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Executive Summary

As an academic I am a well qualified (PhD, Cambridge) and well published teacher educator, with a reasonable international reputation in the fields of workplace-based action learning and qualitative research and evaluation. I have worked in the School of Education at Murdoch University since 1978, and I have also had experience of university work elsewhere, primarily in Britain and Canada. I have therefore had a reasonably good view of how the many changes over the past 2 decades have impacted my institution. Some of these have been positive, of course, but because of the immediacy and severity of the present crisis in my university, I wish to use this opportunity to improve some the present deficiencies of the system, and I have therefore attemtpted to draw the Senators' attention exclusively to some of the problems we're currently facing.

The terms of reference that I have addressed are —

a)
the adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to (ii) institutional autonomy and flexibility, and (iii) the quality and diversity of teaching and research;

b)
the effect of … 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;

g)
the regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment, including  (i) accreditation regimes and quality assurance;

h)
the nature and sufficiency of independent advice to government on higher education matters.

My main points are as follows —

1
Term of reference: a(ii)
In spite of university standards having been lowered, some of those who  drop out of university would have succeeded in a CAE, and therefore represent a loss of professional skilling in the workforce.


Overall, the loss of the CAE sector has not only driven up costs but also denied alternative routes to professional qualifications.

1.1
In addition to the large cuts to the overall per capita undergraduate funding, there have been "hidden" cuts which have hit universities specialising in the 'value added' teaching necessary to bring the previous CAE intake up to degree level particularly hard.

1.2
Changing demands on academics require more professional development than ever before, yet this appears to be as low as less than one ten thousandth of a percent of my university's salary costs.

2
Term of reference: a (iii)
Australia needs more people with these abilities developed to a higher degree than ever before.

2.1
Under current funding levels it's impossible to maintain teaching quality: for instance, I can no longer keep up to date with developments in all the fields I now have to teach in, neither am I able to develop students' scholarly and critical and creative thinking abilities to the high standard that was once the hallmark of a university degree.

3
Term of reference a (iii)
Lower standards in undergraduate degrees means that academically more able students have to complete extra years of expensive study in honours and post-graduate courses to gain the levels knowledge and skills previously achieved in 3 years.

3.1
With regard to changes in quality of university teaching and learning, the overall situation would appear to be that universities have —

•
lowered Year 12 TE cut-off scores, and accepted other students who have never taken TE or have failed the requirements;

•
enrolled a large number of students for whom English is a foreign language;

•
reduced the amount of assessment required;

•
diluted individual attention by increasing the size of learning groups;

•
replaced the teaching of an unknown number of fully qualified and experienced university teachers with that of part-timers, many of whom are themselves still students;

•
begun to teach the same units at two different levels to different groups of students at the same time;

•
reduced the number of units required for the same qualification.

3.2
Despite these changes, universities have —

•
continued to pass the same proportion of students, and awarded the same proportions of Credits, Distinctions and High Distinctions, as before.

3.3
Whereas common sense would tell most people that in these circumstances some standards must have fallen, DETYA has reported them to have risen. I don't believe that to be the case, and in my submission I offer some of my own experiences to support this position.

3.4
For instance, I suggest that the move towards a national grading scheme is inherently unfair and its structure causes grade inflation.

3.5
My experience is also that standards have not fallen nearly as much as one would expect given the above, but that has only been achieved at a huge cost largely ignored by university managements and apparently unknown to DETYA: that cost is the loss of good university staff, and the breakdown of the morale, domestic and working relationships, and health of those remaining. In my opinion, the harm done to university staff morale will take a decade to return to pre-1980 levels; meanwhile the motivation and hence the effectiveness of staff will be significantly reduced.

4
Term of reference b(i) and g
Unregulated market-driven competition and the corporate management structures necessary to operate it have driven down standards of teaching and learning, reduced the variety of offerings, lowered levels of staff morale, and diverted resources from teaching and research.

