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The Secretary 

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee
Suite SG. 52, Parliament House
Canberra 

ACT 2600
15August 2003.

I would like to respond to the Government’s proposed legislation advocated in Our Universities; Backing Australia’s Future.  I would like to submit the following to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee in seeking the Senators’support to reject the proposed reforms.

Yours sincerely

Stuart Rosewarne



Submission to Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee in opposition to the Government’s proposed legislation advocated in Our Universities; Backing Australia’s Future – Stuart Rosewarne   

The stated objectives of the government’s vision of education are, I believe, to be applauded.  Sustainability, Quality, Equity and Diversity should provide a solid foundation for enhancing the knowledge base of the nation and for opening up educational 
However, the proposed policy reforms advocated in Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future would build on the ongoing transformation that has redefined higher education over the course of the last decade and which have severely compromised the principles upon which the policy reform in ostensibly based.  There can be absolutely no doubt that continuing down this path will further undermine the quality of higher education, promote increasing inequities with respect to access to higher education and diminish diversity.  Just as importantly, the policy reform proposed will clearly not provide the basis for sustaining educational development in Australia.  

I offer these comments from the fortunate vantage point of working in a university that is generally well resourced and which, with respect to educational standards and research profile, must be regarded as being among the preeminent leading institutions in the country.  Let me address each of the principles in turn.  

· With respect to issues of quality of teaching and equity and diversity within the University, I contend that even in a very well endowed university such as The University of Sydney the proposed reforms would have a deleterious affect.  They most certainly do not provide the basis for sustainability; in fact, the further deregulation of the fee regime and the increased burden imposed on students would make for an increasingly precarious future.

· Similarly, deregulating the fee regime will only serve to exacerbate the inequities in the University’s staffing profile, further institutionalising women’s relative marginal position within those discipline areas most likely to benefit from increased enrolments of fee-paying students and locking increasing numbers of staff into a casual employment status.

· The proposed reforms would also likely diminish confidence in the future research capabilities of universities.  With no clear alternative funding sources for research, research capacity would become increasingly contingent upon fee income, and this would impact upon any given university as a whole and, more importantly, individual discipline/research areas within the university would be more directly vulnerable to the vagaries of student study preferences.  
· The capacity of universities to ensure staff had equitable access to research opportunities as well as to fund diversity in research would be severely compromised.  The research platform of the higher education system could not be sustained.

· The proposed changes to the governance of universities would impair the sense of community and collegiality within the institution, and this would have deleterious consequences for intellectual interchange and, just as importantly, the unrewarded commitment of staff to teaching and research. 
· The recommended restrictions on industrial rights and the proposals to remove many restrictions on employment rights, such as continuity of employment, represent a conscious attack on intellectual freedom.   
Section I – the future of teaching

Quality in teaching:

The maintenance of a quality higher education system would seem to be absolutely imperative if Australia is to maintain its relative integrity and standing, both economically and culturally, in an increasingly globalised world.  Yet this objective is being compromised and stands to be even more compromised by the proposed policy reforms.  

It is evident that the gradual reduction in federal government funding of the university sector over the course of the last decade has had deleterious impacts upon the ability of universities to maintain the standard of edcuaational services.  Class sizes have increased substantially as the capacity of departments to employ teaching staff has diminished.  The very strength of the higher education system, the opportunity for students and staff to engage with one another in a system of teaching and learning has been severely impaired.  The most obvious instance of this has been the abolition of tutorials or the dramatic expansion of the number of students enrolled in a given tutorial.  There is very little scope for students to find a voice in this system, and the challenges faced by students from disadvantaged backgrounds are compounded.  
The greater reliance that this University places upon income generated from the offer of full-fee places has also impacted upon the quality of educational standards.  Despite all that is said, entry requirements have been downgraded in order to accommodate the enrolment of international fee paying students.  Within the Faculty in which I am located – and the Faculty of Economics and Business has ‘enjoyed a dramatic expansion in international student enrolments and is held up as the most successful Faculty in the University because of this – there is widespread and deepseated concern with having to meet the needs of students who face language and literacy barriers as well as come from a different pedagogical tradition.  Issues of a lack of critical engagement with the subject matter and plagiarism predominate, and the capacity of academic staff to deal with these issues is limited because of ever-growing student-staff ratios and increased class sizes.  The problem is no less significant at the post-graduate level where it is evident that there has been a downgrading of standards in order to ensure reasonable pass rates.  The net effect of this is an unambiguous diminution of standards across the undergraduate and postgraduate programs.  

