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Welcome to 2011! We, the editorial and production 

team at Australian Universities’ Review hope you 

will be cerebrally stimulated by and enjoy this year’s 

issue of AUR. We aspire to provide a wide range of 

material, and once you get your teeth into this issue, 

I’m sure you’ll agree that we have succeeded. AUR’s 

aim is ‘to encourage debate and discussion about 

issues in higher education and to contribute to 

Australian public life…’ (AUR, Editorial Policy – see 

inside front cover). In order to follow this policy, AUR 

seeks, and receives a wide range of scholarly, blind-

peer-reviewed papers, as well as opinion and experi-

ence pieces. This issue is replete with all of these!

Given that we are a journal concerned with higher 

education, papers will typically be about students, 

staff and bureaucratic processes. Of the student-

focused papers, Michael Cuthill and Sue Scull pro-

vide insights into the perennial problem of access 

to higher education, with a particular focus on stu-

dents with a Pacific Island background. The paper 

by Robert Errey and Glen Wood is concerned with 

getting students to engage, because engaged students 

are happier and perform better.

Among the opinion pieces are two personal nar-

ratives from Heather Brook and Dee Michell, both 

of whom describe their path to university and aca-

demia from non-traditional and low socio-economic 

status beginnings. 

From another part of the student spectrum, Cathy 

Day and her colleagues from the Australian National 

University describe Pinnacle, a teacher training pro-

gramme for full-time PhD students.

Many of the rest of the papers in this issue have a 

‘staff’ focus, with the paper by Brian Martin providing 

an examination of how one might become a ‘happy’ 

academic. Many papers are written these days about 

the pressures academics feel about their 21st century 

workload and the way the profession is changing. Sev-

eral such papers have been published in AUR over 

the past couple of years. Martin’s paper suggests that 

academics’ long-term happiness levels are likely to be 

increased by exercising well-developed skills, building 

strong relationships, helping others and cultivating 

mindfulness. 

Other papers are about academic staff in the 

context of the over-developed and process-bound 

bureaucracy foisted on universities by (often) poor 

government policy. In the next breath it must be 

added that universities seem to acquiesce rather too 

quickly to such developments. Years of under-fund-

ing, and  a raft of ill-considered programmes (such 

as the statistically unsound ‘research training scheme’ 

of a few years ago, and more recently the subjective, 

opaque and manipulatable journal ranking scheme) 

leave the sector with problems that shouldn’t have 

been placed before it in the first place.

John Buchanan’s paper notes that the pursuit of 

teaching quality means that ‘...universities are resort-

ing to stark, reductionist representations of educational 

quality, such as mean figures generated by student sur-

veys, to measure and report on this’. On another aspect 

of quality, Simon Cooper and Ann Poletti discuss the 

aforementioned journal ranking scheme, highlighting 

as they go, many of its flaws. 

The predominance of material on the academic side 

of the university workforce shouldn’t lead anyone 

to conclude that AUR isn’t equally interested in the 

majority of university staff, that is, those who are not 

academics! Editors often find themselves with more 

papers on some topics/perspectives than others.

Letter from the editor
Ian R Dobson
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I can climb down from the soap box to briefly men-

tion the remaining papers. First, we have former Chief 

Scientist Robin Batterham’s take on citation analysis. 

On the basis of his ten-year analysis of ten of Australia’s 

major publishing research institutions he indicates that 

Australia performs reasonably well on the world stage, 

but he wonders if performance might be improved 

even more by a tighter focus on the best performers. 

Arthur O’Neill and Bob Speechley put on their 

‘grumpy old men’ hats in providing a review of the 

past and their insight about the future. I’m sure this 

paper will amuse you, but will also cause you to marvel 

at the authors’ insight. In similar (but different) vein, 

we have another offering from the inimitable Joseph 

Gora, who this time gets his claws into university rank-

ing systems.

There is a report on the English Language Growth 

project that addresses the needs of international stu-

dents. This short report represents an extension to 

Katie Dunworth’s paper on English language profi-

ciency published in AUR 52(2). I’m all for anything 

that improves written English by all students and 

staff, including staff from university marketing offices.

The final paper fits in with AUR’s desire to look out-

ward as well as inward. Even though our title describes 

our overall outlook, not even Australian universities 

can operate without thinking about the global village. 

In this issue we present a paper about the expansion 

of higher education opportunity in parts of the Mid-

dle-East.  Stephen Wilkins describes and considers the 

situation. Does the influx of foreign providers mean an 

increase in opportunity for locals, or is it a 21st cen-

tury form of colonialism? Several Australian universi-

ties now have a presence in the Middle-East.

One of this editor’s briefs when appointed to the 

editor’s chair was to increase the number of book 

reviews. As you will see, this is one thing that has defi-

nitely occurred. This issue features nine book reviews. 

Many thanks to those busy staff that were able to find 

time to produce these fine reviews.

While I’m thanking people, we must not forget 

AUR’s hard-working editorial board, many of whom 

provide book reviews and/or blind peer reviews of the 

papers included, in line with the government’s rules 

for peer review. We must also thank the production 

team behind getting AUR on to your bookshelves or 

your hard disk. There is much more to publishing a 

journal than you might imagine!