4.1
My analysis here is that the current fall of standards in university teaching and learning resulting from the reductions in Government funding has been made much more acute by unregulated competition. This is because universities have become less able to offer students the teaching that they need to achieve traditional graduate standards, so they have had to lower their standards to those that students can meet with the teaching they can offer.


'Deregulated competition', has thereby become an un-regulated race to the bottom.

4.2
Competition between universities over the past decade has also meant that large amounts of money which would otherwise be available for teaching and research have been spent on advertising, establishing and running satellite campuses and overseas ventures, measuring and reporting outcomes, etc.. 

4.3
The corporate management structures introduced to manage universities as businesses in a competitive market place have largely replaced trust, autonomy, and collegial collaborative academic management and accountability, with top-down finance-driven planning and micro-management strategies. These have negatively affected academic standards and staff morale, and have also taken an ever-increasing amount of resources from the universities' core activities of teaching and research.

5
Term of reference (h):

DETYA does not have the information that would enable it to give sufficient and independent advice on HE to the Government.

5.1
The Relative Funding Model has been an enormously influential measure which has led to gross underfunding of  the Humanities and Social Sciences in general, and Teacher Education in particular. The formulae were supposed to be provisional and therefore the impacts of the RFM were scheduled to be evaluated and re-assessed after 3 years. Not having taken those steps or seriously monitored its workings means that DETYA has been unable to advise successive governments on a range of very important funding isues. 

5.2
DETYA is unable to advise on what should constitute a full-time academic workload without which information it cannot advise Government about appropriate levels of funding.

5.3
Apart from the list of information essential to managing the sector effectively that is lacking at present, DETYA does not obtain feed-back on the affects of their policies directly from the academics who actually deliver HE to students.

In conclusion

Australia needs a world class tertiary system, but Australian universities cannot continue to provide it with the current levels of funding. A world class tertiary system that takes a large segment of the population should be so expensive that it receives high levels of Government support; but far from being a large expense to the Australian taxpayer, our university system has so cut back on expenditure, obtained so much finance from non-government sources, and produced so much revenue, that it will soon be giving a positive return to Government. 

In spite of this fact, the shortsighted strategy of successive Governments has been to underfund the universities and to try to increase efficiency through competition. In the real world of the university classroom the results are that standards are dropping and staff are demoralised and burnt out. The present Government in particular appears bent on damaging the very system that would give Australia the necessary competitive edge in a globalised economy that is becoming increasingly knowledge based and service orientated. What a way for Australia to enter the 21st. century!
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Although they were touted as reforms, amalgamating the mission and funding of the colleges with that of the universities produced a number of seriously detrimental effects to the missions of both sectors, particularly their teaching roles, which is what I concentrate on here.

1
Term of Reference (a): the adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to  (ii) institutional autonomy and flexibility

1.1
The teaching/learning ratio

In the binary university/CAE system, institutions were designed, resourced and staffed to perform quite different functions with different kinds of students. Primarily, universities were research orientated institutions that took in an undergraduate population who were uniformly academically able and required relatively little formal instruction. The CAEs were primarily teaching institutions which were more vocationally orientated and took in students with more average academic ability and interests.

The major difference in the teaching roles of the two sectors was in what I call the teaching/learning ratio, which expresses the amount of teaching received by a student to achieve a particular learning outcome, and so it is an index of teaching efficiency.

Up to the 1970s, the amount of teaching was lower in the universities than in the colleges, but the learning outcomes were higher. This was achieved because the universities' selection procedures ensured that they had students who could learn as much by themselves and from the university environment as from their lecturers.

This is reflected in the contact hours and staff-student ratios. In the universities, contact hours could be as low as 8 hours a week (excepting science laboratories), and tutorials of 8-10 students enabled staff to facilitate student learning rather than to teach content directly.

In contrast, the colleges took students who needed more teaching of a more direct kind, and more focussed on delivering vocationally determined syllabuses. The colleges therefore had contact hours and staff-student ratios that were much more like those of the TAFE and Secondary sectors than the universities.

