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To;

Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee

Friday, 26 September 2003

I wish to address the industrial relations aspects of the proposed higher education arrangements, in particular the pressure for greater ‘flexibility’ in the higher education workforce. I am extremely concerned that any push for greater ‘flexibility’ will have deleterious affects on the very areas of quality and equity which the proposed arrangements claim to address.

I am an Australian academic and worked for ten years as either a casual hourly-paid or short-term contract lecturer in Australian universities (Flinders, UniSA and Adelaide). I am currently a Senior Lecturer in Religious Studies at Victoria University, Wellington, New Zealand. I moved to New Zealand because of the lack of opportunities available in Australian universities. 

In 1989, I began research on a PhD at Flinders University. I supported myself partly through casual tutoring. In 1992, after completing my PhD, I gained my first academic job, a three-year lectureship in Religious Studies at the University of South Australia. At the end of the second year I was promoted to Senior Lecturer, and the following year my contract was renewed, for a further two years. I counted myself lucky, as funding was tight and many other contracts were not being renewed. However, I was warned that the funding situation meant that I was unlikely to receive another new contract after that, and that I should look for other jobs. I was repeatedly assured, and indeed my promotion to Senior Lecturer so early in my career confirmed, that my precarious employment situation was not due to any shortcoming on my part, but to the funding shortfall which forced the university to rely on ‘flexible’ workplace arrangements.

I had anticipated being eligible for study leave after three years’ service, and, when my contract was renewed, went to my Head of School to ask about study leave. I was told that applications had closed before my contract was renewed; that I had only become eligible on receiving the new contract; and that the fact that my new contract was for only two years meant that I could not apply in the following year. On protesting, I was told that my only prospect of taking leave was not through the usual study leave scheme, but through a university scheme which allowed staff to take six months’ leave on 50% of a Level B salary to undertake a higher degree. I pointed out that I already had a PhD. My Head of School reiterated that this was the only option open to me. Having research which I was keen to pursue, and being badly in need of some teaching-free time to recover from the effects of a violent crime on campus of which I had been the victim (due to the University’s failure to take account of repeated warnings about unsafe working conditions), I agreed to six months on 50% of a salary lower than my usual one, ie less than half of my usual income. As I was the main breadwinner for my family, this imposed a considerable financial strain. 

When my second UniSA contract expired at the end of 1996, as predicted, it was not renewed. Again, my employers assured me that it was not on account of any teaching or research deficiency on my part (indeed, I had excellent teaching ratings, a growing publications list and was now well on the way to my second PhD), but due to funding constraints. After a short period of unemployment, I found a new job, a two-year contract at the University of Adelaide. This time the position was at Lecturer B, which meant a significant drop in salary from the position half-way up the Senior Lecturer scale, which I had reached by the time I left UniSA. 

Part way through that contract, the department in which I was then working advertised a new tenurable position—at Level A. Despite the seniority which I had by then achieved, I was willing to trade income for security and applied for the position. I was interviewed, but came second. The successful applicant had been a contract Senior Lecturer in another Group of Eight University, and had two books as well as numerous articles and chapters published in his field. That he, too, was willing to accept an entry-level salary for the sake of tenure indicates the pressures on high-achieving academics. It also means that junior positions are increasingly being filled by more senior people, leaving no room for genuine new entrants to the academic workforce. Lecturer A positions are typically advertised in terms of ‘progress towards a higher degree’. That this one was being fought over by two former Senior Lecturers, one with two books to his name and one with a considerable body of journal literature and well on the way to a second PhD, suggests that the trend towards workplace ‘flexibility’ in fact exerts downward pressure on academic salaries, leads to bitterness and frustration and, in my case, contributes to highly motivated staff moving overseas. 

When my two-year contract expired, I was again unemployed, but, after five months, was appointed to the 1999 Australian Parliamentary Fellowship. As you would know, the criteria for the APF are that the proposed research must be of a high quality, the researcher must be able to deliver on time, and the research field must be relevant to Members and Senators of the Australian Parliament. The APF carries the equivalent of a Lecturer A salary, so this was a further significant income drop. During the year of appointment, I largely completed my monograph, For God and Country: Religious Dynamics in Australian Federal Politics, worked with the Social Policy and Politics Groups in the Parliamentary Information and Research Service, provided information services to Members and Senators as required, and had my second child.