Until next time!
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Introduction

In recent years large numbers of Pacific Island 

migrants have moved to the South East Queensland 

region in Australia. However, the precise number of 

migrants in the region is unclear. Given that many of 

Pacific Island migrants arrive in Australia via New Zea-

land, they may be reflected in the data as New Zealand-

ers, with no further indication of ethnicity. As a result 

of this, it is widely believed that official statistics for 

the region vastly under-represent the true number of 

migrants from a Pacific Island background. However, 

it is believed that the population could total about 

70,000 people. 

In common with other migrant groups, this some-

what disparate Pacific Islands ‘community’ faces 

many settlement challenges. Of specific interest to 

this paper, are concerns as regards the educational 

outcomes of young people from this cultural com-

munity (Scull & Cuthill 2010, 2008, 2008a; Moreton 

Pacific Island Reference Group 2007; Mafi 2005). 

These concerns have direct relevance to the Aus-

tralian national agenda relating to higher education 

access for students from low socio-economic (SES) 

backgrounds (Department of Employment Educa-

tion & Training 1990; Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & 

Scales 2008). 

Going to university: 
Pacific Island migrant 
perspectives
Underlying factors constraining access to higher education 
for young people from low socio-economic backgrounds in 
Australia: Pacific Island migrant perspectives

Michael Cuthill & Sue Scull 
University of Queensland

Despite extensive and on-going efforts, people from a low socio-economic background continue to be significantly under-represented in 
Australian higher education. In response to this situation, a two year action research project explored the broad issue of higher education 
access for young people from low socio-economic backgrounds in South East Queensland, Australia. This paper focuses on one specific 
aspect of that project, and reports on the underlying factors which constrain access to higher education access for one cultural community 
in Australia. Analysis is based on interview data from young people and parents from this community, and presents a rich description of 
their lived experiences. Enhanced understanding of the perspectives of young people and their families relating to higher education access 
provides a solid foundation for developing informed and culturally appropriate higher education access initiatives.
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Despite considerable equity, outreach and access 

efforts during the past twenty years there has been 

ongoing under-representation of students from low 

SES backgrounds in higher education in Australia 

(James, Baldwin, Coates, Krause & McInnis 2004; 

Coates & Krause 2005; Ferrier 2006; Postle, Batorow-

icz, Bull, Clarke, McCann & Skula 1997). Based on analy-

sis of students from a diverse range of schools, Dobson 

and Skuja (2005) argue that this under-representation 

of people from a low SES background is clearly not 

a reflection of their ability, but rather a function of a 

set of interrelated factors which constrain access to 

higher education (Slack 2003; Young 2004). 

Factors which have been discussed include the 

economic cost of higher education (Andrews 1999), 

lack of appropriate support networks (Harvey-Beavis 

& Robinson 2000), limited family experience with 

or understanding of higher education (Young 2004), 

and low ‘aspiration’ - where many people from low 

SES backgrounds do not include higher education as 

part of their cultural world view (Marks, McMillan & 

Hillman 2001). The issue of equitable access to higher 

education is not specific to Australia, and is reflected 

in many overseas settings (e.g. Walpole 2003; Andrews 

1999; Behnke, Piercy, & Diversi 2004; Tikly 2005; 

Blanden & Machin 2004; Abbas 2002; Cooke, Barkham, 

Audlin, Bradley & Davey 2004; Haque 2000; Hannah 

1999).

Research context

This paper draws from data collected during a two 

year study focusing on Culturally and Linguistically 

Diverse (CaLD) communities living in an area of socio-

economic disadvantage, the Inala-Ipswich ‘corridor’ 

in South East Queensland. The broad study looked to 

explore:

•	 The attitudes, understanding, expectations and aspi-

rations of potential students and their families from 

CaLD communities to higher education; and

•	 Innovative approaches for immersing outreach 

activities into CaLD communities, to establish appro-

priate processes whereby these groups, with univer-

sity assistance, will be able to identify, nurture and 

support potential students to continue to higher 

education.

The research adopted a community-based participa-

tory action research approach using primarily quali-

tative data collection methods, including informal 

stakeholder meetings, semi-structured interviews, 

workshops, working groups, field notes and observa-

tional data (Cuthill 2010; Minkler & Wallerstein 2003). 

The research design involved three main stages, 1) a 

preliminary scan, 2) primary data collection, analysis 

and triangulation of diverse data sources, and 3) devel-

opment of collaborative responses to identified issues 

(for description of the broader project see Scull & 

Cuthill 2010).

The preliminary scan, working with a range of CaLD 

communities in the ‘corridor’, identified Pacific Island 

migrants as experiencing difficulties in accessing 

higher education, and subsequent research was imple-

mented in collaboration with this cultural community. 

People from a Pacific Island background may come 

from many countries across the Pacific regions of Poly-

nesia, Melanesia and Micronesia, each of which has its 

own unique culture. Within this paper the term ‘Pacific 

Island’ is used broadly to refer to people of Polynesian 

descent. The action research worked primarily with 

the Tongan and Samoan communities in South East 

Queensland. 