The so-called Unified  system largely did away with these differences. In so doing it also did away with the opportunity for students with different needs and aspirations to learn in ways that most suited them, and significantly altered the teaching/learning ratio: the old colleges had to take money from teaching in order to produce research, and the universities had to take money from research to do much more teaching. This has proved very inefficient as few of either institutions are well staffed, equipped or positioned to do the other's role.

It has also created some huge difficulties for all but the richest and most selective universities who have been able to avoid most of these changes: first, because all students now attend the one kind of institution, most universities have to cope with extremely heterogeneous student groups; second, more Government "reward" funding follows research than teaching, so institutions engaged in "value-added" teaching (ie. bringing the lower end of the unified university intake up to degree level) have become seriously underfunded. 

1.2
Student diversity

The first, and most significant problem here is that —

•
Tertiary Entrance Scores in many universities now range from the bottom of the old college sector, to the top of the current university intake.

As if the range of TE scores was not enough to cause major difficulties in the larger teaching groups that underfunding has now made the norm in universities, the problem of student diversity has been exacerbated by several other factors —

•
one often finds 5% or more "equity" and minority group students, and these seldom receive sufficient extra support to learn effectively in a large group;

•
some classes have 80% of overseas students for whom English is a foreign language, so the local students become the minority group;

•
differences in learning styles, and hence the ability to learn at university, (which is magnified by the previous factor) now range from students who need to be taught everything they need to learn and have it precisely pre-determined for them, through to those who can learn more by themselves and from the university environment; the former require lots of formal teaching, the latter, facilitation; these cannot be delivered to the same group; at the same time;

•
differences in academic motivation now range from practically and vocationally orientated students who want to do the absolute minimum necessary to qualify for a particular job, to those who are academically orientated and want to use the opportunity to become well educated in the scholarly, critical and creative thinking abilities that once were characteristic of a university graduate.

In practical terms it is simply not possible to teach a group of students effectively when some of them have not bothered to do the reading, some will have done some of it, and some have not understood much of what they've read, whilst others have come to be challenged and extended beyond it.

Such difficulties in one unit have caused me to change the required reading from three text books and a volume of selected original papers in 1988, to one text, and a collection of summaries, explanations and activities that I and a colleague have written for them in 1998. The reading is now much simpler and averages only about 25 pages a week, but still about 30% of the students do not manage to complete the material. These students need to be taught, but they no longer have the college option to enter teaching; the time I spend working through the material with them  is time spent ignoring the needs of those who need extension.

I understand that Dawkins' aim was for 40% of the population to attend university, and that he once said that 60% of the population could benefit from a university degree; that would mean universities catering for students with below average IQs. Clearly that is to confuse a university with a tertiary training institution.

Another effect of the unified funding system is that many good college teachers have been squeezed out of the new university sector because they aren't publishing research, and many good university researchers are also being squeezed out because they cannot manage college style teaching.

The point is that each of the above groups requires totally different course designs and teaching styles, which is impossible in a system with just the one kind of institution, all funded in one and the same way — diversity of access and outcomes is lost, standards fall, and no one gets an education well targeted to their needs any more.

2
Term of Reference (a): the adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to  (iii) the quality and diversity of teaching and research.

2.1
Uneven cuts

First, there have been large cuts to the overall per capita undergraduate funding, which has put pressure on all teaching, everywhere, but has hit the 'value added' teaching of the newer universities very hard indeed.

The overall cuts have fallen unevenly because there have been "hidden" cuts such as —

a
DETYA's shift from calculating EFTSU funding annually at the start of the year to doing separate calculations for each semester. As the value adding universities have more marginally capable students, they can have first semester drop out rates of 8 -16%, which means cuts to their annual EFTSU income of 4-8%. This appears to have passed without comment hitherto.

b
DETYA has encouraged over-enrolments, and then not only fractionally-funded them, but also made universities wait for more than a year for the funds. Not only is it the smaller and value-adding universities which have had to take in the most over-enrolments, but within those universities it is the more successful courses which have taken them. In one year we had so many new first preferences in my School, that over-enrolments caused a 12% increase in teaching loads. Clearly this penalises excellence. 