The pressures faced by HECS-based students seem to be underscoring this erosion of standards.  Several of my colleagues have been canvassing student commitment to their studies vis-à-vis paid employment commitments, and there is unambiguous evidence that students are devoting more and more of their time to paid work and less to their studies.  One of the obvious consequences of this is that students adopt a more instrumental approach to their studies and, more generally, to participating in higher education.  They do little work beyond the absolute minimum.  Just as importantly, students are now more disinclined to engage in the broader array of educational activities and developmental opportunities afforded by the university environment and this has had the effect of reinforcing the instrumentalist and more narrowly-focused approach to education.  

The depth and breadth of the educational opportunity is being dramatically reduced.   The greater reliance that is placed upon international student fee income is compounding this because, with Faculty course offerings defined increasingly in terms of the financial benefits to be derived from fee income.  Staff are being pressured through budgetary constraints to introduce programmes that attract fee-paying students.  This has essentially meant that the emphasis of the teaching programme has become increasingly defined in terms of the vocational objectives of overseas students.  The most obvious illustration of this is the recent decision within the Faculty to remove Economic History, and more significantly, Australian economic history, from the degree programmes.    
Equity in student access and progress:

It is difficult to draw any unequivocal observations regarding equity in access to higher education, or at least into the Faculty of Economics and Business at the University of Sydney.  But the fact that students are experiencing considerable financial pressure because of the burden of their HECS obligations would suggest that the changes in the higher education fee regime have had a deleterious impact upon what was already a system that institutionalised a range of inequities.  

The pattern of enrolments of local (Australian citizen/resident) students appears to confirm arguments about institutionalised inequities.  There are several staff within this Faculty who have been undertaking research to document the origin of local and international students.  The preliminary evidence suggests that there is a predominance of local students drawn from private and independent Catholic schools and selective State high schools and that this concentration is becoming more pronounced.  The evidence suggests that the student population within the Faculty is becoming even less representative of the population.  The starkest illustration of this is that this Faculty does not seem to have any indigenous students enrolled at either the undergraduate or postgraduate level.  This is clearly an unacceptable anomaly when one considers that a disproportionately large indigenous community reside in adjacent residential suburbs.  

Gender inequities remain an issue of concern.  While the gender profile of the student population is representative of the population, the progression of female students into advanced studies remains relatively lower than that of their male counterparts.  Even more surprising it that this is the case despite the fact that there is generally a larger proportion of female students among the cohort of students awarded higher grades.  All the efforts to counter this pattern now appear to be frustrated by the pressures that students are experiencing as they respond to the financial burden of higher education.
Proposed restrictions on the length of time within which students would be permitted to complete their undergraduate studies seem deliberately directed towards disadvantaging part-time students.  Given that a disproportionate number of mature-age students, and especially women, are studying on a part-time basis, trying to marry work or family/caring responsibilities with study, the effect of such a measure would be to educationally disenfranchise very significant sections of the Australian community.      
The capacity of the Faculty to redress systemic inequities is increasingly limited.  Ever-increasing student enrolments at the undergraduate level, with increases in HECS-funded students relative to staff on the one hand and the rapid increase in international fee-paying students on the other, have resulted in increased student/staff ratios.  This has meant that staff now have very limited time to provide support to students to help them overcome learning disadvantages.  The tradition of pastoral care has all but disappeared, and students having difficulties with progressing their studies are more or less left to their own resources.  Those staff who remain committed to investing time and energy in assisting students do so at the expense of research time, and this impacts upon their own career progression.  The Student Disability Service at the University does provide some backup, but it too is stretched to the limit as it seeks to assist local students experiencing difficulties as well as the problems faced by international students.

Diversity among the student population:
While the opening up of the University to international fee-paying students has brought a greater diversity among the student population, this has to be seen in the context of a diminished diversity among the local student population.  The changes that have occurred to the higher education fee regime have coincided with a marked change in the age profile of the student population within this Faculty.  There are many fewer mature age students enrolling in undergraduate degree programmes.  The age profile of students enrolling in post-graduate fee paying programmes has followed a similar trend, and anecdotal evidence points to the burden of fees as being a major obstacle to mature age students. 
Following some concerns expressed with respect to quality assurance and equity considerations, the Faculty has embarked upon an inquiry into developing strategies for enhancing diversity.  (One suspects, however, that the real motivation of this inquiry was the Faculty’s decision to win American accreditation for its commerce study programs, and accreditation requirements included a diversity clause that reflects US efforts to deal with race segregation.)  However, the primary concern being articulated by the senior management within the Faculty is with developing solutions that remove any factors that might discourage the interest of fee-paying students.  The discussions around diversity do not seem to be genuinely moved by the need to redress the lack of diversity and equity in access for local students.
Sustainability of teaching and study programs:  
The defining feature of what is being treated as a sustainable program within this Faculty, and indeed within the broader University, is the commitment to mounting courses that attract fee-paying students.  Staff are being constantly reminded by the senior managers within the Faculty that their positions, let alone what we teach, are increasingly contingent our ability to maintain and attract new enrolments of fee-paying students.  

