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SUBMISSION FROM CELIA BEVAN

I am a Senior Lecturer at Charles Sturt University.  I have worked in a rural university for ten years.  My early experience of academic life was rewarding because I enjoyed work in a university responding to student and community needs, particularly as the University produced first generation graduates.  In recent years, particularly since 2000, reduced Commonwealth Government funding has subtly changed the University culture to seek fee-paying students to fill the income gap.   Additionally, workloads have increased through high student/lecturer ratios and pressure on staff to research and publish.  This has mainly been driven by the need to acquire university funding from available sources, rather than the emphasis on educational processes.

The Commonwealth Government bullying tactics tags funding to university performance and now this pervades the University system where Schools are threatened with funding allocated by performance measures.  In turn, staff performance is measured by the economic considerations and what any professional development, research or community activity will mean to the University in dollar terms. 

Attempts by university management to reassure us that quality outcome equates with the financial imperatives is not convincing because Charles Sturt University and other Australian universities developed over the past two decades into successful tertiary institutions recognised internationally.  The quality teaching and research was threatened by the reduced Commonwealth Government funding and resultant casualisation of the academic workforce.  Quality audits installed for the purposes of funding regimes and financial control impose an additional layer to the existing quality controls of student surveys, peer reviews, probation and professional development process that already exist for university management and staff.

My own experience with the latest management haste to shift to performance based funding models in certain quarters of the university highlights what I consider the undermining of academic confidence and the devaluing of intellectual capital and experience an individual contributes to the institution.

Staff received advice to make appointments with the Head of School for a staff performance/professional development meeting.  Given no further information, I prepared for my interview by updating and teaching, research/publication and community involvement portfolios.  These documents were substantial from years of teaching, prolific research and publishing and a high profile in community liaison.

The documents remained unopened as I was informed the purpose of the meeting concerned the future.  I was informed staff must produce evidence of attendance one of the University’s teaching programs, teaching evaluation (student evaluations no longer sufficient), peer teaching review or teaching excellence award.  I possess a teaching excellence award, but I was informed any award more than three years old does not count. Also, I was advised that professional development money would not be given for conferences unless the attendance included a paper based on research leading to publication.

My hard work, teaching studies and research resulted in a teaching excellence award.  The University continues to use those same qualities and qualifications.  The performance/professional development meeting left me feeling devalued.  

The University is placing increasing pressure on staff to find funds elsewhere for professional development activities.  The indecent haste by management to adopt performance models based on financial constraints has reduced the quality, developmental nature of discussing staff performance, which is essential to educational processes.  Staff are treated as a cost rather than an investment of intellectual capital and highly educated and trained professionals.

Australian universities have taken decades to develop and many years of academic knowledge and experience contribute to the quality teaching and research.  Furthermore, the alleged practice of allowing fee-paying students to gain places at universities with a lower entrance score than other students destabilises standards and affects confidence.  I am concerned that the Australian history of quality teaching and research will be replaced by a new culture of consumerism.  A consumerism where the student paying expects outcomes of passes for the money paid as opposed to the value of education provided by academics and the high educational standards to be attained.  