One Tongan and one Samoan community researcher 

were employed for 18 months to support implemen-

tation of culturally appropriate fieldwork within the 

Pacific Island communities. Both community research-

ers received introductory training in research meth-

ods with a specific focus on interview methods. Their 

work was directly supported by the project’s research 

manager. One component of the extensive data collec-

tion undertaken for the meta-project involved inter-

views with young people and parents from the Pacific 

Island community (Israel, Eng, Schulz & Parker 2005). 

Data were collected through twenty-five in-depth, 

semi-structured interviews conducted in English 

by the Pacific Island community researchers. Sepa-

rate interview schedules were developed for young 

people and for parents. Eleven interviews were con-

ducted with young people aged 13–18, six of whom 

were female and five male. Eight of the young people 

identified their cultural background as Samoan, one as 

Samoan/Tongan, three as Tongan and one as Tongan/

Australian. Seven mothers and seven fathers (not 

related to the young people who participated) were 

also interviewed; seven identified as Samoan, six as 

Tongan and one as Tongan/Australian. Participants 

were nominated by the Pacific Island Reference Com-

mittee which provided support and direction to the 

research. Interview questions explored five key areas: 

participant aspirations, attitudes, understanding, 

expectations and perceived barriers to education. Data 
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were thematically sorted under these five key areas, 

and a secondary analysis on responses relating to con-

straints was undertaken.

The specific focus here, working from interview 

data, is to provide rich description drawn from the 

lived experiences of these young people and their 

parents, of what they see as the underlying factors 

constraining their access to higher education. Iden-

tification of these factors provides an informed and 

empathetic basis for better understanding of this issue 

within one migrant community setting. However, it is 

likely that some of the factors discussed here will be 

common to other migrant or refugee populations (e.g. 

Bouloukos 2002; Nguyen 2003; Hugo 2004; Abu-Duhou 

2006) and therefore might help inform the broader 

agenda relating to higher education access, equity and 

outreach, both in Australia 

and overseas.

This following section of 

this paper provides an over-

view of the current school 

context and post school 

options for young people 

from this community. This 

is followed by presentation 

of a set of underlying fac-

tors, identified through data analysis, that are seen to 

constrain access to higher education.

Current school context and post school options

Pacific Island parents who participated in interviews 

acknowledge the important role they play in the edu-

cation of their children, and indicate that they have 

high expectations for their children’s performance 

at school. However, parents educated in the Pacific 

Islands may be limited in levels of support they can 

provide, as there is a general lack of understanding as 

to how the Queensland education system works, and 

more specifically what their young people are learning 

at school. As one Samoan-educated parent explained,

See, what they are learning right now in school is 
different from what I learnt in school. When I tell 
her what I learnt in school they laugh. They think I 
am dumb or whatever, because they never heard of 
it. It is so different to what I learnt in Samoa.

Clearly, cultural differences within a school setting 

can be problematic. Interviewees note that in Samoa 

and Tonga, responsibility for children’s education rests 

with the school, particularly with teachers, and as a 

result parents are not closely involved with their chil-

dren’s education, as this is not traditionally their place 

or role. There is also an expectation that teachers will 

use strong discipline with their students, and parents 

usually visit the school only if their child is in trouble. 

As a result, school visits in Australia can have negative 

connotations for Pacific Island parents. 

Other factors might also hinder parental engage-

ment with schools, such as long work hours, lack of 

confidence or language issues. One parent commented,

I’m scared to go because my English is half-half. If 
my English is good then I go and see the people. 
Sometimes they give me forms I can’t fill it out, my 
spelling is half-half.

This parent’s identification of low levels of English 

language and literacy is relevant regarding educational 

achievement at school, with possible flow-on impact 

to English comprehension 

and literacy skills for young 

people. Despite apparent 

high levels of need in the 

Pacific Islander community, 

their access to English as 

a Second Language (ESL) 

support is limited. 

If Pacific Island parents 

do not engage with the 

school, this might be interpreted by teachers as a lack 

of parental interest in their children’s education, when 

this is not necessarily the case. Such cultural mismatch 

can create challenges for communication between 

schools and parents. Due to the differences in their 

upbringing, parents may be unaware of the impor-

tance of engaging with their children’s school, or the 

need to prioritise education over other areas of family 

and community life. One parent described a practical 

example of this,

Sometimes there’s choir practice, and our son wants 
to stay home and finish off his project or home-
work or whatever. But because of the commitment 
we have to the church, we will all go to the choir 
and he doesn’t finish the homework.