The integrity of what is being taught is being compromised by is being driven by this budgetary pressure.  The sustainability of whole programs are becoming increasingly contingent not upon whether or not these contribute to the intellectual, professional and technical capital of the nation, but rather whether or not they can attract sufficient numbers of fee-paying students to justify their maintenance.  
Futhermore, it is this budgetary imperative of attracting fee-income that defines whether or not courses of study will be mounted.  Degree programs at both the undergraduate and post-graduate level have become more reliant upon the employment of casual staff.  Decisions as to whether courses will be offered are often left to the very last moment with obvious implications for staffing decisions.  Casuals, hired at the last minute, cannot be expected to devote the required preparation time to organise study outlines and lecture programs.  This contributes to the diminution in standards, and this has tended to become generalised as full-time and fractional staff are prevailed upon to divert their energies from maintaining the quality of the established units of study in which they are engaged to assist in the mounting of these study programs.  From a teaching point of view, the present position, and this is likely to become worse should the Government’s proposed higher education reforms be introduced, is not sustainable.    

Section II – the future of research

Quality in research:
The pressures that the changes in higher education funding have had upon staff with respect to teaching are clearly impacting upon the ability of staff to undertake sustained quality research.  The challenges of teaching more students with fewer resources, and therefore expending more time on teaching and teaching-related matters, also has to be viewed in the context of their being fewer resources allocated within the University for research purposes.  

The research standing of the School of Economics and Political Science is being maintained largely because of the number of hours that academic staff devote to the job.  It is not uncommon for staff to work an average of 60 hours and more per week.  
Equity with respect to research opportunities:
The gender profile of staff in the Faculty is symptomatic of entrenched inequities in opportunities for research.  A disproportionate number of staff employed at the Associate Lecturer level are women and this over-representation declines markedly as one moves up the employment hierarchy.  At present, there is only one woman Professor among the twenty or so employed within the Faculty, and only one woman employed as a chair of discipline.  

In too many respects, this reflects the uneven gendering of opportunities afforded staff.  This Faculty, more than any other in the University, has also sought to implement staff remuneration and reward schemes that are consistent with the Government’s proposed deregulated labour market model.  This scheme, which provides salary supplementation based on market loadings and performance outcomes, has deeply entrenched gendered inequities within the Faculty.  Worse, and notwithstanding the fact that legitimacy of the labour market model upon which this differential reward system has been based has been cogently contested, the system lays the foundation for exacerbating the inequities in research opportunites.  (The decision by one School within the Faculty to award seed funding grants to staff who were unsuccessful in their applications for ARC Discovery Grant applications provides a definitive measure of this gender bias, with not one woman being awarded seed funding in the initial round.)  
Diversity with respect to research opportunities:
The range of research being undertaken within the Faculty is linked to the the subject areas in which staff teach.  In fact, perhaps the most distinctive feature of the university system is the dynamic link between teaching and research, the enthusiasm that we have for teaching shaped directly by our engagement and interest in research.  It is clear that, as the pressure to reorient one’s teaching to areas that are defined by the international fee-paying student market come into play, so the symbiosis between teaching and research falls by the way.  The foreshadowed reforms will serve to reinforce this separation of teaching and research.  

Moreover, it is important to recognise that the changes in the university funding model, and the reliance of the University’s upon generating student-fee income, should not be separated from the changes in the Australian Research Council funding and, more generally, the increased reliance upon the competitive research funding model.  Declared research priorities appear to increasingly reflect political priorities and there does not seem to be any sense in which this aims to build on established research strengths.  Insofar as these defined research priorities might encourage a broadening of the focus of research, they do so at the expense of withdrawing funding from established research areas therebyu reducing the diversity in the overall research profile of higher education. 

