
[image: ]


Whackademia

Richard Hil is an academic and writer who has worked at several universities in Australia and the UK and is currently honorary associate at the Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies, University of Sydney. His latest books include Erasing Iraq: The Human Costs of Carnage (with Mike Otterman and Paul Wilson, 2010) and the edited collection Surviving Care: Achieving Justice and Healing for the Forgotten Australians (with Liz Branigan, 2010), and he has published articles about issues in higher education for The Australian, Campus Review and Australian Universities Review.


Whackademia

An insider’s account of the troubled university

RICHARD HIL

[image: image]


A NewSouth book

NewSouth Publishing

University of New South Wales Press Ltd

University of New South Wales

Sydney NSW 2052

AUSTRALIA

newsouthpublishing.com

© Richard Hil 2012

First published 2012

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private study, research, criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part of this book may be reproduced by any process without written permission. Inquiries should be addressed to the publisher.

National Library of Australia

Cataloguing-in-Publication entry

Author: Hil Richard, 1953–

Title: Whackademia: An insider’s account of the troubled university/Richard Hil.

ISBN: 978 1 74223 291 1 (pbk.)

ISBN: 978 1 74224 136 4 (ePub)

ISBN: 978 1 74224 347 4 (Kindle)

ISBN: 978 1 74224 586 7 (ePDF)

Subjects: Universities and colleges – Social aspects – Australia.

College environment – Australia.

Dewey Number: 378.00994

Design Di Quick

Cover design Xou Creative

Printer Griffin Press

This book is printed on paper using fibre supplied from plantation or sustainably managed forests.


Contents

     Acknowledgments

     Introduction: Grounds for complaint

1:  A tertiary odyssey

2:  Sexing up Whackademia

3:  Taking care of busyness

4:  Production-line teaching

5:  Research, metrics and money

6:  Governing Whackademia

7:  Enough complaint, now what?

     Conclusion: Seeing through Whackademia

     References and further reading


Acknowledgments

My thanks go to all those academics who took time out to talk to me about their university experiences. I have done my best to conceal your identities but there’s really no need to worry: a lot of other academics are saying exactly the same sorts of things! I would also like to thank Phillipa McGuinness, Executive Publisher at UNSW Press, for her patience and support throughout this project, and James Drown for his amazing editing skills. My gratitude also goes to the anonymous reviewer for his or her comments – they certainly helped, and I hope you like the book a little better now! Last but not least, my heartfelt thanks and appreciation go to Jennifer Grainger for her ‘belt and braces’ support in reading through the manuscript and picking up my usual foibles.


Introduction: Grounds for complaint

Working in a university is like being in a really bad British farce: lots of racing around with no clear direction.

SENIOR LECTURER IN EDUCATION, MELBOURNE

Academics have been reduced to administrators and facilitators of formulaic, googlised, dumbed-down education.

PROFESSOR OF POLITICAL SCIENCE, CANBERRA

Universities are knowledge department stores.

LINDSAY TANNER, FORMER FINANCE MINISTER AND NOW VICE CHANCELLOR’S FELLOW AT VICTORIA UNIVERSITY



Like most organisations in other industrial and commercial sectors – schools, hospitals, biscuit factories, banks and breweries – universities have over recent years experienced major changes to their workplace cultures. Australian academics are now subject to work regimes that few of their predecessors would have recognised barely thirty years ago. Economic rationalism, commercialisation, managerialism, corporate governance and other outgrowths of neo-liberal ideology have ushered in an entirely new way of thinking about what constitutes academic life, what universities are for, and what values these institutions represent.

The notion of universities as institutions for the collective good has been largely usurped by the need to survive in an increasingly cut-throat marketplace. The once stereotypical image of an academic – a middle-class, pipe-smoking patriarch with all the time in the world to contemplate lofty ideas – has been replaced by the current reality of workers immersed in the rush of corporate activity, mostly aimed at peddling their institutions’ educational wares and maintaining market share. This change has been accompanied by bureaucratic practices and corporate jargon common to other sectors – inputs, outputs, targets, key performance indicators, performance management, unit costs, cost effectiveness, benchmarking, quality assurance and so on – that together form a system dedicated to maintaining corporate discipline, brand distinctiveness and market share.

And if educational ‘products’ like degrees, diplomas and PhDs are to be sold on the open market, then it is necessary to ensure an acquiescent and disciplined academic workforce, one that publicly supports the corporate line, protects the brand and fulfils the onerous duties required of it. Constant monitoring and surveillance – through regulatory mechanisms of review, assessment and evaluation – ensure that compliance is achieved under the guise of transparency, accountability and quality assurance. As academics have themselves reported in numerous newspaper articles and research studies, the net effects of this formidable regulatory order have been a perceived lowering of professional status, a sense of being constantly surveyed and swamped by red tape, and the loss of creative license, intellectual freedom and something called ‘job satisfaction’. Needless to say, many academics also now report high levels of stress, depression and related anxiety disorders, as well as a desperate desire to flee the profession – a feeling most prevalent in Australia among the estimated reserve army of 67 000 casual employees who now represent about 60 per cent of the academic workforce.

Many academics also report that they cannot devote as much quality time as they would like to what they consider to be their most important activities – teaching and research – and that they waste considerable energy simply monitoring and reporting what they are doing, or grappling with the onerous demands of large numbers of needy students. Not surprisingly, this situation has led to a generalised state of existential malaise in which many disgruntled and disillusioned academics ponder what it means to be an academic in today’s university system.

The story of my own twenty-five years of academic work in both British and Australian universities (related in chapter 1) is, I suspect, a fairly typical account of personal disenchantment with a system that has gradually mutated into its present corporate form. The sense of excitement and ideological fervor which initially propelled me into an academic career has since been eroded by a stifling sense of obligation to the survival of the largely joyless institutions in which I worked. It wasn’t so much the drudgery of the business model that irked me – I found its application to the universities bemusing, mainly because it was administered so amateurishly. More disenchanting was the fact that many of my colleagues seemed so eager, or so easily resigned, to embracing it. I was constantly struck by how fellow academics in the arts and social sciences could teach courses involving ‘critical reflection’, yet remain so reluctant to apply such intellectual processes when confronting the questionable rationalities of today’s universities.

Instead, what I witnessed was a tendency among my colleagues to embody aspects of the new order even though, in private, many would berate the corporatisation of universities and promise to revolt or get out as soon as possible. Others clung desperately to the moral raft of pragmatism – ‘I have a mortgage and kids to support’; ‘I’ll never get a promotion if I cause trouble’ – or confined their critiques to journal articles, books and occasional newsletters. Yet others chose resistance through their trade unions and/or acts of industrial sabotage – faking workload calculations and avoiding performance reviews – or equally as effective, applying heavy doses of satire and ridicule, examples of which litter the pages of this book. But many also seemed to think that the system was just dandy, and the more commercialisation and quality control the better. After all, they argued, we are in the real world and there is no alternative.