Interview participants also refer to possible bias 

within the Queensland education system where Pacific 

Island students may be disadvantaged in their learning 

as a result of different learning styles, relevance and 

interest in the curriculum, western pedagogies and 

teachers’ [lack of] understanding of Pacific Island stu-

dents’ needs. For example, one interviewee noted that 

a lack of relevance of the curriculum can create bore-

dom and dissatisfaction among Pacific Island students, 

The specific focus here ... is to provide 
rich description drawn from the lived 
experiences of these young people and 
their parents, of what they see as the 
underlying factors constraining their 

access to higher education.
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leading to disengagement from learning, evidenced by 

absenteeism or disruption in class. Peer pressure can 

also impact on educational outcomes, as one young 

person explained,

As for my Samoan friends … well we all get dis-
tracted very easily. I don’t know, the teacher 
would be talking and our minds would wander off 
somewhere else and we just all like concentrate 
on something else instead of the teacher. … Like 
I wanted to go in classes where I knew most of 
the Samoans wouldn’t be in. …. I know if I’m in 
a class with all the Samoans I would fail that class, 
… like I would seriously fail it because we would 
just be talking and laughing and not listening to 
the teacher.

Despite these challenges, some Pacific Island stu-

dents do achieve good academic outcomes at school, 

while more generally they excel in areas such as sport, 

art, music and dance. Positive outcomes in these 

extra-curricular pursuits do help build students’ self-

esteem and confidence, but unfortunately they may be 

regarded as more important than an academic focus 

by both students and parents. As a result, the starting 

point for some school teachers is an assumption that 

Pacific Island students are talented in terms of the arts 

and sports, but are unlikely to succeed academically. 

Such negative stereotypes are seen to be self-reinforc-

ing both within the community and among external 

groups.

It appears that relatively few young people from a 

Pacific Island background in the Inala to Ipswich cor-

ridor are continuing to university when they finish 

school. If further study or training is undertaken then 

Technical and Further Education (TAFE) courses tend 

to be a preferred option, based on perceptions that 

these are more accessible, appropriate and/or cheaper. 

One young person described their views on this,

I don’t know, just the word university, it even 
scares me. It’s like you know it’s different, it’s a 
higher education compared to TAFE. You might be 
able to graduate at TAFE and I don’t know, TAFE to 
me just seems, it feels better. It feels like my cup of 
tea. University, it’s like, that’s just for lawyers and 
doctors and for white people. I’m not trying to be 
mean, but do you know what I mean? I’m like, oh, 
I just don’t feel comfortable.

If a university education is considered at all, it may 

be regarded as too hard or simply not something that is 

part of their vision. In particular, interview participants 

suggest that the cost of university is perceived as being 

beyond the means of many families, especially those 

on low incomes. This perception is underpinned by 

lack of understanding regarding the range of financial 

help and assistance that might be available. Prior family 

involvement in higher education also has an impact, 

especially when there are few people in the commu-

nity with university experience. 

While interview participants argue that families are 

trying to support their children in accessing higher 

education, the current post-school pathway for young 

Pacific Islanders is to look for work after finishing 

school, usually to help support their families, and often 

ending up in unskilled occupations. As one youth 

worker commented,

I always ask them [young people] are you going to 
uni or TAFE? And out of a majority of them, they’ll 
say, ‘oh we’re going to work in McDonalds’ or 
something like that. I think it’s a waste.

Another parent reinforced this comment,

The whole lot of them, being Samoan boys, think 
when you leave school you get a job anywhere … 
make the parents happy, that’s it.

Interviewees suggest that higher education is well 

regarded within their community, and plays an impor-

tant role in obtaining a good job and having a suc-

cessful life. Several participants highlight the prestige 

attached to university education, and the status or 

honour it gives to those who complete it. One com-

mented,

I feel like university gives you an opportunity, it’s 
like a ticket, like if you get to university that’s your 
ticket into wherever you want to go or whatever 
you want to do.

However, this positive perception isn’t necessarily 

translated into action, as the same interviewee went 

on to explain,

Some of the kids these days are just, they just don’t 
have the determination or, like they’re not really 
willing to go that far. They just stop at a certain time 
and think that they can’t do it.

It appears that, while educational opportunities are 

often cited as the reason for migration to Australia, 

stated aspirations for higher education and the actu-

ality are at times contradictory. While there is strong 

argument that both parents and young people aspire 

to higher education, the ability to realise these aspira-

tions seems to be lacking. Many families have no-one 

with any experience of higher education to provide 

good information, support and direction to young 

people. One parent explained,
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… if the parents don’t have the knowledge about 
university, or if they don’t understand what’s 
around, they don’t know how to encourage their 
children.

Others argue that while the community generally 

expresses high aspirations, it is unclear whether higher 

education is genuinely valued, supported and priori-

tised accordingly by parents, with immediate family 

needs an overriding concern. One parent explains the 

appeal of having some immediate extra income when 

discussing her son’s plans after he finishes school,

Yes, maybe I want my son to go to work in the 
factory, same as the Island people go to work in 
the factory … I don’t think about the university, 
only the factory … because of the money, it comes 
faster, the money, from work.

While starting work after finishing school appears to 

be a pragmatic reality for the young people who were 

interviewed, they did identify specific activities they 

would like to pursue including music, arts, teaching 

and sports. In particular, the young men spoke of the 

lure of a professional sports career, a goal encouraged 

and supported by parents. One father suggested that,

Every single Polynesian parent that has a son … the 
first thing they think of is that their son can get out 
of the poverty cycle through sport.