Such overall cuts have been exacerbated in most of the non-science areas within universities by the Relative Funding Model (RFM) and across the sector by the Research Quantum (RQ).

2.2
The Relative Funding Model 

The Relative Funding Model (RFM) formulae averaged the cost of teaching across the pre- and the post-unified system universities; as the cost of teaching was much less in the old colleges, the amounts allocated to teaching in the unified system were generally  reduced. 

I write 'generally' because the reductions fell very unevenly: anecdotal evidence suggests that  the RFM seriously underestimated the costs of teaching and research in the Humanities and Social Sciences, radically changing teaching loads and practices.

One of the reasons for this is that university teaching in an area such as medicine, for instance, was not diluted by the ex-CAE teaching ratio, whilst other areas such as Teacher Education were totally overwhelmed by it. For instance, the formula for the staff/student ratio in graduate clinical training in psychology was not diluted by the old CAE teaching ratios, whereas it was in Teacher Education; the result was that clinical training in psychology received more than double that allocated to Teacher Education.

The RFM produced such savage cuts to Teacher Education at Murdoch University that the EFTSU/Academic staff ratio went from about 10:1 in 1990 to over 20:1 in 1997, and that was in spite of Murdoch University internally allocating 22% above the RFM formula to the School.

One of the more important effects of these cuts were that key aspects of what had been recognised as a significantly innovative and effective initial teacher education process has been seriously truncated, producing both a drop in standards and a lessening of variety in the field. 

Obviously the quality of teacher education has a profound knock-on effect to the quality of university learning, and thus to the ability of the HE system to meet the nation's needs for large numbers of high quality graduates.

2.3
The Research Quantum

Clearly Government funding should follow research activity, but the RQ has been another blow to value-added teaching. Research money buys staff which means that research rich universities can provide a wide pool of academics who teach only in their primary area of research expertise; staff in smaller and research poor universities have to teach a wide variety of subjects in which they have no research expertise, and it is not the research rich universities which are doing the most value-added teaching.

Secondly, allocating RQ funds according to funding dollar inputs rather than to knowledge outputs, has seriously deprived the Humanities and Social Sciences of research funding: very little extra money follows a grant that enables an academic to employ a research assistant in the Humanities, for instance, in comparison to that which follows the acquisition and use of scientific equipment, processes and materials; yet it often takes huge amounts of an academic's time to supervise a research assistant in the Humanities.

Third, in sectoral terms, allowing universities to spend returns from their endowments on research and then to claim RQ funding on this provides them with a massive reward that is not the result of any research excellence or effort on their part, but that has enabled them to secure a far greater proportion of Government funds than they have done anything to deserve.

2.4
Overseas students

Another unfunded but increasingly significant cost that has taken funding needed to teach Australian students and to do our own Australian research, is that arising from overseas students.

First, overseas students generally require far more assistance to learn, are normally marked according to different criteria with regard to the quality of their expression in English, and in sufficient numbers they can skew the kind and content of teaching provided.

Second, overseas students are being charged much less than the so-called full fee, in that the tuition costs charged are less than the amount given by DETYA for a fully funded place, and the extra recruiting and administrative costs represent another large subsidy. 

Whilst there is no doubt that those practices do detract from the quality of teaching offered to Australian students, overseas students add a great deal to the variety and quality of university life, assist employment, and the balance of  payments; moreover, in the longer term they do much to improve Australian international standing and relations. It is therefore essential for that universities continue to enrol them in large numbers, but the Government must use some of the benefits accruing from the process to assist universities in this cost-intensive, arduous, and often delicate task.