Altered states

Despite these differing reactions there was one development on which everyone agreed: the nature of ‘academic’ work had altered significantly over the years, radically transforming the profession’s everyday activities. For instance, as time wore on I noticed that discussions in staff and other meetings tended to focus increasingly on workload allocations, attrition rates, grant acquisition and student enrolments, rather than any meaningful consideration of what we as academics were doing and why we were doing it. These vexed questions rarely surfaced in the new reality, other than to confirm the sector’s links to the wonders of the global market. To make matters worse, class sizes and administrative loads blew out and faculty administrators and school heads were handed extraordinary powers over academics. In the midst of all this, many academics had gradually morphed into docile subjects or, worse, remunerated zombies.

Academics now ply their trade in a system that encourages hyperactivity, obsessively measures and standardises everything, and is hell-bent on attracting and retaining students. So entrenched have these instrumental concerns become that in some universities an academic’s penchant for reading scholarly works or sitting in quiet contemplation during office hours is seen as a monumental waste of time. In short, today’s academics find themselves in a strange, perplexing world of conflicting realities in which public claims of excellence seem starkly at odds with what routinely goes on inside the modern university. This is a world in which vice chancellors, like many other corporate CEOs, draw hefty salary packages, totalling over a million dollars in some cases, while the majority of those who do the hard graft of teaching – casual employees – struggle along with risible job security, remuneration and hefty workloads in what comes close to a system of patronage. It’s also a world in which globetrotting vice chancellors, deputy vice chancellors and pro vice chancellors occupy plush offices, supported and even sustained by a bevy of personal assistants and administrators, while academics take on increasing amounts of on-line teaching and administration. Meanwhile, eager marketing and promotion personnel invent tacky brand adverts that are plastered everywhere from newspapers and cinemas to billboards and the sides of taxis and public buses.

Equally worrying for academics is the fact that universities, and academics in particular, remain firmly in the grip of negative public mythology. There remains a widespread belief that academics have it good when compared to workers elsewhere. In some cases this is probably true. As many university administrators are fond of pointing out (however erroneously), academics seem to be conspicuously absent from university campuses from about November to January. These same finger-pointers also allude to the relatively small number of formal teaching hours of most academics (especially when compared to school and TAFE teachers) and holidays masquerading as overseas conference attendance as damning evidence that they are pampered and spoiled employees. But these are merely the soft-targets of modern academic life. Copious evidence shows that Australian academics confront often insurmountable workloads across the calendar year, and that this seriously impacts on their health and well-being, and ability to perform core duties. Yet very little public recognition of this will come from government ministers or vice chancellors – although some of the latter, like Professor Paul Greenfield, the former vice chancellor of the University of Queensland, Professor Greg Craven of the Australian Catholic University, and Professor Steven Schwartz at Macquarie University have at least tried to highlight serious educational and other deficiencies in the system, as well as the failure to present a clear view of what higher education is for.

It is as if academics have been shackled by the myths of the past, unable to get it across to a largely disinterested audience that their work demands are injurious to health, happiness and good education. As such, academics have become, at least in policy discourse, shadow figures in the public eye. This is a situation made all the worse by higher education commentators – including senior academics and government ministers – who make little or no mention of academics or the challenges they face in the current system.

But it’s not only the cultural and structural aspects of professional work that concern academics. They also point to the effects these are having on the nature and quality of so-called higher education. As I note in later chapters, the rigid and formulaic approach to university teaching, with its links to economic and vocational imperatives, and despite all the latest expert teaching theories and technological wizardry, is in many cases delivering a narrow and low-grade education for their students. Numerous employers, and even some vice chancellors, have begun to complain, and complain bitterly, about the one-dimensional nature of modern university graduates.

As this book indicates, what worries many academics is how growing commercialisation and the constriction of curriculum content to suit certain vocational, market-orientated ends has impacted on how and what students learn – and ultimately upon their capacity to become active citizens in a thriving, participatory democracy. Many academics argue that instead of simply encouraging graduates to pursue their personal ambitions of career, job readiness, professional status and high salaries in a competitive market culture, the role of universities should be to develop pedagogical practices that produce more ‘rounded’, more globally aware and ‘citizen-minded’ students who subscribe to an ethic of the common good.

Marketplace academics

Despite the fact that universities continue to graduate students across a range of disciplines who go on to make important contributions in various walks of life, altered funding arrangements in Britain (where arts, humanities, social sciences, law and business courses will no longer receive government subsidies), the questioning and disappearance of liberal arts courses in some Australian universities, and the funnelling of funds to applied science research, have all signalled a shift to more hard-nosed economic priorities. Add to this the proliferation of business schools (many with questionable reputations), the teaching of what critical theorist David Harvey derides as free-market, capitalist economics, and the fact that today’s architects of de-regulated tertiary education invariably equate higher education with economic growth, and it is not too difficult to see why universities have embarked on their current trajectory. Whatever the claims of university mandarins, it is clear that these institutions have become a constituent element in the market-driven ambitions of the neo-liberal state.

It is worth pausing at this stage to consider briefly what is meant by an ‘academic’. According to the Commonwealth Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) in 2010 there were just under 50 000 full-time and fractional full-time academic staff in Australian universities working in regional and metropolitan campuses across a range of disciplines. Over 31 000 of these undertook both teaching and research, slightly under 16 000 specialised in research, and a small crop of 2000 or so concentrated exclusively on teaching. As to what exactly is meant by an ‘academic’, there is simply no agreed definition. I have long thought – naively I’ll admit – that academics mostly undertake research and publish their findings in scholarly outlets and then apply their insights in teaching situations and occasionally speak out on matters of public concern. They might do a bit of administration and community and professional service, but their focus is research and teaching.

I have come to learn, however, that none of these assumptions hold true in the current tertiary system. For instance, if we take teaching and research as our yardstick, then many of those who work in Australian universities would – despite the categorisations of DEEWR – probably not qualify as academics because many of them do little or no research. In some quarters, however, there is a push for more ‘teaching only’ positions, with the insistence that these employees are still ‘academics’ simply by virtue of the fact that they work in universities. On the other hand, casual employees, the majority of whom (around 57 per cent) are women in their thirties, do a lot of teaching – in fact, that’s all that most of them do! Half or more of the tertiary teaching load, and up to 80 per cent in some courses, is done by casual staff, albeit with few if any of the benefits afforded to full-time academic staff.

