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Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission to the Senate Inquiry into Higher Education. I do so in the light of a long experience in the university sector. I retired from the University of Sydney at the end of 1994. I was first appointed to a lectureship in 1963, promoted to Senior Lecturer (1965) and Reader (1970) in the Department of Pharmacy. I was Head of Department (1989-1993). I was a Fellow of Senate (elected by academic staff) from 1985-1994 and was a member of Senate’s Finance Committee for this period. I have held a number of senior elected positions in academic staff unions and was full-time Secretary of the NSW Division of the National Tertiary Education Union from 1995-2001. I am currently studying for the degree of Bachelor Arts at the University of Sydney. I believe I can claim a wide experience in the higher education sector.

I shall only comment on a few issues. Amongst the proposed Nelson “reforms” is changes to the governing bodies of universities. Currently these are made up of representatives elected by and from the graduates, staff and students; there are a number of appointed members, usually by the relevant state parliament and minister for education. There is also a provision for the governing body to elect an additional member. The Vice-Chancellor is a member ex officio.

Governing bodies are eclectic groups and it would be rare for there to be no members with financial or commercial experience. Generally the members are hardworking and undertake their voluntary and unpaid duties with considerable enthusiasm. These range from the financial oversight of the university to the hearing of student appeals and require a wide range of skills and experience. The proposal that members of governing bodies should receive some form of professional development during their tenure is meritorious but some universities already carry out such work.

It would be foolish to assert that governing bodies should not undergo change. However, any changes should enhance the democratic nature of the bodies. My view is that any change ought to be a reduction in the number of appointed members. My observation is that appointed members have been, with a few outstanding exceptions, less effective than might have been expected. I would advocate a governing body of a maximum number of twenty-one members. These would consist of seven elected by and from the graduates, three elected by and from the academic staff, three elected by and from the students, two elected by and from the general staff. The Vice-Chancellor would be a member ex officio and there would be four appointed members, one each from the state and federal parliaments and one each appointed by the state and federal ministers for education. The governing body would be empowered to elect a non-member who would be Chancellor if it wished to do so. This arrangement ought to allow a sufficiency of able people to share the work of the governing body and ensures a majority of external members. In addition it recognises the legislative responsibility of the state government and the funding responsibility of the federal government.

A quite unnecessary feature of the proposed changes is the so-called workplace reforms. This arises from the current Federal Government’s ideological stance on the role of unions in the workplace as reflected in the current Workplace Relations Act. In particular it seems determined to impose Australian Workplace Agreements on the workforce in the sector. AWAs have not been widely adopted in industries covered by the federal industrial jurisdiction. Neither employer groups nor unions have found much merit in them especially where industrial relations between the parties have been relatively amicable. This is largely the case in the tertiary education sector. Any attempt to impose AWAs will only lead to conflict because it will be seen as a move to remove current industrial rights from staff. If they were to become a general feature of university employment it would impose a large administrative cost on already shaky university budgets.

I am currently a (very) mature age student in the Faculty of Arts at the University of Sydney. I now see from the perspective of an undergraduate student the results of the many years of cost cutting by governments of all persuasions since the Whitlam government first assumed funding for the universities. I find that access to library materials and computers is a long way from adequate; tutorials are limited and, in my view, insufficient in number to deal appropriately with lecture material; teaching space ranges from Dickensian to excellent but the former prevails. I am impressed by the capacity of the staff to present quality material under their working conditions. I am extremely impressed by the performance of my student colleagues in the circumstances in which they are taught. Nevertheless I believe that they are being short-changed by this government both currently and by its “reform” proposals. These are intended to continue the process of moving higher education costs from the public purse to students. It is a process which will inevitably harm our nation in a world that is increasingly reliant on an educated workforce for economic and social advancement.

Adrian Ryan.
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