There are Pacific Island ‘role models’ in Australia 

who are professional sports players. Yet their success is 

somewhat misleading. While many of the young Pacific 

Island students are excellent sports men and women, 

history suggests relatively few will go on to succeed 

at a professional level, and meanwhile the educational 

opportunities have been lost. One parent explained 

her experience,

There are too many examples, particularly in our 
community, of what happens to kids that don’t get 
a good education. There’s a few boys … they went 
to a private school on scholarships for sport, and 
they had the academic opportunities given to them 
but they didn’t make use of it, and now they’re all 
working in factories.

While a small number of sports professionals pro-

vide inspiration to these young people, interview par-

ticipants identify a general lack of role models from 

Pacific Island backgrounds in Australia. In particular, 

there are relatively few school teachers or tertiary edu-

cated professionals from Pacific Island backgrounds 

in the study area. By contrast, in New Zealand (where 

Pacific migration has been occurring for more than 50 

years) and where there are high achievers from Pacific 

Island backgrounds in many different areas of profes-

sional life. Some parent interviewees reported having 

family members who had completed, or were cur-

rently undertaking university degrees in New Zealand. 

However their location meant that they were unlikely 

to have an impact on young people in the Australian 

community. As one interviewee explained,

If I was in New Zealand and my children could 
see that, yes, but … that wouldn’t be positive for 
my kids unless they were actually involved around 
their aunties and uncles back in New Zealand.

Immediate income from unskilled employment 

opportunities were a key focus during interviews, 

while longer term benefits from higher education 

were not recognised. Overall, it appears that while 

higher education is a stated priority within this com-

munity the reality is that other requirements, such as 

supporting family, takes precedence. As such, the cur-

rent school context and post school options do not 

suggest that we will see increased numbers of young 

people from Pacific Island communities in the Inala-

Ipswich corridor accessing higher education. 

These interrelated contexts provide a cultural and 

community backdrop which underpins any consid-

eration of higher education access. In addition, an in-

depth understanding of the underlying factors which 

constrain these young people from accessing higher 

education opportunities is required before culturally 

appropriate and holistic responses can be developed.

Underlying factors constraining access to 
higher education

While some Pacific Islanders have been in Australia 

for 20 years or more, much migration has taken place 

in the last 5 years. As a result many families are still 

working to establish themselves. As one interviewee 

explained,

But when you are newly migrated you have a lot of 
problems you know. You need to set yourself up, 
you need to get the children, getting things which 
are new to you like finance, you know, it’s a lot of 
issues, because we are not used to that kind of thing.

A range of factors relating to their settlement are 

seen to directly or indirectly impact on higher educa-

tion access. 

For example, many Pacific Island migrants occupy 

a unique position in Australia, due to their migration 

status. Migration agreements between Australia and 
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New Zealand allow people from a Pacific Island back-

ground to migrate to Australia via New Zealand, and 

to settle here as New Zealand citizens. As a result they 

appear in Census data as New Zealand, rather than 

their Pacific country of origin, and therefore they are 

largely invisible in official statistics. This lack of visibil-

ity is problematic as such data are used as the basis for 

funding a range of services, including those provided 

to new migrants on arrival. Given that Pacific Island 

communities are in bureaucratic terms largely ‘invis-

ible’, their needs can easily be overlooked. 

Unemployment or lack of job stability, housing 

affordability, and potential eligibility issues regarding 

access to settlement services and government bene-

fits, oftentimes lead to financial pressures. If employ-

ment is found, it is usually in unskilled and low paid 

jobs which do little to improve the situation. Further 

confounding this situation is the difficulty in access-

ing relevant information, particularly with regards to 

government-funded services. This can be particularly 

challenging for migrants with a first language other 

than English. Lack of access to appropriate informa-

tion and services means that issues such as intergen-

erational poverty, community and domestic violence, 

addiction and health issues, and a disproportionate 

number of young Pacific Islanders involved with the 

criminal justice system, are not being responded to in 

an appropriate and effective manner. The cumulative 

impact of these related issues, and the resultant finan-

cial pressures, means that the key focus for many fami-

lies is on day to day priorities and survival, rather than 

longer-term planning.

Young Pacific Island people growing up in an eco-

nomically disadvantaged environment such as this are 

fully aware of the financial pressures and may choose 

to leave school and find work, even if they are doing 

well at school. Some students work part-time while 

still at school, and while this is not uncommon in 

Australian households, it is reported that this work 

can involve a significant number of hours per week. 

As a result, there is a lack of time to do homework, 

and tiredness at school leading to a drop-off in school 

results. One parent described how,

…most of the parents that I know are struggling, 
and so the easiest way for them to get money is 
to send their kids to work. Most of the kids that I 
know too, they have part time jobs, and those part 
time jobs end up like five or six days a week So you 
know, when those part time jobs are there, they 
don’t have time to study.