While some academics do more teaching or research than others, all face the daily grind of over-administration – a major source of complaint amongst the nation’s scholars, mainly because it impedes their ability to concentrate on activities such as teaching and research. Administration has taken on a life of its own in today’s universities and is central to the maintenance of a system devoted to the delivery of a branded product called ‘higher education’. But not any sort of education. Australian university education is delivered through a quasi-market mixture of public and private funding that is tethered to particular instrumental goals like job readiness, professional careers and the promise of hefty incomes. As consumers, or my preferred term, ‘shoppers’, students have come to expect a product – a degree, diploma or doctorate – that will equip them to compete for jobs in the employment marketplace. As noted, this equation between higher education and job orientation has been constantly reinforced by policy-makers and senior university advocates who draw links between higher education and productivity, the economy, economic growth and GDP, as if these were the only measures of success. Contributing to the economy, of course, means engaging in that world on its terms, including a commercial ethos that requires (as we shall see in chapter 2) the full promotional powers of marketing and public relations personnel, of which there is now a veritable army in the tertiary sector.

One of the keys aims of this enterprise is to keep incomegarnering student-shoppers rolling through the doors in what, after the removal of government caps in 2012, will be one of the most de-regulated systems of higher education in the world. But while student-shopper numbers have begun to mushroom, the same is unlikely to be the case among permanent academic staff. In fact, fulltime academics are a diminishing breed, outnumbered by a growing band of casual staff, administrators, and middle and senior managers who have become bit-players in mini-empires that constantly seek to expand their activities domestically and overseas through new courses, on-line services and swanky (actual and virtual) designer campuses.

Academics – continuing and otherwise – have also had to confront the realities of what has been termed ‘massification’, whereby increasingly large droves of student-shoppers have been elevated to the status of royalty. The most revered of these regal shoppers are the full-fee-paying overseas students, who provide about 18 per cent of student income to universities and, according to Access Economics, contributed $9.6 billion to the Australian economy in 2009. Unfortunately, large numbers from this premium clientele have dropped away over the past couple of years, mainly because of ‘reputational issues’ (like the bashings of Indian students and perceptions of poorquality education), the over-valued Aussie dollar, and better value for-money in other countries.

To offset what is a significant loss of income – and any ensuing institutional panic – the federal government in 2011 loosened visa restrictions, allowing overseas students more generous entry requirements and the possibility of two years of employment following graduation. Additionally, many universities significantly eased their student entry requirements, while others have begun to draw more and more funds from charitable donations, bequests and endowments. Some universities even employ their own students in call centres to hunt down funds from alumni in order to bolster institutional coffers, or have attempted to poach students from other universities – despite this being in breach of their own university rules. Other universities have flogged off the equivalent of the Crown Jewels – buildings and, in the case of the University of Sydney, a painting by Picasso – to fund various infrastructure developments. Sydney, Monash, Macquarie and the University of Central Queensland have all taken the option of shedding both administrative and academic staff. Faced with a $36 million debt caused by the downturn in overseas student numbers, La Trobe University in Melbourne has also considered lay-offs, as well as imposing levies on those faculties which fail to meet their enrolment targets – an interesting variation of rubbing salt into the wound.

Given such developments, it is hardly surprising that academics are nervous about job security, which for casual staff is just about non-existent anyway. For the more permanent employees, the notion of tenure – once a cherished feature of scholarly life – is largely a thing of the past. Academics, like employees in other sectors, now find themselves vulnerable to the vagaries of market forces. In effect, this has served to act as yet another regulatory mechanism, helping to ensure that all remains relatively quiet on the academic front. Not that academics have remained quiet for long. Struggles over enterprise bargaining agreements, staff-room disputes and a generalised culture of disaffection and complaint has taken hold.

Purposeful complaint

Although this book records a lot of complaints about the things that academics find disagreeable, odd, boorish, stifling, restrictive, irritating and downright toxic in today’s university system, it has a higher purpose: namely, to highlight the parlous state of Australia’s higher education sector and the urgent need to do something about this.

Most people complain some or all of the time about their pay and conditions – it’s a simple fact of working life. Some readers may nonetheless find it irksome that seemingly well-paid employees appear to be droning on about how hard their professional lives have become. But as mentioned above (and as I demonstrate in greater detail in later chapters) most of the academics who undertake teaching are in fact lowly-paid casual staff who share little or none of the job security held by their colleagues on continuing contracts. Many casual academics consider that the full-timers have it good when compared to themselves, and there is some truth in this when it comes to pay and conditions. But none of this discounts the altered realities of the work culture of all university academics, nor the fact that significant numbers of them find the current regime oppressive, overwhelming, injurious to health, and antithetical to their ideas of a scholarly life.

It is of course possible to find cases of both open resistance and blissful acceptance, but these are few and far between. The fact is – as evidenced in numerous research reports – complaint is rife among academics, even among apologists of the current system. Sometimes academics will complain nervously about work conditions during staff meetings, or more publicly at seminars and conferences. Complaints also arise in more measured terms in academic journals and books, of which there are a growing number highlighting the oddities of the university system. Such critical assaults have been aired in the United States by commentators like Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa, Louis Menand, and Martha Nussbaum; in Australia by Simon Cooper, Simon Marginson and Robert Manne; and in Britain by Frank Furedi, AC Grayling and Terry Eagleton who, among many others, provide important insights into the troubled soul of today’s higher education system.

Importantly, these complainants are not just venting their collective spleens: they have demonstrable grounds for serious concern about the state of universities and the need for cultural and organisational change. The importance of their observations cannot be over-stated. As Julian Baggini points out in Complaint: From Minor Moans to Principled Protest, ‘Complaint … has driven human society forward and led to the abolition of systemic injustice. That it is now associated with inconsequential moans and frivolous litigation is a travesty.’ Baggini describes complaint as ‘a directed expression of a refusal or inability to accept that things are not as they ought to be. It plays a major role in the quest for fairness, justice, or simply doing things differently.’

Such expression is evident among large sections of the academic workforce for whom everyday university life has become an unpleasant chore that has directly affected their ability to carry out core duties and to remain content and happy. In fact in recent surveys by the National Tertiary Education Union (NTEU) and the Centre for the Study of Higher Education at the University of Melbourne, the majority felt this way. Their complaints are an amalgam of the general, unspecified and specific. The unspecified stuff, often delivered through gritted teeth at staff meetings and occasional rants that simply exhaust the complainant, seem destined to go nowhere. Somewhere along the line, complaint – if it is to have any meaning and impact – has to involve a reframing of the current reality; a vision of what might be, rather than what is. It has to recognise that everything cannot be achieved, and that we need to be (in that awful managerial vernacular) ‘strategic’. Baggini argues that ‘right complaint’ should contain two overriding principles if it is to be effective: specificity and proportionality. Being specific suggests a clear target or object of complaint rather than a scattergun approach. Proportionality, on the other hand, reminds us of the many other ‘big picture’ issues that are constantly out there: war, poverty, hunger, disease, climate change and the like.

While not as specific or proportionate as Baggini might wish, the major complaint of this book is that Whackademia – the repressive and constricting work culture currently operating in our universities – has turned these institutions into functional, rather soulless commercial enterprises rather than places of passion, spark, spontaneity and curiosity relevant to a vibrant and truly engaged democratic society. These attributes have been largely buried beneath a rhetorical pile of turgid rationalist pursuits that kow-tow to the capitalist market. Market demand dictates everything inside universities, including which programs survive and which go to the wall. Raimond Gaita has noted that this ‘betrayal by utilitarianism’ has resulted in less rather than more choice, and has changed the character of university education from civic relevance to instrumental economy.

