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Summary of Second Submission to the Higher Education Consultative Process from the Australian Federation of University Women (Inc)

This submission supplements AFUW’s earlier submission.  It is a combined response to the following Issues Papers: Setting Firm Foundations: Financing Australian Higher Education;  Striving for Quality: Learning, Teaching and Scholarship;  Varieties of Excellence: Diversity, Specialisation and Regional Engagement 

AFUW submits that a policy of  minimising public funding to universities and maximising their obligation to seek funding through market-driven and “user pays” policies entails potentially adverse effects on Australia’s national intellectual capital:

· attrition of disciplinary areas, and hence of the knowledge bank, through excessive tailoring of the curriculum to market demand (whether from corporations sponsoring specific and applied research; employers wanting certain kinds of graduate qualifications; or students driven solely by estimates of future employment opportunities or intellectual fashion);

· excessive dependence on full fee paying foreign students, with the risks of exacerbating unmet demand among Australian students, and a lowering of academic standards when inadequate allowance is made for the additional demands often placed on academic staff by such students; 

· exclusion on financial grounds of students otherwise well-qualified to participate in tertiary studies or else an extension of their primary disadvantage through substantial indebtedness incurred in accessing universities.  

AFUW submits that policies seeking to expand the already substantial component contributed by students to university funding will increase the degree of inequity in access to the benefits of education, especially as it relates to the situation of women.

AFUW submits that it is not only disadvantaged students but also disciplinary areas that are being excluded; that a species loss of disciplinary areas is resulting from crude measures of valuing courses and subjects, including their capacity to generate funds through attracting fee-paying students and external research funds.

AFUW submits that the most serious threats to the quality of university teaching are the excessive workloads resulting from cuts to staffing levels, and the casualisation of academic appointments.

AFUW submits that the comparable valuing of teaching and research is distorted by the distinctive visibility and variability of funding resulting from research activities as against teaching, a distortion intensified by the increasing dependence of the universities on the generation of funding to supplement inadequate operating budgets.

If universities are indeed to fulfil the vision cited in the Discussion Paper on Quality—to be places of culture and learning, custodians of intellectual freedom, of objectivity and unclouded minds, trainers of future leaders, and enrichers of the entire community, they cannot be subjected to crudely-defined, narrow market forces.  And they will be expensive.  But surely we should not have to relearn the truth of  that slogan from an earlier period of hard times:

If You Think Education is Expensive, Try Ignorance

Second Submission to the Higher Education Consultative Process from the Australian Federation of University Women (Inc)

Introduction:  Some Underlying Propositions on Funding and Accountability

This submission is a combined response to the following Issues Papers circulated as part of the Government Review Higher Education at the Crossroads:

· Setting Firm Foundations: Financing Australian Higher Education 

· Striving for Quality: Learning, Teaching and Scholarship  

· Varieties of Excellence: Diversity, Specialisation and Regional Engagement 

I congratulate the Minister for initiating a widespread inquiry into the very complex and urgent problems of ensuring a high-quality tertiary education system for Australia, even though this submission will disagree, not only with many of the proposals canvassed in the Issues papers, but also with the logical sequence that follows the Minster’s pre-emptive categorical assertion that there is no possibility of a return to full government funding of universities.  

Public Funding:  Maximise or Minimise?

It would be possible to accept the Minister’s proposition (cited above)and yet proceed to explore ways in which government funding could nonetheless be maximised.  Instead of this, the tenor of these documents, as well as the demonstrated educational policies of the government in which Dr Nelson now serves as Minister, seems bent on minimising public funding and maximising the obligation of universities to seek funding through market-driven and “user pays” policies which risk entailing three features with potentially adverse effects on Australia’s national intellectual capital:

· attrition of disciplinary areas, and hence of the knowledge bank, through excessive tailoring of the curriculum to market demand (whether from corporations sponsoring specific and applied research; employers wanting certain kinds of graduate qualifications; or students driven solely by estimates of future employment opportunities or intellectual fashion);

· excessive dependence on full fee paying foreign students, with the risks of exacerbating unmet demand among Australian students, and a lowering of academic standards when inadequate allowance is made for the additional demands often placed on academic staff by such students; 

· exclusion on financial grounds of students otherwise well-qualified to participate in tertiary studies or else an extension of their primary disadvantage through substantial debts incurred in accessing universities.  