In addition, homes can at times be quite crowded, 

with relatives and/or overseas visitors, making it dif-

ficult for young people to find appropriate space to 

do homework. A lack of resources to assist with study 

including access to computers, the Internet and refer-

ence books is also identified. The potential for financial 

stress is clear, as one participant highlighted,

Like if you say they’re going to go and be a doctor 
you know, that costs thousands, sometimes more 
than what a house is worth so, if you can afford 
that. It’s hard really, because I’m not in a position 
where I can afford to you know, if my child wanted 
to go to uni, then I wouldn’t be able to pay … 
we’d have to probably double the mortgage on the 
house, or sell it and everything if she had to go (to 
university) here.

Interviewees also identify a significant challenge 

when adjusting to a new cultural context, including 

a range of unfamiliar governance procedures and 

service systems. They argue that across Pacific Island 

nations the culture is strong and proud, and for many 

it remains as important an aspect of their lives in Aus-

tralia as it was in their home country. It was explained 

during interviews that a focus on the collective is fun-

damental to Pacific Island culture. Of key importance 

to this collective community are the family and the 

church. The extended family, including friends and 

community members, are all tremendously support-

ive of each other. The sense of duty and support is 

very evident and includes care for younger siblings, 

accommodating visitors or newly arrived migrants, or 

offering financial assistance to the extended family 

or church.

This is a different world view compared with the 

stronger focus in Western culture on the individual. 

However, such responsibility is not regarded as an 

imposition, but simply a fundamental aspect of Pacific 

Island culture. One interviewee described this respon-

sibility,

If I have only one dollar in my hand, then one of 
my family in Tonga rings today and asks me for one 
dollar, I send him that one dollar, I don’t care if I 
have money or don’t have any money. … because 
you’ve got to help the family. You have to help 
your church. You have to help the people in Tonga.

This generous and supportive view of family and 

community can create competing priorities for fami-

lies, due to an extensive range of financial commit-

ments a recently migrated family may have such as 

rent, loan repayments and petrol. These competing 
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priorities do impact on educational outcomes, as one 

parent explained,

Like there may be a relative who’s come over from 
the Islands to here, and is going back next month, 
so we all put … some money for them to take back. 
And leave the kid to miss out on the school uni-
form or the shoes.

These bonds to an extended family and community 

are closely aligned with their [predominately] Chris-

tian faith and the church.

The church provides a strong foundation for main-

taining both culture and community life, and acts as a 

meeting place within the community. Interview par-

ticipants suggest that for many people it plays a central 

part in their lives. As such, churches and the church 

leaders have an influential role in the lives of their 

parishioners and the community. However, some par-

ticipants express concern at the level of influence the 

church has in the lives of some Pacific Island migrants, 

noting that commitment to church can draw heavily 

on family time and finances, which can in turn impact 

on educational opportuni-

ties for young people. 

The challenge of adjust-

ing to a new cultural con-

text is also evidenced 

through conflict of identity. 

For example, young people 

may find it difficult to be 

accepted as Australians 

due to their appearance, 

yet they may also have little understanding or affinity 

for their identity as a Pacific Islander. Issues relating to 

identity can be exacerbated for young people born in 

New Zealand, whose parents were born in the Pacific 

Islands, and then the family has migrated to Australia. 

The pressure to understand, respect and come to terms 

with fundamentally different cultures is challenging 

for both parents and young people. However, inter-

view participants argue strongly that it is important 

to achieve some balance between Pacific Island and 

Australian culture, and between old and new values.

Interview participants identify intergenerational 

conflict as one outcome resulting from the pressures 

of cultural adjustment. Exposure to ‘new’ western 

values and societal norms encourage young people 

to challenge the traditional Pacific Island parenting 

role. Poor communication can also contribute to this 

intergenerational conflict, especially when English is a 

second language for the parents and a first language for 

the young people. Conflict arising from different cul-

tural frameworks and poor communication, together 

with a wide range of other pressures, may mean young 

people simply choose to leave home. A breakdown in 

authority challenges Pacific Island parents who have 

been brought up in a much stricter disciplinary envi-

ronment. One father outlined the problems he has 

experienced,

I would like my daughter to go to school, it is the 
reason why I came to Australia … but now they 
are free to choose what they want to do. If I force 
her to go to school, maybe I punish her and the 
government would lock me up, take me to the 
prison. But I don’t want to force her to do anything, 
because I’m scared of the government.

Conclusions

This paper presents Pacific Island perspectives on 

migrant settlement issues, with a specific focus on how 

settlement issues impact on access to higher educa-

tion for young people from 

this cultural community 

in the Inala-Ipswich corri-

dor in South East Queens-

land. These young people 

undoubtedly face a com-

plex set of interrelated fac-

tors which impact on their 

education and life choices. 

These factors broadly relate 

to school engagement and achievement, migration 

status, financial pressures, lack of understanding of 

the Australian higher education system, cultural differ-

ences, and lack of role models. It is suggested that any 

moves to address higher education access issues will 

need to recognise and better understand these under-

lying factors. In summary, five key points are noted.

First, it is clear from participant’s responses that 

access to appropriate and relevant information is an 

important requirement for navigating a new cultural 

landscape, and enhanced information systems are 

required to support migrant settlement processes. In 

particular, information needs are seen to underpin each 

of the underlying factors discussed in this paper which 

are argued to constrain access to higher education.