Equally concerning is the compromised role played by universities in sustaining rather than acting as the critic and conscience of existing social arrangements. One of the very few vice chancellors to speak out about what might be described as a crisis of legitimacy in higher education is Professor Greg Craven of the Australian Catholic University, who in 2011 commented that Australian universities have been unable to ‘articulate a vision of themselves to the public’ and that they should be part of a ‘constitutional social concept’ that enables universities to ‘stand as inhibitions to all power, be that media, government or business’. Sadly, the corporatisation of the university sector and its adoption of the commercial ethos have seriously diminished its capacity to play such a role.

Lifting the lid

So concerned had I become about the changed nature of university life – the marketisation, the increasing amounts of bureaucracy and needless regulation and so on – that I decided to do something about it. Adopting the pseudonym ‘Joseph Gora’ (hello all!), I began writing satirical articles for Campus Review, followed by The Australian’s ‘Higher Education’ supplement, Australian Universities Review and the Journal of Higher Education and Management.

The reactions of academics to these articles told me that I had hit a nerve, and that my experiences were shared around Australia – not that I am the first or last to publicly deride universities, as later chapters will show. What my and others’ commentaries share is a concern about the loss of academic status and freedom in Australia’s universities, and the fact that these institutions have become so tightly shackled to the imperatives of the global capitalist economy. Along with many others, I happen to believe that tertiary education should be free (in both the financial and existential senses of the word), academics liberated from the petty tyrannies of managerial control and excessive administration, and the academy’s bureaucrats consigned to non-intrusive clerical positions elsewhere in the public service.

In highlighting the destructive effects of Whackademia on higher education, this book strikes a polemical rather than academic tone similar to that set by my alter ego. There are no methodological statements, footnotes or appendices, although I do include a section on further reading at the end of the book which outlines some key texts that have influenced my thinking. I have also drawn information from newspaper and journal articles, and books, blogs and other on-line sources. The most resonant voices of academic discontent, however, came from discussions with friends and colleagues at various city and regional universities. I have talked to current and retired academics, casuals through to emeritus professors, and academics from the arts, humanities, social and natural sciences, and I have learned that there is an astonishing consistency in what these folk choose to complain about.

At the very least, the 60 academics I have consulted were not happy campers; nor did they think that things would improve in the near future. Yet their complaints are also the foundations for change. All believed that things could be a lot better for themselves and for their students, especially if the higher education sector’s marriage to the market was annulled, and more freedom and autonomy restored to academics. From what they have had to say, it is possible to pinpoint specific areas in university governance, pedagogy and values that concern academics and which affect their ability to become truly civic-minded teachers and researchers. Students would also benefit from such changes by liberating themselves from the shackles of individual benefit (job readiness, career, income), perhaps rendering them more ‘rounded’, collectively minded citizens. In short, for many academics the basis of complaint is not about technical change to a compromised system of tertiary education, but a fundamental alteration to the values that underpin that system.

Many also argue – and I agree with them – that despite appearances, neo-liberal universities are becoming increasingly irrelevant in a rapidly changing world. The sector’s continued dalliance with economic growth, consumerism and unsustainable means of production may well – if they carry on their present course – consign Australia’s universities to irrelevance and total zombification, if they aren’t there already. The longer universities insist on being part of the current system of free-market economics, the more likely they are to render themselves marginal to the ‘blessed unrest’ sweeping the globe.

In addition to recording the views and experiences of a small group of academics, the following discussion contains a fair amount of personal reflection, especially in chapter 1 where I recount my own experiences of university life both here and in Britain. In chapter 2 I move on to discuss how Australian universities have sought to sell their branded products in the marketplace. Chapter 3 addresses what I consider to be a key manifestation of Whackademia – its devotion to self-destructive busy-ness – while chapters 4, 5 and 6 discuss how academics experience teaching, research, and university governance. Chapter 7 highlights how academics have variously positioned themselves in relation to Whackademia, in particular those seeking alternatives to the current system. I conclude by arguing that academics should fight back against the system, seek to open up meaningful intellectual spaces, and not merely rely on abstract critiques and pleas for policy change. In short, I believe that academics can and should continue to do something – or something more – to prevent the further slide into bureaucratised and dumbed-down higher education.

The accounts of academics presented in this book reflect not only some deeply felt objections to the work cultures that operate in universities, but also more general concerns about what universities have become, and in this regard they share a lot in common with the large sections of the general public. You might not agree with what I have proposed in terms of change – I’m not sure I always do! – but at least we might be able to go beyond simple complaint. Most importantly, we might have a long-awaited discussion about the values that underpin higher education and the sorts of qualities required of our graduates if they are to become active, fully informed, and yes, ‘rounded’ citizens.


1

A tertiary odyssey

During the sixties, universities were full of eccentrics and vibrant ideas.

SENIOR ACADEMIC IN PEACE AND CONFLICT STUDIES, VICTORIA

There has to be something better than what we’ve got … I honestly would not encourage my PhD students to work in a university. It would be a dereliction of duty on my part.

PROFESSOR OF POLITICAL SCIENCE

A MAJOR NSW METROPOLITAN UNIVERSITY



My personal odyssey through several universities in England and Australia was made on board a rather leaky vessel. The following account is, however, part of a much broader story about how today’s universities have devolved into their current state – and what this means for academics who work in such places. At the very least, my own story reveals that significant changes have swept over the higher education sector both here and overseas, and that many of these changes have made life for many academics generally harder and less rewarding. My story begins in the post-hippy, pre-punk, glam rock days of the early 1970s, when I first pondered the thought of entering the hallowed halls of an English university.

Essex ahoy!

On a gloomy afternoon in late September 1973, I was keenly aware that my life was about to take a significant turn. As I waited outside a battered public telephone in one of Coventry’s duller suburbs while my girlfriend phoned for the results of my Advanced-level examinations, the qualifications needed to enter university, I reflected on the consequences of either failure or success. Failure would mean a return to more modest ambitions, perhaps three years at a teacher training or local technical college. Success would augur an exhilarating joyride through the unknown world of higher education. After a few minutes of muffled conversation my girlfriend emerged from the booth to inform me that I had indeed obtained the grades I needed to go to Essex University. After much cavorting, kissing, hugging and the rest we proceeded to the local pub to get uproariously drunk. The next morning, over several cups of coffee and a sore head, I also reflected on the months of revision and high hopes that had at last been realised, and on the world – or at least parts of it – that I was about to leave behind.

