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Reactions to returning to university

Three years ago I was approached by Professor Liz Jacka to become Adjunct Professor of Journalism at the University of Technology, Sydney. Having had 30 or more years in the media industry at all levels, from copy boy to senior executive and across print, radio, television and online, I thought it a good idea both for the university and for myself. I understood that, while the position was intended as honorary only and designed to bring in industry expertise to the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, it would also provide casual teaching opportunities, contact with bright minds, both staff and student, and intellectual stimulation. I accepted the appointment.

Nearly three years later, I am much wiser about the state of one of Australia’s best universities. My generation experienced the heady growth of universities in the 1960s, a result of the Menzies thrust to widen public access to tertiary education. At Sydney University, where I did my Arts degree, the institution was alive with intellectual ferment and debate, both within and outside set curricula. The resulting perspectives,  care for the truth, love of ideas, regard for critical thought and sense of scepticism have informed my life and career.
I am friends with many academic staff in Sydney universities and I do not believe the thoughts I express here are a reflection on one institution, UTS, but of many.

1. Increased workloads
The reductions in staffing over the last decade or more have not ensured equivalent higher productivity but reduced effectiveness of teaching. The number of students continues to rise but the staff to teach is less. The end results include more stress for the remaining staff, less formal consultation time for students, less considered marking of essays, more unpaid work out of hours for staff and less preparation time for tutorials and lectures. But the most important effects in my view are two.
First, students are given less informal consultation time. In the best universities, and in earlier times, some of the most valuable time for students can be mixing with inspiring teachers at university cafes, unions, seminars, clubs or lawns. This social intercourse requires periods of “free time” when students and staff are able to mix and exchange ideas. It is extra-curricular in the sense of outside lecture and tutorials work but takes place within universities which value intellectual debate and growth. In the current state of universities, this kind of informal mixing has all but disappeared. Staff are too busy and students equally so. The high cost of tertiary education is driving an increasing number of full-time students to work off campus for most of the time they are not at formal lectures and tutorials and staff are locked in their rooms with doors shut, busily marking or preparing for the next lecture. 

                                                                                                                                  /2

                                                                                                                                  2.

Second, increased workloads on staff decreases the amount of time left for research. For a millennium or more, universities have not just been about teaching. Original research under a regime of academic freedom to inquire is at the heart of the idea of the university. But with massively increased workloads, an increasing emphasis on the commercialization of universities and the need to address “market forces”,  academics are faced with a stark choice between teaching and research. In my experience, staff loyalty to their students comes first and they choose to address their teaching responsibilities. The result is a rundown in original research and original thinking. It also expresses itself in stale teaching as academics are unable to refresh themselves with new work of their own.

    2.  Threats to academic freedom
The notion that university staff should be able to follow an idea wherever it may lead – whether in science or the humanities – is absolutely central to a university. The benefit to the notion is not just to the academic or the university but to the society which encourages it. Again, I see it under serious threat.

The widespread need for industry funding for research is restricting academic freedom in two different ways. 

First, it leads to a central conflict of interest to the independence of the study. An industry partner is not going to be happy with a study that runs contrary to their economic interest or their public reputation. The knowledge of this restricts the researcher in conscious and unconscious ways. Usually, it means that academics try to ensure a wider spread of backers to their research so that no one funding source can too negatively influence the outcome. Another strategy is to attempt to get other public, rather than private, sources of income. But there is a constant and widespread fear of this essential conflict of interest and it mitigates against the notion of pure research.
Second, industry funding and the consequent emphasis on “relevance” ensures that, in the humanities at least, more philosophical and theoretical topics are at a disadvantage.
Research offices in universities are under pressure to advise ways in which pure theory research can be linked to “relevant” funding, or to advise against the proposal. In turn, universities, anxious to get research funding, increasingly market themselves as “close to industry” and that rubric itself acts as a disincentive for academics to seek more thoughtful, and less relevant, subjects.  

                                                                                                                                       /3

                                                                                                                                     3.

These restrictions of research, and denial of academic freedom, are addressed in the Australia Institute’s March 2001 study of the subject. In a study of humanities and social science academics, it found 17pc reported being prevented from publishing controversial results and 41pc said they felt discomfort from doing so. In other words, nearly 60pc of Australia’s Arts staff are feeling the pressure to freely express their views. This accords with my experiences from one university 

Conclusion

Changes to university funding, the introduction of the HECS scheme, the internationalization of the Australian economy, the huge growth in the number of universities (including private universities), pressures of  competition between Australian universities and with others in Asia and beyond, the influx of overseas students and the drive to compete for these enrolment fees, and the demands of governments of both persuasions to pay more attention to market forces have changed the nature of university education immeasurably over the past decade and more.

However, the specific problems mentioned above – dramatically increased workloads due to cuts in humanities staffing and the overwhelmingly emphasis on research tied to industry funding – are not necessary concomitants of the changes of the last decade. They are matters of policy. The humanities at are the core of university education and Australia, to its cost, will produce narrowly-trained specialists at the expense of critical, generalist thinkers. We must not become a know-nothing society, afraid of pure research and a fascination with curiosity and speculation. 

Decent funding of universities and a change to forms of funding arrangements are urgently needed to arrest the decline.
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