Resistance to seeking ways of maximising the input of public funds seems largely based on

(a) a commitment to minimising taxation, which appears to be as much ideological as pragmatic.  There are actually still citizens who willingly pay taxes for the support of education and health for the whole community; 

(b) an ideological preference for the private system over the public, vide the increased direction of taxpayers’ money to sustain private providers of education and health;

(c) the effective placing of a low priority on education within the hierarchy of such public spending as is approved.  As pointed out in our submission to the Overview Paper, Australia rates poorly among OECD countries in its investment in public education, both in absolute terms and in comparison to other areas.  

(d) an assumption that Australian students get off lightly in terms of contributing to the costs of their education, whereas statistics show Australian students rank fourth among those in the developed world in this respect.

This submission accepts that a component of private funding within university budgets is acceptable, even desirable, but it firmly believes that this should be a minor component and that universities should be funded in the main from the public purse.  It also believes that Australia’s public purse is capable of sustaining increased funding for universities, and that to provide this would be in the best interests of the nation.

Accountability:  Problems of Criteria

The submission also agrees  that acceptance of public funding entails accountability, both at the level of financial administration within the institution, and at the level of quality (and quantity) of educational outcomes.  We submit however, that some of the measures of accountability and utility entertained in these papers are distinctly blunt instruments which draw inappropriately on concepts of commodity productivity applicable to commercial-for-profit enterprises.  The pursuit of economies of scale for instance appears to underlie the impatience displayed in the documents with the persistence of academics in maintaining units with small enrolment numbers (on the argument for these, see below) and valuing low student: staff ratios.  To academics and students alike, however, there seems to be a total incomprehension of the educational process in approving as a productivity improvement (italics supplied) an increase of over 23% in student: staff ratio between 1994 and 2000  (Setting Firm Foundations, para 69).  The issue of class size and its relationship to student learning and staff workloads is considered below.  

At this point it seems relevant to note that changes to University Governance made by some State governments (notably Victoria under Mr Kennett) have resulted in governing bodies with much-reduced academic representation and a dominance of business and employer representatives, and that this has often meant poor communication between the governing body and the general university community of staff and students.  For example, in the recent debacle that led to the resignation of the Vice-Chancellor of Monash University, the University Council exacerbated the situation by refusing to pay even lip service to academic values when it initially declared “unqualified support” for the Vice-Chancellor as an effective administrator and CEO.  Council simply failed to understand that, for staff and students, plagiarism is an offence that completely subverts the whole notion of academic integrity, and in doing so it actually instigated the pursuit of additional evidence which made the situation irreparable.  A degree of mutual understanding between governing bodies and staff and students will not necessarily prevent disagreements from time to time, but it is essential if any university is to prosper as a place of “civilised and civilising things.”  (Foreword to Striving for Quality)

The Ideal “Universality” of a University

A.  Universality of Access

It seems ironic that the Foreword to Striving for Quality cites the core features of a university laid down by Sir Robert Menzies, given the extent to which some of the proposals put forward in the discussion documents seem likely to destroy those features.

Many of the generation born around 1933 will always be grateful to Menzies the way in which he demonstrated in practice his understanding of a further principle, which is not sufficiently honoured in many of the proposals put forward in these discussion documents, namely

that it is both a private and a public benefit that all those capable of benefiting from a university education should be able to access it.  