Sustainability of research
The existing model and the proposed reforms that aim to consolidate the increased reliance upon universities generating fee income and other private sources of revenue make for a very precarious research future.  The premise of the proposed reforms is that the Australian higher education system should become more financially self-reliant in the image of the American ‘ivy league’ universities.  Using the American model as the point of reference could not be more misleading because the ‘ivy league’ universities have well-established endowments which they are able to draw upon to fund staff and their research.  The University of Sydney, which after the University of Western Australia, would have to be regarded as preeminent as fara as its endowments are concerned, but there is no way that this provides a meaningful foundation for ensuring the integrity let alone level of research activity.

If research is going to become increasingly reliant upon universities generating their own revenue, then the only immediately obvious source of revenue is fee income.  For all the reasons indicated above, this simply does not provide a meaningful basis for funding research.  Moreover, depending upon what happens to the state of the economies from which the international fee-paying students are sourced, the value of the Australian dollar on international currency markets and the competition that Australian universities face from one another as well as other foreign higher education providers, international student-fee income provides an extremely precarious foundation upon which to build research within universities.  The proposed reforms can only exact irreparable damage upon the research capital of the nation.     
Section III – the future integrity of the University

Institutional autonomy and governance:
There are clear signs that there is considerable political leverage being exercised in the endeavour to promote acceptance of the Government’s proposed higher education reforms and that these endeavours have compromised the University of Sydney.   The University Senate has recently resolved to remove restrictions on the number of full fee-paying students and to announce that the University will charge students fees in excess of the HECS rate.  The University is also presently engaged in negotiating an enterprise agreement with academic and general staff, and is seeking to negotiate a clause that excludes senior management staff from the agreement.  

In both instances, the University is anticipating benefits to flow from proposed reforms that have yet to be endorsed by the Australian Senate.  In the instance of the promise of funding that is contingent upon denying some staff the right to have industrial representation would seem to be a breach of the Government’s commitment to the fundamental principle of individual rights.  Yet, both the Government’s position on this and the University desire to reap a financial advantage from this industrial incentive provide a clear example of the assault on institutional autonomy.  University policy is being changed with a clear eye on the political mileage, and potential financial, advantage to be had.   

The foreshadowed changes to institutional governance would underscore this by removing the voice of the University community in the governance of the University.  The integrity of the University, its research and teaching record, is bound up in the collegial spirit, in the sense of the university as a community interested in supporting and developing a shared ambition.  Abolishing a critically important vehicle for the expression of this collegiality would undermine the commitment of all staff to that shared ambition.  The success of the University is reflective of the commitment of staff to the University’s teaching and research project/s.  It is a commitment that evidences endeavours that are demonstratively well and truly above the call of duty.  To remove the right of staff to participate in the governance of the University could well rebound on the level of commitment delivered in the future.

Academic freedom and industrial relations
In addressing the pressures faced by what should otherwise be regarded as one of the more amply endowed universities in Australia, I have alluded to how these pressures are impacting upon the integrity of teaching and research.  The proposed reforms that deal with industrial relations matters would reinforce this diminution in the independence of staff and in our intellectual freedom.  The industrial relations reforms should be linked to the institutional reforms which would remove the right of staff to express a voice in the governance of the University, while the funding linked to the industrial relations objective requirement for individual contracts would restrict our right to exercise a collective voice through the representation of the National Tertiary Education Union.  The proposed attack on the industrial rights of university staff represents an attack on intellectual freedom because the right and importantly the ability of staff to pursue research interests, to teach subject matter that we deem appropriate, as well as our right to express ourselves thoughts are inherent and fundamental conditions of employment.  The proposed reforms that link funding to the success of university managements to marginalise the role of the Union in representing the interests of staff is an unambiguous attack on intellectual freedom.  It can only serve to undermine the dynamism and the integrity of higher education.
 The reform agenda advocating the removal of restrictions on the continuity of employment afforded university staff would only serve to compound this diminution in intellectual freedom.  In the face of the pressures to generate fee income, the employment of increasing numbers of academic staff would be restricted to a teaching, or service-only, capacity, and they would not be provided with the opportunity to engage in research except at their own expense.
In conclusion
In short, the proposed reforms would deepen the inequalities and reduce the diversity of students and staff throughout the system.  They would have an irreparably damaging impact upon the quality of higher education nor do they provide a sustainable foundation for securing the future of higher education within Australia.  Above all, the reforms would severely impair the role of the higher education system in contributing to the development of the intellectual, the professional and the technical capital of the nation.  

The reforms should be rejected outright and the energies of the Government and the Senate redirected towards placing higher education on a viable and sustainable financial footing.

Stuart Rosewarne 

15 August 2003
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