For example, there are currently various misconcep-

tions regards costs of Australian higher education, clear 

difficulties in obtaining relevant information, and cur-

rent methods of dissemination are often inappropriate 

If I have only one dollar in my hand, then 
one of my family in Tonga rings today and 

asks me for one dollar, I send him that one 
dollar, I don’t care if I have money or don’t 
have any money. … because you’ve got to 

help the family. 
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for Pacific Island community members. There is a lack 

of awareness about the full range of post-school edu-

cation options, and information is not reaching those 

who require it. In addition, low levels of awareness 

about university study, among Pacific Island parents 

and young people, means that it is often not even con-

sidered as a realistic option.

Second, parents are seen as key stakeholders, but 

were somewhat constrained in their ability to sup-

port higher education access opportunities for young 

people. Capacity-building initiatives, which help par-

ents to better support their children’s education 

opportunities, would be a positive response. Such initi-

atives might include exploring how parents can better 

engage with schools, increasing parental understand-

ing of educational pathways and raising awareness 

of education support systems - all of these have the 

potential to improve higher education access. 

Third, in developing more holistic and inclusive 

responses to address identified higher education 

access issues, consideration might be given to how 

the diverse set of stakeholders, including schools, 

community groups, government agencies, churches 

and universities might work better together to 

achieve better education outcomes for Pacific Island 

children. If this collaboration is to be effective, there 

is a need to develop a shared understanding of all 

stakeholder perspectives and needs. Cultural respect 

and knowledge exchange must be approached as a 

two-way process between all those groups who have 

a concern with this topic. For example, while Pacific 

Island parents learn about the differences between 

their country of origin and the Queensland educa-

tion system, schools can increase their understand-

ing of the cultural background of the students they 

teach, and their specific needs. Such outcomes can be 

achieved through facilitated dialogue, if both groups 

are genuine in their intent. 

Fourth, while it has been suggested in the literature 

that financial issues have limited impact on the deci-

sion to participate in higher education due to the avail-

ability of income-contingent loans, this view overlooks 

that proportion of the population who are domestic 

students but not Australian citizens, and who are there-

fore required to pay fees before commencing study. 

For people from a low SES community this presents a 

major obstacle. Low levels of awareness surrounding 

the availability of such loans and the need for Austral-

ian citizenship to be eligible to apply are therefore key 

issues to address.

Fifth, clearly there is potential for the cultural dif-

ferences between Australian and Pacific Island soci-

eties to result in confusion among young people, 

particularly with regards to their sense of belonging, 

identity, self-belief and esteem. There is some indica-

tion that young people feel trapped between two 

cultures. The competing priorities they experience 

between school, family, peers, church, community 

and sporting commitments, is also seen to further 

confound their self perception. There is an urgent 

necessity, within the broader national discussion on 

education outcomes, not to lose the focus on these 

young people. Their needs, the pressures they are 

facing and their opportunity to contribute to Aus-

tralian society must always be seen as a priority 

within this discussion.

Michael Cuthill and Sue Scull are from the Boilerhouse 

Community Engagement Centre, University of Queensland, 

Ipswich, Queensland, Australia
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Introduction

Most Australian universities offer teacher-training pro-

grams for junior academics and for graduate students 

who intend to pursue a career in tertiary teaching. 

All of them provide theoretical background and the 

opportunity for practice teaching. Many also provide 

mentors to ease the transition into teaching, such as 

the University of Canberra, the University of Wollon-

gong and the University of New South Wales (Viskovic 

2006; Harland 2006).

Pinnacle is the ANU’s teacher training programme 

for full-time PhD students. This article describes the 

programme, and assesses perceptions of its effective-

ness, using quantitative and qualitative feedback from 

past participants. 

Description

Pinnacle is a semester-long course that has been deliv-

ered four times through the Research Students Devel-

opment Centre at the ANU. It commenced in Semester 

Two, 2008. Pinnacle participants are potential future 

academics, so it is necessary to promote within them 

effective education practices from the outset.

A key feature of Pinnacle is the adoption of a 

mentor by each participant. This mentor is generally 

an experienced lecturer with a proven teaching repu-

tation who is running a course in the participant’s 

field of study. Participants meet regularly with this 

lecturer to discuss the design and progress of their 

course; they also give some lectures and undertake 

marking. This is a key component of most teacher-

Pinnacle: evaluation of 
the graduate teacher 
training program at the 
ANU
Aditi Barthwal, Diane Chenoweth, Cathy Day, Meredith Hughes, Elizabeth Kirk, 
Simon Kitson, Taweetham Limpanuparb, Penelope Marshall & John Shellard 
Australian National University

Pinnacle is the ANU’s teacher training programme for full time PhD students. The Pinnacle Teacher Training Program provides a mentoring 
system that aims to equip postgraduate students with the skills and theoretical background that they will need to become high quality 
lecturers. This article describes Pinnacle, and discusses the assessment of its effectiveness by past Pinnacle participants, using quantitative 
and qualitative feedback. There were differences in the perceived effectiveness of Pinnacle related to participants’ sex and their academic 
discipline. Overall, the participants found that the opportunity to deliver lectures, to work closely with their mentor, and to reflect on their 
own teaching philosophy and practice gave them a sense of being confident and competent teachers by the end of the programme. Pinnacle 
provides an opportunity to reflect on the practice of teaching before habit and academic pressures permanently shape teaching practices.  
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training courses (Gaia et al 2003; Hickson and Fish-

burne 2006; Ligadu 2008).