2.5
Underfunding is changing  university teaching practices

Most departments in all but the richest universities now have staff student ratios in the order of 20 to 1, and most university academics in the Humanities and Social Sciences now have teaching contact hours in the order of 16-20 hours/week. A total full-time work commitment in the TAFE sector is 16 hours contact per week, but that amount of teaching is now generally less than half an academic's total work commitment.  Most university teaching loads and ratios are unacceptable, and have done much to produce the very low levels of morale and high stress levels now endemic in universities.

Not only that, but university teaching is often far more demanding —

•
university academics design the units they teach and often prepare all the materials;

•
many courses are taught far more flexibly than in TAFE, with distance, on-line, after hours, and out of semester delivery modes, all of which have huge workload implications;

•
in order to remain at the cutting edge of their discipline, academics have to continually revise their units and develop the information they teach through their research. Again, this is far more demanding and time consuming for some disciplines than others: most undergraduate units in mathematics and the physical and biological sciences, for instance, do not have to change nearly so rapidly as they do in other areas such as education, computing and popular culture, yet this is not taken into account in teaching loads.

Current teaching loads mean that university academics are rapidly becoming more like college lecturers, teaching full-time, updating units less often, and teaching material developed by others. Under these circumstances, it is quite impossible to develop students' scholarly and critical and creative thinking abilities to the high standard that was once the hallmark of a university degree.

2.6
One example of teaching overload

Take my experience at Murdoch University: our teaching loads are calculated as 1 hour contact is equivalent to 3 hours work. I know of no empirical evidence that supports this formula; but I do know from a log that I kept  my teaching of a unit last year that the real time involved was in a ratio of 1:5.2 hours. Another example is that in my School, 25 contact hours are allowed to develop a new unit for external teaching (ie 75 real time hours, or 13% of an annual teaching load). I know it takes much, much longer. Other organisations also know how long material production takes; for instance, the Education Department of WA allocates about $30-40,000 for similar tasks (ie. a starting lecturer's annual salary). 

Loss of staff through funding cuts led me in 1997 to teach Summer School and then run six other units in both internal and external modes over the rest of the year. The reason I did this was that the extra units would have been axed if not run that year, and I thought it important to our program offerings to keep them on the books. This is not exceptional, it is typical of staff in the School in which I work.

The rhetoric of management at all levels to such serious overwork is that academics need to learn to "work smarter", which has been translated into cutting units, teaching in larger groups, and reducing the amount of marking and assessment. The other answer coming from management is to  "improve efficiency", and that has meant taking in more students regardless of the cost, reducing requirements, amalgamating units, and teaching the same unit at two different levels to different groups of students at the same time. All of these have been implemented in every university with which I have had contact, yet they all represent a lowering of standards in teaching and learning, and no one has monitored the extent of such measures or their various impacts on outcomes.

2.6
The effect of underfunded teaching on research

Returning to the difference between college lecturers and university academics, in my School we are now in a situation where, if one wants to teach excellently, a full load means that one does nothing but teach. If one wants to do research, one has to get an outside grant that will enable one to buy in some replacement teaching. This practice has two major negative effects —

•
at the institutional level, a replacement is usually an honours or post-graduate student, so that the amount of teaching done by well qualified and productive researchers is dropping quite dramatically in many Departments;

•
at the national level, it is important to have some appropriately qualified people to be the critics and conscience of society; until recently university academics have fulfilled that role by being given time to inquire into anything they deem to be worthwhile; so underfunding universities that academics have to teach full time unless they can obtain some externally funded contract research, has left no one able to do this important work;


moreover, when academics can only do contract research, almost all of which is directly targeted and applied research, the production of new knowledge becomes very seriously restricted indeed.

3a
Term of Reference (b):

the effect of … 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.

3b
Term of Reference (g):

the regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment, including  (i) accreditation regimes and quality assurance.