As the son of working-class Polish migrants, and after having failed the dreaded 11-plus examination that placed me in a juvenile detention centre masquerading as a secondary school, the best I could hope for was an apprenticeship at one of Coventry’s many car factories. Like most of my classmates, I had been subjected to a boot-camp education that was geared towards enslavement on the factory floor. To enforce discipline, pupils were caned (‘whacked’) on a regular basis, and periodically shunted into assemblies where our headmaster – with the rather misleading surname of Hope – would regale us on the need for good order, discipline and devotion to the Catholic faith.

The less-than-subliminal message from our teachers was that we were brawny and macho, occasionally funny – even lovably quirky – but with one or two exceptions, ultimately thick. Perfect material for the assembly line, we were the ‘likely lads’ so brilliantly described by Paul Willis in Learning to Labour. Our career horizons were rather like those of the working-class kids interviewed for Seven Up! – the first of the chronological, fly-on-the-wall documentary series of class aspirations in Britain. These aspirations rarely included anything approaching higher education: university was reserved for the posh end of town. In fact, had anyone cared to ask me, say around 1970, what a university was, I probably would have said it was an abattoir or bank.

But here I was, the first snotty-nosed kid from my latter-day industrial school to go to university. I chose to do – I could never bring myself to say ‘read’ – a degree in what, on the face of it, sounded rather boring: social studies. However, there was good reason for such a choice. As an aspirant mod in the late 1960s, I had taken a great deal of interest in youth cultures, mainly because I liked the clothes and music, and the chance to meet interesting young women. Stan Cohen, who went on to become an internationally renowned criminologist, was then a senior lecturer at Essex and had written a ground-breaking book about the mod movement called Folk Devils and Moral Panics. I was captivated by his eloquent analysis of how mods were demonised by the establishment, and for both narcissistic and intellectual reasons I wanted to know a lot more about young people, culture and identity – especially my own.

Duly enthused, off I went with my battered blue suitcase and brown duffle coat to the University of Essex, home of considerable riotous assembly in 1968 and still something of a leftist hot-house on the outskirts of the former Roman fortress town of Colchester. I was ensconced on the tenth floor of Tawney Tower, one of six hideous residential blocks constructed out of what looked like grey slate brick. With fourteen testosterone-charged young males to each floor, the experience of living in Tawney Tower was always likely to be interesting, and so it proved. There were frequent drug-laden parties, booze-ups, wrecked kitchens and sleepless nights to contend with. Silence was a rarity as the dulcet tones of Bob Dylan, Pink Floyd and Van Morrison could be heard day and night through the thin walls.

Given that my first year did not count towards my final degree, I was handed a license to thrill – nine months of parent-free, unrestrained hedonism and not a little intellectual discovery. In addition to spending considerable amounts of time in the student bar and subsequently recovering from hangovers, I joined the Socialist Workers Party, the Campaign for Real Ale and the highly active Apathy Society. (I was prevented from joining the Anti-Apartheid Group by the Socialist Workers Party because, as I was told by a Frederick Engels lookalike, it was a counter-revolutionary movement.) Obsessed with incoherent ideological questions, I spent many hours bent over the impenetrable – at least to me – works of Marx and Engels, attending long and boring meetings, and trying unsuccessfully to chat up female party-members. On campus, in pubs, common and student rooms, there was always a conversation to be had, an argument to pursue, a position to defend, and a protest to plan. I honed many irritating linguistic skills during this period – not the best asset for someone already infused with considerable arrogance. The student bar and cafeteria were at times the shadow hedonistic equivalent of the Enlightenment’s salons, where students of mostly left-leaning political persuasions indulged in visions of a new world order.

In between such encounters I attended lectures delivered by a number of internationally recognised sociologists like Stan Cohen, Dennis Marsden, Peter Townsend (not of The Who), David Lockwood, Joan Busfield, Tony Woodiwiss, Colin Bell, Howard Newby, Ken Plummer, George Kolankiewicz and many others: all outstanding and widely published scholars in their respective fields. I can still recall particular lectures that were brilliantly formulated, interesting, entertaining and insightful – all without the assistance of Power Points, electronic whiteboards and other forms of techno-wizardry. Also absent were on-line lecture notes and lecture streaming, simply because cyber technologies had not yet taken hold in the university system.

The only material we received from our lecturers was a modest subject outline comprising a few yellow, pink or blue pages that included a reading list, essay questions and, if we were lucky, accompanying criteria. No-one spoke of these as ‘contracts’. In contrast to today’s information overload, there was no chunky, standardised unit information guide written in the parlance of teaching and learning experts, nor did our subject outlines contain complex cross tabulations of graduate attributes, and complex learning objectives. There were no quizzes, multiple choice examinations, or essay questions accompanied by pages and pages of detailed instructive notes. We were largely left to our own devices and used our personal resources, such as they were, to hunt down readings, organise essay material and formulate arguments. There were no consultation sessions with learning support personnel, mentors or peers, since most students who had completed their A-levels had already been well grounded in essay writing.

The teaching staff spent most of their time doing research, scholarship and community service, and most were bona fide public intellectuals. Students rarely sought out academics beyond the narrow consultation times. Frankly, we wouldn’t have dared, since academics were imbued with god-like qualities, and most students were wary of them. That said, academic staff did hold the occasional party, often at their own homes, and a few of them joined in refectory discussions and student demonstrations. Generally though, academic–student relations were respectful, if a little distant. There were certainly no ‘corridor tarts’ (students who perpetually hang around academic staff seeking privileged access and, hopefully, better grades) in evidence.

Somehow – spontaneously, miraculously – we managed to produce reasonable essays, to learn independently, and to engage in what was a vibrant, exciting educational process, and all this without any mention of ‘excellence’, ‘innovation’, ‘creativity’, ‘opportunity’, ‘discovery’, ‘choice’ and other such weasel words. Although I spent most of my first year in various states of inebriation and delirium, or in riots and other forms of political activity, I nonetheless managed to learn a great deal through what was an exciting mix of curricular and extra-curricular activities. Eventually I got bored of the failed sex romps and hangovers and decided to get serious about my studies. So, in my second year I moved out of Tawney Tower into more sedate student accommodation about a mile away from the main campus. In hindsight, my first year at Essex could not have been a better learning experience: a combination of formal pedagogy and informal hilarity, political activism, and what gurus of the soul now like to refer to as ‘personal growth’. (The other main area of growth – my beer gut – was the product of my very dedicated participation in the Campaign for Real Ale).

After a further two years of publicly funded education – most students got grants in those days and only worked during the summer breaks – I emerged with a head full of wonderful experiences, new interests and fresh insights. Admittedly, the University of Essex was a quirky place, having ridden on the ebbing (though still thrilling) wave of late 1960s radicalism. But the blend of cerebral infusion obtained in refectories, bars, dorms, tutorial rooms and lecture theatres was to provide me with enduring memories and a solid platform for later life. In short, Essex was alive; it had zest and soul. It was an experience similar to Mungo MacCallum’s ‘getting of ignorance’ at St Andrews College at the University of Sydney, where he indulged in the philosophising, carousing, ‘dabbling in creativity, exchanging witticisms and partners’ that made his university days a ‘holistic’ and ‘special experience’. ‘For a brief time’, MacCallum remembered, ‘we were the chosen ones’. At Essex, I too had known that feeling.