The Commonwealth Scholarship Scheme of the 1950s, introduced under a Menzies government, meant that access to universities became available to a whole new cohort of students who, like the present respondent, would otherwise never have been able to afford university studies.  The Commonwealth Scholarship Scheme, like the later introduction of a non fee-paying system under the Whitlam government, underpinned not only the growth in size of the university system, but also a radical transformation of Australia’s universities from institutions for the economically privileged to institutions of genuinely public tertiary education.  Many now believe that the process has gone into reverse.

Financial implications of applying “User Pays” doctrines in the educational context.

It is clear that the education of the young, like their healthcare, presents a peculiar problem for the wholesale application of an individualistic “user pays” system.  This may be why the term is usually now replaced by less hard-edged phraseology such as “investment in the future”.  The fact remains that the young do not generally possess the funds to be investors in the system that they must use if they are to receive the full benefit of tertiary education and make the consequent contribution to society that justifies their receipt of public monies.  

Nobody seriously suggests a return to the pre-1950 situation where university study was available only to those whose parents had the capacity (and willingness) to pay; a few exceptionally talented scholarship holders; and the few who against all odds earned enough money in employment to take up deferred tertiary studies.  Nonetheless, ever since the brief period of “no fees” was abandoned, debate has centred on how much of the cost of an individual student’s university education ought to/could be born by the public purse.  And, if the answer is to become “as little as possible”, how is the system to be managed so that universities can receive fees per student immediately, while students for the most part make a deferred payment by accumulating indebtedness?  The answers canvassed most enthusiastically are loans and vouchers.

The loan system proposed as a substitute for HECS may appear to make little difference to the fact that the student accumulates debt.  It would, however, make the “purchasing” of education more like the purchasing of a house or car, since the loan money would come direct to the student who would be required to disperse it to the university, whereas HECS is a transaction between the student and the government, which is required to disperse funds to the university on the expectation of eventually receiving payment from the student through the tax system.  The point might be made in defence of HECS that the Australian income tax system is a very sure way of recouping HECS debts.  Countries like Canada and the USA which operate education loan schemes report a high level of default.  

The voucher scheme, which would allow a fixed lifelong educational allowance for every citizen, also emphasises the idea of “purchasing” education, since the student would be free to take her/his voucher to the institution of choice and see how much of any chosen course would be covered by it, with the option of making up any cost difference from independent funding.  This suggestion has been around for a long time, but has not been well received.  Parents and students are probably sceptical of the capacity of any pre-set grant to keep pace with rising costs.  University administrations have possibly seen it as complicating the processes of forward planning of infrastructure and staffing to match enrolments, a process difficult enough even under a regulated system of allocating a number of government-funded places.

Increased student indebtedness and equity issues:  

Student poverty is an educational equity issue.  A student’s economic situation is not only determined by the absence or presence of fees, but also by their capacity to cover study costs and general living expenses.  Many academic staff are concerned that the number of working hours put in by nominally full-time students has now reached a stage where it is affecting the quality of their work and hence their capacity to compete academically on an equal basis with their better-off peers for results which are likely to determine their future careers .  Some level of income disparity is inevitable, and a degree of outside paid employment may well be positively beneficial in developing independence and life-skills, but both academic staff and student unions believe that improved income support for students would result in higher academic standards.

Student organisations argue strongly that either loans or vouchers would increase the level of student indebtedness, which would seem highly undesirable, as it already exceeds the level of national debt.  Unlike the Commonwealth Scholarships system, all schemes involving repayments can be seen as an extension of initial socio-economic disadvantage.  Students from wealthy backgrounds who can pay upfront HECS fees, or dispense with loans, or top up their vouchers for a chosen course without having to earn or borrow funds, are able to leave university without the debt that encumbers their peers just at the time when they may be wanting to establish a house and family.  

There is a gender inequity component in the issue of education debts.  Regardless of their structure, these take longer to pay off for females, mainly because employment incomes remain on average lower for women and they are more likely to have breaks in employment due to childbearing and rearing.  Since interest accrues from the time that repayment starts, prolongation of the repayment period has a negative impact.

