Education policy has

concentrated on efforts to decrease government responsibility for public

higher education. This is evident in the exhortation to universities to

become enterprise universities which seek alternative funding. This

privatisation of our public universities is the abnegation of the

responsibility of government to support public higher education.

Although this government has recently increased funding to research, funding

does not support universities to the extent required, particularly in the

social sciences, arts and humanities, nor is it adequate to support and

invigorate teaching.

·
the factors affecting the ability of Australian public universities to

attract and retain staff in the context of competitive local and global

markets and the intellectual culture of universities

Academics are the teachers of those who seek appropriate qualifications

required for industry, yet they are given less status and rewards than those

they teach who go into industry. Career paths in academia do not now have

status or rewards relative to alternative careers that they once held.

The casualisation of academic work at the lowest levels will result in a

brain drain from academia to industry and business. While the basic entry

requirement is now a PhD, there is no commitment to employ these PhD

students either during or at the end of their four years of study. A PhD

candidate who has pretensions to an academic career now finds that

universities are rarely willing to commit to a contract.

In Australian universities there is an ongoing anxiety regarding the funds

available for everyday costs for example for tutors and marking. This

concern is pushed down the hierarchy, from the committees which allocate

funds, to the faculties, to the schools, which are left with the problem of

how to do more with less. Within the school the problem is then pushed back

on to the academic, who takes on this great concern about funds, while

trying to teach students, while trying to do research. This creates, in some

cases, incredibly heavy workloads of administration, teaching and/or

research.

One solution is often to cut subjects, which has the unfortunate effect of

restricting student choice, particularly in regional universities.

The responsibility for funding teaching activities, and other operating

costs such as required in entrepreneurial universities, has become less

clear. For most universities the government operating grant may be

approximately 40% of the total annual operating costs, and therefore less

money is spent on teaching, and more on marketing, particularly in attempts

to attract international fee-paying students.

Yet there are many more students, both domestic and international, attending

lectures and tutorials, and submitting assessment tasks. The support

structures which are necessary to support the lecturer, in the form of

tutors, and infrastructure, are not available.

A postgraduate student may be employed on a casual basis as ‘sessional tutor

’, to undertake tutorials and some marking, but this is limited to twelve

weeks during two semesters (i.e. 24 weeks per year) and is not continuing -

we are therefore continually concerned with any future employment. There are

few positions available other than on this sessional casual basis at the

lowest levels, and therefore it is difficult to take that first step on an

academic career path.

There is much more which could be said regarding the other terms of

reference for this committee. I am so concerned about these issues, and the

future of Australian universities, that I am undertaking research regarding

change in Australian universities in my PhD studies. My concerns are for

those who follow, and that the impact of contemporary changes will have a

deleterious effect on the future of Australia’s universities.

Let us take this opportunity to analyse the public good of university

education for the future of Australia. The requirement of government that

universities seek alternative funding will have immediate consequences for

the student and the university. For the university it could well mean a loss

of autonomy and academic freedom, when these become linked to funding. For

the student this has the potential of increased costs of a public education.

The escalating costs of a degree would be a deterrent to many of our

brightest scholars. They will not want to undertake research, nor will they

want academic careers, when there is little security or positive prospects

for such a career.

Education and research are both public goods, and should be treated as such,

otherwise they lose their value. We need to keep our universities public,

not put them on the market.
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