3.1
The problems of competition:  (a) Lack of regulation

3.1a.1
Universities have to set requirements at a level their students can achieve

Competition works well when it is regulated by some kind of an external system such as a market, but even markets are themselves regulated in various ways, usually by governments: one can try to gain market share by offering a cheaper or better service or product, but limits, such as safety and the qualifications of the provider, are put on cost-cutting  by government regulations.

Regulation is essential in the tertiary sector because universities 'produce' graduates by setting requirements that the services they provide will enable their students to meet. The obvious answer to being unable to offer students the teaching that they need to achieve high standards, is to lower the standards to those that students can meet with the teaching universities can offer. As so much university funding comes on a per capita basis, competition often means accepting any student who applies, and then making things sufficiently easy so that most can pass — or the 'customers' get very dissatisfied indeed! This is why 'deregulated competition', has become an un-regulated race to the bottom.

This is especially true in the post-graduate area where full fees are also charged. As the Chair of MEd, it became routine for people to ring me to ask how many units at what cost we'd require them to complete; and when I told them, more often than not they said that they were not interested as they could get the same qualification with fewer units elsewhere, and hence more cheaply, which was (and still is) quite true, unfortunately.

3.1a.2
The Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL)

The introduction of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) has driven this downward spiral particularly hard as it has enabled many students to complete fewer units for the same qualification. For instance — 

1
RPL means that some Master's degrees can now be completed with nearly half the number of units required 10 years ago.

2
At least one university is using RPL to offer non-graduates a "research Master's degree" on completion of exactly the same number of units as graduate entrants.

Everyone seems to have ignored the problem of how work experience equates to academic learning. Most universities waive units in post-graduate Masters degrees in Management for students who have been working in management positions, for instance, but in what sense does doing a Deputy Principal's work for 5-years equate to a semester of academic study at a university?

3.1a.3
The unregulated marketplace

Obviously competition makes for a buyer's market, but whereas regulations abound for almost all other products and services in Australia, where are the regulations about what has to be achieved to obtain a particular university degree? Without these, the way to win market share is to be the university offering the same qualification as others in return for the least work and the highest grades, and that simply drives a race to the bottom.

Unregulated competition can also drive out highly successful providers for reasons that have nothing to do with the quality of or demand for their provision. For instance, Murdoch University School of Education has a far better research and teaching record than that any of its local competitors, and was running a very popular and well-regarded Master of Education. First, the old CAEs seriously diminished enrolments by requiring fewer units for the same degree; second, when the degree was made full fee paying, the University of Western Australia used its higher levels of research funding to offer HECS scholarships for all the students it could enrol. It seems reasonable to surmise that the main reason that UWA could afford to do that is by boosting the research quantum it gets from DETYA for spending the returns from its endowments on research. The overall result of this is that our MEd is rapidly becoming unviable; apart from the fact that Murdoch's MEd is significantly different to the others, its loss may well take with it Murdoch's almost unique MA in policy and social research and evaluation. Unregulated competition is significantly reducing both standards and diversity. 

The problem with the way competition between universities has been set up is that no one has done anything to regulate the market, and the DETYA performance measures actually hide the reality; universities may have instituted quality assurance and performance management programs in an attempt to force academics into a regime of continuous improvement that is quite impossible to sustain, but things seldom work quite as planned in social situations, and although performance management is now well entrenched, it actually skews the reporting process.

3.2
The problems of competition:  (b) Performance monitoring

In response to DETYA's performance measures, academics are now required to demonstrate excellence on every performance criterion to their Department head, so they tend to exaggerate their achievements and hide from their Head of Department any failure or shortcoming in anything for which they are responsible. The same occurs when each Department reports their performance to the head of each Division, and when each Division reports to the Vice Chancellor. The data massage and cover-up goes on up throughout the system till DETYA and the public have a thoroughly unreal view of what's actually happening on the ground in lectures, tutorials and research.