To the Antipodes

In 1977 I made my way to Bristol University in the west of England. Having enrolled in a masters course in race and ethnic relations, I attended regular lectures and tutorials held in a converted Victorian house in the middle of the city. Fortunate enough to have received a scholarship from the Social Science Research Council, I completed coursework and a half-baked thesis on Auguste Comte’s ramblings on ‘race’. Again, there were few supportive learning props, and we were expected to get on with the task of assignment completion. We received brief subject guides, two days of induction and that was it, we were off and running. Extra-curricular activities included parties at the houses of teaching staff and regular forays into the Edwardian cider houses of Clifton. Later that year, having completed my degree, I headed for York University to embark on a PhD which (like over 40 per cent of students at the time) I never completed, mainly because my scholarship ran out and I found the combination of work and study too much.

After several years as a research officer in probation and social work departments in the Home Counties and London, and a threeyear stint in child protection work, in 1991 I moved back into academia with a lectureship in social work at James Cook University in the steamy North Queensland city of Townsville. Located at the foot of Mount Stuart and covered in tropical vegetation, the university offered a pleasant respite from the demands of child protection in cold, soggy inner London. I spent several very happy years at the university, which demanded a great deal in terms of teaching and administration but still allowed me enough time and space to pursue my research and scholarly interests.

In the early 1990s it was still possible to remain relatively autonomous as an academic and to pursue one’s scholarly interests without the constant gaze of faculty administrators and quality assurance personnel. The regulatory gaze, such as it was in the department of social work, was minimal and though I’m sure I must have had them, I cannot recall completing a period of probation or other bureaucratic rites of passage. (If they did occur they were mercifully perfunctory.) I also have few recollections of having to complete long and labourintensive forms for holiday leave or conference attendance, both of which were granted readily and without the rancour, suspicion or spite prevalent in some of today’s universities. My performance reviews, such as they were, manifested in occasional casual chats with a kind and attentive head of school, and I never felt any sense of being scrutinised or held to account on ‘goal-related activities’.

James Cook’s social work department operated largely on good faith, and the majority of academics responded accordingly. There was little or no monitoring of my classes by teaching and learning experts, although we did undertake student evaluations of our units and spoke regularly with student representatives about pedagogical matters, and our unit information guides were subject to informal peer review. Given the good-will that operated in the department, such reflective exercises were conducted in the best spirit of collegial co-operation. Not that everything was always bliss in the department. Occasional conflicts and rivalries arose between academic staff-members, and I witnessed occasional tantrums and tears, but rarely enough to seriously disrupt the day-to-day flow of departmental life. The social work program had been in place for a number of years and we managed to avoid the horrors of repeated restructures. In fact, to this day the school of social work at James Cook University remains one of the most stable and enduring programs in Australia with, by all accounts, a post graduate entry programme that is flourishing. You may wonder why on earth I left such an oasis. The answer? Townsville was too hot, even for a sun worshipper like me.

After a brief stint in 1996–1997 at the University of the Sunshine Coast – then a starchy place run by three male deans and a vice chancellor who liked his trees in neat rows and campus buildings bereft of character – I moved to the School of Justice Studies at the Queensland University of Technology in Brisbane. QUT advertised itself boldly as ‘A University for the Real World’. The school, which focused on policing, security, intelligence and various criminal justice issues, was managed by a refugee from the 1960s with a trimmed, greying beard and a protective and assertive instinct that eventually put him out of favour with the university’s senior management. For me, however, he was the perfect blend of a left-leaning ideologue, warm, generous and understanding, and wonderfully cynical about the self-evident oddities of the evolving ‘enterprise’ university – of which QUT was a front-runner. He tried to balance the precarious existence of the school (which was continually under siege from the ambitious law school) with the imperatives of marketised education, especially the need to generate income through increased student enrolments.

I was at the school for eighteen rather pleasant months before the head lost his position to a person who, as far as some of us could tell, had little appreciation of what it meant to be an academic. Despite the fact that several highly accomplished and eminently suitable senior academics had been interviewed for the position, it was the non-academic who landed the job. Problems arose right from the off in terms of concerns about the new head’s ability to understand the nuances of academic culture and the particular idiosyncrasies of staff in the school. But none of this seemed to matter to many of my colleagues. The rest of us smouldered with quiet resentment at the injustice of losing a decent head of school with an academic pedigree.

In sanctioning the appointment of the new school head, QUT’s senior management had effectively endorsed many of the changes (outlined in the next chapter) that were sweeping over higher education during the 1990s. They argued that the time had come to employ managers from non-academic backgrounds who could take schools and faculties into new corporatised, income-generating directions. At the time, all the talk in school meetings was of the urgent need to increase enrolments, how to keep the student-shoppers satisfied, how to lower attrition rates and haul in large grants. Few if any of my academic colleagues had the courage or wherewithal to question the new corporate orthodoxy. Most simply got on with the job, however excessive the administrative and bureaucratic duties or whatever the ideological rationale behind them. Resistance was confined to occasionally complaining behind closed doors or muttering to oneself. Public complaint appeared to be anathema.

At various times the school was visited by Professor Peter Coaldrake, QUT’s then deputy vice chancellor, and since April 2003 its vice chancellor. (Until 2011, he also doubled as the chair of Australian Vice Chancellors’ Committee, itself recently re-branded as Universities Australia.) Perhaps not the most loved and admired of people in Queensland – given his past hatchet work while chair of Queensland’s Public Sector Management Commission – Coaldrake’s vision for QUT has been to create a university of the twenty-first century, where the ‘new humanities’ are constituted as ‘creative industries’ that include courses in architecture, visual design, media studies, writing and publishing, advertising and marketing, and creative software applications – definitely not the ‘old’ humanities!

Not one to mince his words, Coaldrake has repeatedly called for more government funding of higher education and increased philanthropic donations. In his address to the National Press Club in March 2010, he warmly embraced the new culture of quality assurance, and was fully supportive of university performance rankings – although almost as an afterthought, he asserted that we have to ‘be very careful in the university system in terms of what you’re measuring’. Perhaps most telling in Coaldrake’s vision of the contemporary university was the absence of any reference to the lived realities of academic life. He made no mention in his address of the routine complaints, grumbles and discontents of academics as they struggled with the often intolerable demands placed upon them.

Given the above, academic staff in justice studies understandably viewed Coaldrake’s visits to the school with considerable suspicion. Reassurances about the future of our school were greeted with scepticism, and his lengthy homilies on the new realities of higher education were the subject of barely concealed yawns. Our concerns were later increased with news that QUT’s Carseldine campus in northern Brisbane was closed, much to the consternation of campus workers and local residents. Staff at the justice studies school were surely justified in feeling a little worried.