At the end of that contract, I was faced with two employment possibilities: yet another short term contract—18 months at Griffith University—or a tenured job in New Zealand. My family and I packed up and moved to New Zealand.

Here are some of the consequences which short-term contract work has had for the quality of my academic work:

· Knowing that one’s time in a given post is limited, there is constant pressure to be always on the lookout, and positioning oneself, for the next job before the last has finished. Consequently, one’s energies and concentration are always split, and it is easy to feel as though there is never time to do anything with the degree of attention it deserves.

· Being in a place only short term limits an academic’s capacity to take on long-term research projects: the sources of funding, prospects for collaboration and balance with existing workloads are all contingent on workplace.

· Repeated short-term contracts limits eligibility for study leave, long service leave, maternity leave. After twelve years as an academic, I am only now taking my first ever proper study leave; apart from my six months on 50% salary, all previous research and writing has had to be done around the edges of a full teaching load. Both my children were born while I was on short contracts and therefore did not qualify for paid maternity leave. I was obliged by law to take unpaid maternity leave. I am the sole breadwinner for my family (my husband has been at home with the children, one of whom is profoundly disabled and consequently requires considerable home care, throughout their lives.) These gaps have added to the financial burdens already imposed by having to take ever-lower salaries in order to keep working in my chosen field. In practice, having the threat of unemployment constantly in the background meant that even my periods of unpaid maternity leave were still filled with academic and related duties. For example, when my first child was five days old, I was back at work being interviewed for the Level A job that eventually went to another former Senior Lecturer. My daughter was born during the summer break, and the next year’s course materials had to be prepared whether I had a new baby or not, so, though officially on unpaid maternity leave, I in fact spent much of the time in unpaid course preparation. 

· Frequent job changes mean having to constantly prepare new course materials—there is limited scope to build on material already developed. Instead, preparing everything from scratch severely eats into research time.

· Contrary to the stated aim of matching reward to effort, my experience has been that contract work deflates academic salaries, pushes senior people into junior positions and forces all but the most committed out of academia altogether. I have known many promising young academics who have gone into other areas of work because the rewards were too precarious and the stress of insecurity too high. In my own case, between 1996 and 2001 I gained an additional PhD, published a book and numerous articles and gained teaching experience with students of diverse ages, levels, cultural backgrounds and fields—all supposedly part of an academic’s professional development which contribute to better job and salary prospects. In fact, in each of those years my salary decreased compared to the previous year, several times by as much as 25%.

I do not think my experience is atypical of academics who entered the workforce in the wake of the Dawkins higher education ‘reforms’. The repeated cutbacks since, the rise in student-staff ratios, the reliance on casual and contract work all drive such people overseas (life at Victoria University Wellington is enhanced by a considerable circle of talented young Australian colleagues!).  In many cases, our work is highly relevant to Australia. In my own case, my specialist field of Australian religion-politics intersections was of sufficient relevance to warrant the Parliament investing in a year’s research on the subject; the resulting monograph attracted considerable media attention and has (I am told) outsold all previous Parliamentary Fellows’ monographs; and, with the implementation of the New Zealand Tertiary Education Commission’s new Performance-Based Research Funding (PBRF) research evaluation tool, my research has been ranked in the ‘A’ category, defined as of international quality. It frequently strikes me as ironic that, to gain the job security and research facilities necessary to carry out important research on Australia, I have had to take a job in another country. My fear is that the proposed changes to higher education funding will result in still more Australian academics having to choose between emigration and a bitter and frustrating round of short-term jobs in Australia, with all the discriminatory loss of salary, leave and equity entitlements which that brings. Neither equity nor quality will be served by such moves.

Yours sincerely,

Marion Maddox (BA Hons, PhD, PhD)