Vouchers, on the fact of it, should have little impact on indebtedness, but they will affect poorer students’ capacity to take up more expensive (and ultimately more financially rewarding) courses such as medicine and law—just as these courses incur a higher HECS debt in being of longer pre-graduation duration.

Both loans and vouchers then are likely to aggravate the tendency of HECS to limit the capacity of poorer students to choose the more expensive courses.  This possibility would increase greatly, and extend to a limitation on the capacity to choose the more prestigious institutions, if either scheme were to be established in conjunction with a deregulated system in which universities were free to set variable fees independently.  

A de-regulated system would largely benefit the eight larger, better-resourced, universities, whose existing power and prestige comes to a great extent from their power to command some two-thirds of research money, the index by which a university’s status tends to be judged.  This would increase the pressure already in the system to develop a hierarchy of institutions: with only the major ones entitled to offer full postgraduate programs; some offering undergraduate courses and a limited range of postgraduate ones, and some limited to teaching only undergraduate courses.  This would effectively return the system to something very like the arrangement before Dawkins amalgamated the old college sector with the university sector.  The apparently new category of the scholar-teacher, necessary to accommodate the withdrawal of the research function from undergraduate only institutions, sounds remarkably like the old College Lecturer/Principal Lecturer. 

An effective de-amalgamation of the unified tertiary system would be likely to create a period of instability and conflict quite as acute as that suffered after the amalgamation.  It would be up to any government that introduced such changes to be prepared to protect the interests of poorer students and regional and smaller universities.

B.  The University as a “universal” site of knowledge, enquiry and learning:  An impossible ideal?

Inherent in the idea of a university is that it is an institution that sustains a community which represents (as far as is humanly practicable) the universe of knowledge.  This is extremely important, as it means that in a university community there is the possibility of interdisciplinary discourse and interaction, whereby scholars and researchers from different disciplines can achieve a measure of understanding, respect and co-operation.  Without this, disciplinary areas are starved of the unexpected insights that come from wide participation in the community of learning and become increasingly narrow-minded and inward-looking.  

When Sir Robert Menzies laid down as the first core principle of a university that it should be a place of learning—of civilized and civilising things (Foreword, Striving for Quality) it is unlikely that he envisaged universities where species loss might not merely be tolerated, but actively pursued, with whole areas of study disappearing altogether or partially (e.g. classical studies and physics at Monash University).  This is one of the issues most keenly felt and resented by academic staff:  and a resentful workforce, smarting under phrases like “dead wood’ or “unproductive staff”, is not a sound prerequisite for the delivery of high-quality education.  

It is probably true that no university nowadays can hope to provide all things to all students, but more thought needs to be given to ensuring that as full a range of disciplinary areas as possible remains available to Australian students within the degree framework of the institution at which a student is enrolled.  Travelling to another institution to pick up the one wanted subject has not proved popular when trialled in Melbourne.  The logistics of travel across the city are against it.  And distance education, which may be suitable for some subjects, is not ideal for languages, which thrive much more on face to face teaching. 

Staffing Issues: Course offerings, Workloads, Training, Accountability

Despite the stress on the desirability of institutional diversity, the documents seem to want to standardise certain things, enrolments per unit, for instance.  Apart from the fact that small class sizes may be the only protection against intellectual species loss, they are entirely appropriate for some circumstances, especially those at the top end of quality education, such as Honours courses or postgraduate course work.  It should also be pointed out that the teaching of small units is often done by the academic concerned on an ex-workload basis—i. e. without it being counted towards the required workload for her/his position.