My lasting memory of the school is of the overlooked head on his final day, busily packing boxes and removing posters and other ephemera from walls and doors. Before he had time to get out the door, two humourless workmen arrived to remove his name-plate from the door, and replace it with the new nomenclature. Soon afterwards a carton containing expensive red wine arrived for Monday’s installation of the new head. As the former head left the building, distant guffaws of laughter could be heard from those academics who had no moral qualms over his departure or concerns about an appointment process that was less than transparent. This was regime change at its ugliest.

Cross purposes

During my five years at QUT, I became increasingly worried by the growing corporatisation of Australian universities. I even organised a conference titled ‘Beyond the Enterprise University’ which had more speakers than audience members. Eventually, I left QUT in 2002 to take up a senior lectureship at Southern Cross University in the New South Wales coastal town of Coffs Harbour. Given that the red-brick campus had apparently been designed by the same architect who envisioned Grafton Gaol, I should have known better than to depart my metropolitan enclave for what one of my new colleagues referred to as a ‘regional gulag’.

SCU had for a brief period in the 1990s gained an enviable reputation as a funky outfit located in Lismore, only a brief drive away from the coastal playground of Byron Bay – now an appallingly over-crowded and expensive parody of its former self. The university had sought to develop new cutting-edge, niche courses like complementary medicine, contemporary music and later, surfing studies. It hoped that such offerings would elevate its image from that of a regional outpost to a bastion of neo-Bohemian excellence, thereby enabling it to attract more students and generate much needed income. For a while it worked, but then the university slipped back into the lower levels of university rankings where it has more or less languished ever since (even though it has a number of outstanding scholars, schools and research centres). Successive vice chancellors struggled to stop the haemorrhaging of students to other universities, but without much success.

While the university continued to be viewed widely as something of a basket case, the new campus at Coffs Harbour held great hope as the way of the future, especially since its tri-sector arrangement with the local TAFE and a senior college was meant to provide a natural flow of students. This experiment at Coffs Harbour was a laudable attempt to develop regional university campuses, but for a variety of reasons – not least that most local students found other universities much more attractive – it eventually failed, and the university was obliged to trawl for students elsewhere, never an easy task in such a ferociously competitive marketplace.

The school which I joined was presided over at various times by heads steeped in micro-management and manifesting significant authoritarian tendencies. Here, unlike James Cook University but not a million miles from QUT, managers were afforded extraordinary powers over academics. Some of my colleagues were encumbered with five years of probation (about the same duration as prison sentences doled out to muggers) and everyone was subject to a highly questionable system of performance review – despite the supposed moderating influence of a very large policy manual. As detailed in later chapters, these reviews – now commonly referred to in the more corporate vernacular as ‘performance management development reviews’ – were occasionally used to bludgeon academics into submissive conformity or, in my case, to seek revenge for imagined misdemeanours. One person in a senior position had developed a draconian style of management reminiscent of Nurse Ratchet in One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest. Early on I was warned by colleagues to ‘keep your head down’, ‘do as you are told’, and ‘for God’s sake keep under the radar’. This was not unlike my secondary school experience, but without the whack of the cane. Instead, aided by an equally authoritarian colleague, academics were subjected to governance by diktat. It created what one colleague aptly referred to as a ‘toxic environment’. The worst treatment was doled out to casuals who, as happens across Whackademia, were subjected to an arbitrary system of governance that occasionally resulted in dismissal without right of appeal. Not surprisingly, droves of good academics left the school to seek renewal elsewhere.

Although this represented an extreme version of the new managerial orthodoxy, it was nonetheless clear that a regulatory regime of top-down domination was abroad in the higher education sector. Granted enormous powers of regulation and control, some managers can now govern as they wish, notwithstanding the ‘oversight’ (another managerialism blind to its ironic double meaning) of deans, grievance procedures and safeguards contained in policy manuals. These manuals are sometimes used as blunt regulatory instruments, with school heads drawing on obscure sections and sub-sections to demonstrate shortcomings in an academic’s performance. I know of one academic who was hounded out of her position after having been repeatedly assailed by a school head for not following policies set out in the policy manual. Academics in my school were vulnerable to such treatment as none had bothered to read the manual – it was enormous, excruciatingly tedious to read and terrifyingly detailed.

During my time at SCU, I became more and more aware not only of the excessive regulation that permeated the university system, but also the strain experienced by students, many of whom sought – and failed – to balance work, family and study. Many external students also felt isolated and marginalised, despite all the talk about ‘convergent learning’ and endless amounts of ‘student support’. Like a lot of other students, they worried about the hefty long-term debts they were incurring under the Higher Education Contribution Scheme.

Yet it was equally clear that over the years students had by default been handed considerable power in Whackademia. End-of-semester student evaluations of teaching performance at SCU were regarded rather like sacred scrolls, as if they possessed the ultimate truths on all matters pedagogical. Despite the fact that such evaluations have largely escaped any meaningful critical scrutiny by their overseers, or recognition that the one-size-fits-all approach produces very limited pedagogical insights, the results of these surveys nonetheless influence everything from academics’ performance reviews to promotions.

While personally I was miserable for a lot of my time at SCU, my experience was not necessarily all that different from that of academics in other universities, since the culture of any school or faculty is highly contingent on the personalities involved. I know of many really decent school heads and deans who go out of their way to treat staff with dignity and respect. I am also aware that all heads of school are under great pressure to balance the books and to supervise academic and support staff. This is challenging work, and school heads are ultimately accountable to their deans, and deans to their vice chancellors. That’s how the corporate system works.

But this same system – with all its rules and regulations, overarching pressures and competing interests, and top-down governance – also creates the conditions in which overly authoritarian managers can cause havoc. And remember, it’s very rare for workers in the corporate system to formally evaluate the performance of their immediate superiors, which makes it difficult to prevent aberrant managerial behaviours.

What made matters even worse for academic staff in my school was the formidable range of routine regulatory practices introduced and overseen by administrative gurus. The most bizarre of these – as many academics will agree – is the workload formula, which was derided by just about everyone subject to it, but treated by management with the reverence it certainly did not deserve. I have a lot more to say about workload formulas in later chapters: for now it is worth noting that as an instrument designed to calibrate work allocation and distribution, the workload formula is of limited usefulness in terms of capturing the everyday realities of academic life.

For academics at SCU, attending to administrative affairs – form filling, preparing reports, completing review documents, applications and so on – largely became the order of the day. Research, at least in my school, was something everyone talked about often but did little about; ditto for writing, and anything approaching public intellectual work. So irrelevant had research become that some academics, with virtually no track record in research and publications but a healthy history of committee attendance, student supervision and administrative labour, were promoted to senior positions. Lack of research among my immediate academic colleagues, however, was more a symptom of system failure. Excessive administrative and teaching duties often squeezed out the time to do research, which for some could only be undertaken during periods of study leave.