Performance measures cannot measure everything, of course, so academics have been changing what they do in order to increase their performance on the measures. That is, of course, exactly what they are meant to do, but apart from the negative outcomes in terms of morale, over-regulation and micro-management are counter-productive in terms of encouraging academics to spuriously increase their scores on the measures. Furthermore, as they cannot measure everything, and people tend to cut corners on what's not measured, many important things can disappear without anyone noticing. 

The problem with student judgements is that they are relative as most students have no other experience with which to compare them.

3.3
The problems of competition:  (c) Hidden falls in standards

Whilst this and the previous Government seem to believe they have instituted processes which encourage the pursuit of excellence, they've actually begun a race to the bottom. Here are some instances —

1
in order to survive staff cuts, one university changed all its 3-point units to 4-points whilst maintaining the same number of assignments per unit, thus cutting its unit assessment requirements by 25% at a stroke.

Where was that reported or evaluated?

2
In the process of devolution, another university changed the basis of funding teaching from the number of lectures and tutorials taught (with a maximum of 15 students per tutorial), to an overall per capita basis, whereupon some Departments changed their teaching pattern from 1 lecture, 2 tutorials per week, to 2 lectures, 1 tutorial per week (with a maximum of 24 students per tutorial).

Where was that reported or evaluated?

3
Part-time sessional tutors are paid per tutorial hour, and when their marking load was doubled, many well qualified and experienced tutors left and were replaced by honours and post-graduate students. On top of this, a university so cut part-time budgets that lecturers could no longer afford to pay tutors on the higher post-doctorate scale without themselves making up the shortfall by teaching extra hours, so many more tutors without PhDs were hired to teach.

Where was that reported or evaluated?

Such responses to the cuts are endemic, but how would any employer ever know that the students of one year or from another university would have been given quite different assistance to meet quite different requirements? How would DETYA know?

3.4
The problems of competition:  (d) Competition is not cost-neutral

Competition between universities over the past decade has meant that large amounts of money have been spent on advertising, establishing and running satellite campuses, measuring and reporting outcomes, etc. etc.). Has anyone ever calculated the cost of such expenditure and the impacts of its removal from teaching and research budgets?

4
Other factors affecting the quality of teaching and research

4.1
Management

Corporate management structures have also hugely reduced efficiency, standards and staff morale, and have also taken an ever-increasing amount of resources. The major shift has been from central administration supporting academics in their work, to micro-managing them.

The whole model is wholly inappropriate because most universities now have many managers who have never been academics, so they do not know enough to set academic and research priorities or to set standards, let alone to try to micro-manage academic work. It would make as much sense to expect academics who have been successfully managing a teaching and research program to successfully manage a business, as it does to expect successful business managers to manage university teaching and research.

Devolution of many administrative tasks to Departments has resulted in hugely increased workloads for teaching academics without savings because the administrative staff who used to do the work, now audit the work done by the academic staff. 

4.2
Professional development

Professional development is ridiculously underfunded, standing as I guess it does at less than one ten thousandth of a percent of most universities' salary costs. In particular, information technology implementation has been largely unfunded with staff such as myself having to learn numerous programs on our own and in our own time. 

4.3
Grade inflation

The move towards a national grading scheme has caused grade inflation because it allocates just 3 percentiles to 90% of the passing students, and 2 percentiles to 10% which means that there is not enough spread in the lower grades, and far too much at the top, so marks tend to spread upwards.

I also find that the grade cut-offs are inherently unfair. This is because a single mark can result in a difference of a whole grade, and 9 marks can make no difference at all. Considering that the difference between a Pass and a Distinction is only 12 marks, the current grade system can both seriously misrepresent achievement and encourage grade inflation..

5
Term of Reference (h):

the nature and sufficiency of independent advice to government on higher education matters.

It should be clear from much of the above that DETYA is not providing the Government with the kind, quantity or quality of information needed to provide adequately for university teaching. It appears to be basing calculations on the decade-old Relative Funding Model, in spite of the fact that the architects of the RFM recognised that it was based on seriously contradictory and incomplete data, so it was deemed to be provisional and scheduled to be evaluated after 3 years. It amazes me that such an enormously important measure can have been used without evaluation or serious adjustment for a whole decade.