Workloads. Increased workloads are a major cause of academic discontent.  Apart from the fact that fewer staff are now expected to teach more students, workload stress results from several causes which are cumulative in effect:

· An increase in low-level administrative tasks brought about by cost-cutting measures which have singled out clerical support staff within Departments. It is a gross waste of resources to have an Associate Professor spend an hour at the photocopier because no secretarial staff are available to prepare a handout for an upcoming lecture;

· An increase in tasks offloaded by central administration, for example the keying in of exam results for university rather than departmental records; receiving documents electronically which must be downloaded into hard copy for meetings of committees, etc;

· Increasing and increasingly elaborate paperwork related to performance assessment.  Consider for example, the extravagantly finicky process of validating research publications for the university’s research report.  When an academic in a German Department is required to provide a translation of an article published in German in a reputable German journal in order to prove that the article really exists, this is not perceived as quality control but persecution;

· Increasing pressure to make elaborate applications for grant funding when it is widely known that most applications doomed to fail (only some 20% of ARC applications are successful);

· Increasing demands to sit on university committees: this is particularly onerous for female staff, since Equal Opportunity measures demand that there be “gender balance” on all committees, but there are so few senior women available to make that balance.

· Increased demands on undergraduate student  assessment: Class sizes do not necessarily mean extra work within the classroom, although staff may feel that the quality of attention that students are getting is diminished when lecture theatres are severely overcrowded or seminar groups which are meant to facilitate individual participation and the student’s capacity to articulate ideas and arguments swell from a possible 14 to an intractable 25.  The major problem with responsibility for increasing numbers of students lies in the increased time required for student marking and interviews.  This will vary greatly from discipline to discipline, but in the more discursive humanities subjects, marking has become a major source of possible friction between staff and students.  One of the most common complaints from students is that their work does not receive sufficient feedback.  Staff on the other hand complain that some students complicate the marking schedule by failing to meet due deadlines, or by submitting plagiarised work which must be painstakingly tracked down to its source, while others simply look at the grade on their work and ignore comments that may have taken considerable time to produce—some students don’t even bother to collect marked work.  As a result of all this, staff are under pressure to set assessment tasks which can be marked quickly, even if an objective test is not nearly as good a training task for the student as developing a coherent and articulate argument.

· Postgraduate supervision: There has been a marked increase in the demand for postgraduate supervision even as staff numbers have been reduced.  The effects of this vary considerably across faculties.  In the sciences, and to some extent the social sciences, where research is much more team-based, a postgraduate student can quite properly be given a research project which intersects with work being done by the supervisor, whose research output can therefore be enhanced through the supervision.  In those areas of the humanities where research is pursued on a more individual footing, supervisors must often surrender their own research time to advance the student’s candidacy.  In the present staffing situation moreover, staff are being required to supervise theses on topics and in areas that are only peripheral to their area of expertise, which makes the supervisory task much more arduous.  It is a cause for concern that departments are sometimes being pressed to take on postgraduate students regardless of the department’s capacity to offer properly expert supervision.  

The best way of improving student satisfaction with staff is to provide sufficient staff and sufficient staff time to deal with students’ needs.  Sufficient staff time is particularly an issue in the case of casual staff members, who cannot reasonably be required to be available outside class times except on a very limited basis.

Training.  The review asks whether quality of teaching would be improved by mandatory “training” of tertiary teachers.  In the present circumstances, where reduced staff numbers, increased student load and, importantly, the casualisation of most junior positions, have meant the loss of earlier practices whereby a great deal of informal mentoring and supervision was provided by senior staff who oversaw the teaching and assessing of new members of staff and actually knew something about them.  It is perfectly possible nowadays for casual staff to come and go in a department with virtually no contact with those who are supposedly their colleagues.


Under these circumstances it would appear that there is a need for professional development courses, and that these can be of real assistance to staff—provided that they are properly cognisant of the nature of tertiary teaching, and not merely a slightly revamped version of programs for training secondary teachers.  The discussion document does not, however, seem to be aware of the extent to which universities have already moved to develop such courses, and the extent to which strong incentives exist for staff to utilise them.  Evidence of teaching quality is now automatically demanded as one of the criteria for promotion; and academic units are regularly submitted to student questionnaires which address not only the quality of teaching, but also the intellectual quality of the content and its capacity to develop the generic qualities desirable in graduates.  (A scrutiny of faculty handbooks will show that it is widespread practice for course outlines to specify the ways in which any individual unit is expected to contribute to these generic qualities).