That said, academics were required to undertake research as part of their overall duties – and in accordance with the workload formula. Failure to achieve specific goals or to ‘perform’ adequately in such areas would be met during performance reviews with raised eyebrows, rebukes and/or a re-setting of priorities and goals through ‘profiling’. From the standpoint of the academic, such goals were at best a calculated amalgam of minimal aims and intentions that made the daily grind tolerable. Our main tactic to manage these workload calculations was to understate what was achievable, by claiming all sorts of obstacles and impediments, and thus setting the precedent for even more modest targets the following year. Although admirable, honesty and enthusiasm were qualities best tempered during the process of performance review. Over the years I had seen many an eager young permanent academic with his or her nose pressed firmly to the grindstone as a result of having tried to impress a faculty administrator with eagerness to perform multifarious duties. Unscrupulous managers would of course lap up such selfless devotion.

Satisfying the punters

While management practices at SCU offered me a particular insight into the changing nature of university governance, it also shed light on the changing status of students. I became increasingly conscious of the university management’s obsession with student enrolment and retention, and the often desperate attempts by academics to ensure student satisfaction. It seemed that managers and academics would do almost anything to keep students rolling through the doors and the cash register turning over. Concerns over income generation appeared to permeate the entire academy. For instance, the intellectual rigour of unit contents was more often than not secondary to the imperative of keeping the punters satisfied – which meant getting them through courses with what amounted to ‘soft assessment’ and ‘soft marking’. Such problems have been widely identified by academic observers, and in the case of Victoria, that state’s ombudsman.

At SCU, management directed us to offer all first year students the chance to resubmit failed assignments. We were also encouraged – subtly and otherwise – by deans and school heads, and at board of assessor meetings, to minimise fail grades, and to offer all manner of learning support. Additionally, ‘moderation’ exercises aimed at ensuring consistency across the student cohort had the effect of minimising fail grades. Noting this problem, a Deakin academic in The Australian’s ‘Higher Education’ supplement of 2 November 2011 remarked: ‘So what do you think the majority of academics who don’t need to go through the hassles are going to do?’ The answer of course is that many simply passed students who in more enlightened times would have failed outright – a practice also noted by many academics interviewed for this book. I once remarked to a colleague that if I were to mark honestly, I would have regularly failed over a third of my students, but such an act would have been greeted with institutional opprobrium – and possibly a please explain from the vice chancellor himself.

The problem at SCU, as elsewhere in Whackademia, is that student support for essay writing and other forms of assessment was limited. At the Coffs Harbour campus, the burden of assisting students with essays fell to one permanently exhausted sessional worker on a recurring contract. Given the significant numbers of overseas students we had to deal with, as well as domestic students who could barely construct a coherent sentence – both the result of the pressure to increase student numbers and revenue – this sort of support proved woefully inadequate.

Consequently, lecturers had to contend with essays written in what may as well have been ancient Greek or pidgin English and without a trace of discernable argument or intellectual coherence. Often, the only bits of essays that made sense were the quotes lifted from textbooks. Given such difficulties and the attempt by many of my colleagues to manage workload pressures, other means of assessment were devised, including the proliferation of multiple choice or take-home examinations and quizzes. Rarely were these attempts at assessing the supposed knowledge of students subjected to the critical scrutiny that they warranted. Instead, education was increasingly reduced to a process of learning-by-numbers, whereby bits of fragmented knowledge were regurgitated via one-liners, ticks and numerical scores.

At the end of each semester the board of assessors – a ritualised forum to review students’ marks – agonised over the allocation and distribution of grades, especially the proportion of fails. At SCU, the board also considered how to address the problems of ‘at risk’ students. (Interestingly, the needs of high-achieving students were usually ignored, which was surprising given the income-generating possibilities of future post graduate students.) Farcical in terms of process and almost entirely bereft of intellectual credibility, these meetings largely ignored pedagogical matters and the intellectual rigour of unit content in favour of rubber-stamping the mediocrity dictated by the bell curve – and quashing any sign of dissent to the whole bizarre procedure.

Despite their many challenges, small regional universities like SCU have demonstrated remarkable resilience over the years. Millions of dollars have been allocated by SCU to build another new campus on a vacant site near Coolangatta airport, the main terminus for tourists visiting the Gold Coast. SCU management remain very excited about this campus’s new income-generating possibilities with full-fee-paying students jetting in from China, India and Japan attracted as much by the golden beaches and glitz of Surfers Paradise and the splendour of the adjacent hinterland as they are by a Western education. The campus is also near to one of Australia’s most rapidly growing urban centres, its population predicted to increase by over two million over the next couple of decades.

Undeterred by the fact that much of the Gold Coast is at serious risk of floods and inundation as a result of rising sea levels, SCU marketing personnel are champing at the bit to promote surf central to a new student cohort in what will be an enlarged, and from 2012, fully deregulated market. The university will of course do everything in its power to smooth the entry of students into degree programmes by offering generous credits (already up to 50 per cent), learning assistance and two-year, rapid-fire course completion. Like other campuses around Australia, the new SCU campus will no doubt eventually include cafes, eateries, boutiques, hi-tech sports facilities, specialty stores and counselling services that will accommodate every need of the student-shopper. It may even seek to foster ‘interactive community’ and ‘student engagement’ through initiatives already adopted by other universities: cafe-style lecture theatres, electronic communication boards, ergonomically designed park benches, ‘village’ student accommodation, and comfy study spaces.

Whether or not any of this fosters education, or creates soul or civic purpose is of course another matter entirely. Perhaps that is why, in a May 2010 article in the Sydney Morning Herald – drawing on recent research carried out by the Centre for the Study of Higher Education at the University of Melbourne, the National Union of Students and the Griffith Institute for Higher Education – Heath Gilmore was able to comment so negatively about the modern experience of being a university student:

Students are treating university like an intellectual fast-food restaurant, and academics are being left to assume a new role as mere drive-through classroom attendants … Superorganised and technologically wired but time-poor, modern students regard university as another appointment on their electronic organiser, new research shows … They drop into the required lecture or tutorial and fill up on the required amount of education before motoring on to their part-time job, one eye on the Higher Education Contribution Scheme debt they are racking up.

As ‘drive-through classroom attendants’, academics might well feel that their work has been reduced to the menial task of serving up what the consumer wants, irrespective of the ultimate effects on all concerned. The main objective is to keep the student-shoppers rolling through the doors.

I will argue later that in the short to medium term, academics might seek to develop practices that promote aspects of university education that are grounded in the intrinsic worth of learning and the goals of active citizenship and civic engagement. Instead of mindlessly embodying a productivist logic, universities might reflect on how we can produce graduates who are imbued with wisdom, kindness, compassion and an understanding of peace, citizenship, rights, social justice and sustainability. But I’m afraid you won’t see many references to such matters in university mission statements or advertising slogans, which I consider in the next chapter.
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