At the root of the whole problem with academic teaching loads, for instance, is the fact that absolutely no one appears to have any idea of what a full-time academic workload should look like to-day. Not knowing what constitutes a full-time workload has prevented staff from refusing to take on the duties of unreplaced staff in addition to their existing full-time load. Because most academics are highly vocationally orientated, and there are no set hours for them to work, most of the costs of the underfunding of universities have been invisibly borne by the teaching, research, and support staff. The evidence now emerging, however, is making these costs more visible: university staff are seriously demoralised and experiencing stress, burn-out and illness an unprecedented level in the sector to-day. 

Unfortunately, most of the evidence for the underfunding and mismanagement of universities is personal, anecdotal and often confidential, but that is simply because when one is funded according to a few external performance indicators, one cannot afford to do other than to draw official attention positive evidence and hide anything at all negative. Under such circumstances, DETYA cannot give factually well-based advice to the government.

Apart from not having evaluated the appropriateness and impacts of the relative funding model, and not knowing what should constitute a full-time academic workload, it appears that DETYA has not monitored —

the effects of a much more heterogeneous student population on university teaching and learning and students' performance;

the impact of overseas students on teaching and assessment practices

changes in actual staff-student ratios in teaching groups

changes to degree requirements

the use and appropriateness of university credit for prior non-university learning

the loss of courses and units

changes to teaching practices that amount to a loss of diversity in approach

the amount of teaching now done by sessional contract staff

the qualifications of sessional contract staff 

the impact of unrecovered costs of overseas student enrolments

the impacts of charging full-fees for post-graduate coursework

changes in the levels of staff stress and morale

academics' perceptions of university managements

the reasons for early retirements, changes of career, and shifts from full- to part-time employment.

I wrote the above list in less than 10 minutes, so it is far from complete, but the point here is that no one can manage a national tertiary system properly without such information; DETYA has not produced it, so successive Governments, have very little idea about what's actually happening in our universities. 

It is normal practice for any planning agency to monitor the effects of its policies; DETYA does monitor some aspects of student experiences and outcomes, but so far as I know, DETYA has not systematically obtained any information directly from academics; university academics constitute the second largest, and perhaps the most significant, highly informed, and best positioned group to give DETYA the necessary feed-back on the affects of its policies. So long as DETYA takes no account of academics' views of the system in which they are key players, it is not in a position to give either sufficient or independent advice on HE to the Government. 

I understand that DETYA itself has been so underfunded that it has not been able to monitor the system adequately; and if DETYA disappears, who will do it then?

In conclusion

Everyone agrees that Australia needs a world class tertiary system, and one does no have to be a university graduate to realise that Australian universities cannot continue to provide a world-class system with the current abysmal levels of funding. It is not as if the system were cosing the taxpayer much — by the time the Treasury has received income tax from staff sa;laries, the GST on most expenditure (including essentials such as books), the HECS fees from students, the income tax generated by graduates' higher earnings, the effects of overseas students on employment and the balance of payments, etc. etc. it is clear that, far from being expensive, the current system is near to breaking even, and the projections are that it will soon be giving a positive return to Government.

Speaking as an academic, one of the most demoralising aspects of working in a university over the past decade has been the Enterprise Bargaining system (EB). EB, we have been repeated assured, is a means of encouraging productivity by rewarding it; University academics have increased productivity in terms of the number of graduates by over 25% since EB, but their salaries have not kept pace with inflation. It hurts to have worked so hard for so long, only to be treated with the derision implicit in having one's employer fail to honour their promises and then ignore all attempts our attempts to seek justice. Both this and the previous two Governments have so scandalously misused the EB system that many academics are leaving, and others like myself are just hanging on until something else comes up.  Is that a sensible way to run such a nationally essential system?