AFUW is of the opinion that, while technique is no substitutes for depth of scholarship and intellectual enthusiasm, it can facilitate the transmission of those qualities to students, and that carefully designed tertiary teaching courses may therefore have a role in improving the overall quality of university teaching.  It is not convinced however that mandatory imposition of these at a fixed time in an academic career ought necessarily to be prescribed, although we are aware that this is already the practice of some institutions.  We believe that there are sufficient incentives within the system, and sufficient desire on the part of academics to teach well, for these courses to be taken up, and that they are likely to be more productive when taken voluntarily.  The strongest argument that might be advanced for making them mandatory is that universities would then be obliged to consider them as part of the staff member’s regular duties, counting as part of the workload, rather than as an extra to be undertaken in the staff member’s “free” time.

Accountability: Valuing Teaching

AFUW submits that it is something of a myth that teaching not valued in the universities, at least in explicit policies.  Apart from the provisions mentioned above for assessing the teaching performance of individual staff and the outcomes of individual academic units, many universities have now appointed Associate Deans of Teaching, whose status is equal to that of Associate Deans of Research.  

Universities generally remain strongly committed to the principle that it is the nexus between research and teaching that particularly distinguishes the normative profile of the fully-fledged university academic, as distinct from the roles of Research Only or Teaching Only staff.  AFUW submits that this nexus is indeed central to the existence of a quality university.  

Having said this, it must be said that there is some scepticism among academic staff as to the equivalent value put upon teaching and research.  This is partly a result of the fact that there is a good deal of evidence that committees promoting or appointing staff to the most senior positions (Levels D and E) give more attention to research performance than teaching.  This may be partly because it is felt to be research performance that determines a universities status within the national and international community; it may also be because there is a belief that research performance is judged by academic peers, while teaching assessment is often based on student reporting. 

AFUW would submit, however, that the comparable valuing of teaching and research is becoming increasingly skewed by the fact that the funding brought into the university by research activities is both variable and distinctively visible, unlike the funding brought in by teaching; and that this skewing is being intensified by the general inadequacy of university funding and the increasing dependence of the universities on the generation of funding over and above the operating budget.

The CV of applicants for senior positions is regularly scrutinised to see how much research funding the candidate has already generated, and how much potential there is for this funding to be maintained or increased.  It is arguable that economic stringencies are making this a criterion that over-rides demonstrated skills in either management or teaching.

While some academics may resent the prioritising of research, resentment is mitigated by a general respect for research, and a belief that it is a marker of quality.  There is much more cause for resentment when the ultimate value placed on teaching starts to be commercially quantitative.  AFUW submits that it is outrageous to propose that the “performance” of academic staff should be judged, and their consequent salaries determined, by their capacity to attract full-fee paying students.


This is hardly a way to value or cultivate Varieties of Excellence, one of the criteria suggested by the Discussion Papers as a mark of a quality tertiary system   Apart from its capacity to distort the intellectual offerings of the university, one can think of few things more likely to corrode that degree of collegiality among academic staff that has survived the mantra (and the realities) of competition.  Full fee-paying students are very unevenly distributed throughout the university system, being clustered in the courses that offer professional/vocational training, such as engineering, MBA, Information Technology.  Staff in the Humanities, Social sciences, and core Sciences would in general be seriously de-valued by such a breach of the principle of equal pay for equal work, and gender income disparity would be intensified, given that it is in these areas that most academic women are employed.  

If universities are indeed to fulfil Menzies’s vision—to be places of culture and learning, custodians of intellectual freedom, of objectivity and unclouded minds, trainers of future leaders, and enrichers of the entire community, they cannot be subjected to crudely-defined and narrow market forces.  And they will be expensive.  But surely we should not have to relearn the truth of  that slogan from an earlier hard times:

If you think Education is Expensive, Try Ignorance
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