Another important feature is the opportunity for 

discussion and reflection on teaching. Korthagen and 

Kessels state that ‘student teachers who themselves 

experienced learning in an active way are more inclined 

to plan lessons that facilitate students’ active knowl-

edge construction’ (1999, p.5). Discussion between the 

Pinnacle participants aims to enrich and solidify their 

learning. It also provides a perspective about the many 

different teaching styles and considerations in their 

respective courses. The concepts and skills taught in 

Pinnacle are overtly applied to Pinnacle’s own deliv-

ery. Participants are encouraged to be aware of their 

own learning process throughout the course, and this 

informs their own thinking about the material which 

they are studying. Pinnacle promotes an explicitly 

reflexive pedagogy in its approach to teaching. 

Figure 1 demonstrates the interrelationship of Pin-

nacle components. These include:

Pedagogy

•	 Theory Online: This forms a substantial part of Pin-

nacle. The learning is split into three modules: Student 

Learning, Course Design and Assessment. The first 

module centres on theories of learning. The course 

design and assessment modules look at the lecturer’s 

role in designing the course and assessment. This 

component of Pinnacle involves extensive reading.

•	 	Group meetings: These provide a chance for partici-

pants to discuss their thoughts about and experi-

ences of pedagogical theory and the practicalities 

of teaching. Discussions typically revolve around the 

difficulties that students have faced as learners and 

teachers, as well as the pedagogical theory from the 

Theory Online modules.

Practice

•	 Lecturing: During the Pinnacle semester partici-

pants are required to present several lectures in 

their guide’s course. These lectures are filmed and 

the videos are provided to the participants at the 

end of the course.

•	 Marking: Participants mark some or all of the assign-

ments, essays or exams of their guide’s course. This 

may be a part of their tutoring responsibilities, or it 

may be undertaken purely for Pinnacle. 

Assessment

•	 	Reports: Participants submit three reports on the 

modules of Student Learning, Course Design and 

Assessment.

Practice
- lecturing
- marking

Pedagogy
- Theory Online
- group meetings

Assessment
- reports
- group project
- forum posts

Reflection
- group discussions
- reflective reports
- final interview
- feedback on activities

Figure 1: Pinnacle course design
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•	 Group project: Towards the end of the Pinnacle 

semester, participants embark on a group pro-

ject. This aims to integrate what has been learned 

throughout the course and to empower participants, 

allowing them to make an explicit contribution to, 

and take responsibility for, the quality of teaching in 

their university or elsewhere. In the past this project 

has been the facilitation of a campus wide teach-

ing forum. The present article is part of the authors’ 

2010 group project.

•	 Forum posts: Whilst working through the Theory 

Online modules, participants post their thoughts 

about the content into designated online forums, 

demonstrating their understanding of the course 

content.

Reflection

•	 Group discussions: Discussing participants’ experi-

ences in lecturing and marking, and their responses 

to the Theory Online modules encourages reflection 

on all aspects of Pinnacle.

•	 Reflective reports: In addition to the assessed 

reports, three reflective reports are completed. The 

first relates to the course with which the partici-

pants are associated, the second is a reflective essay 

on the lectures which the participants have deliv-

ered, and the third is a longer essay reflecting on the 

participant’s journey through the course as a whole. 

The latter reflective essays form a key component of 

the evaluation of Pinnacle for this article.

•	 	Final interview: Interviews are conducted by the Pin-

nacle course convener with each participant. These 

centre on how participants’ views on teaching have 

changed and developed through the course.

•	 Feedback on activities: Participants receive feed-

back on their own lecturing and marking from their 

mentor.

While no marks are given for activities, all are com-

pulsory to complete the course. At the end of Pinnacle, 

participants receive a certificate that indicates their 

completion of the course and a DVD containing the 

video of their lecture and their interview. The DVD is 

intended to give the participants a reference point to 

reflect on later. A small scholarship is also awarded, to 

compensate for loss of time on PhD research.

Evaluation

To evaluate Pinnacle as a teacher training programme 

for graduates, feedback from previous Pinnacle partici-

pants was used. This feedback was from the first three 

Pinnacle sessions, with data from the current Pinnacle 

session, that of the present authors, being excluded. It 

consists of the surveys completed at the end of each 

Theory Online module, and the final reflective essays. 

The online surveys had essentially the same format 

each year. They commenced with questions asking par-

ticipants to rate the effectiveness of various Pinnacle 

activities on a scale of 1 to 7, with 1–2 indicating that 

the activity was ineffective, 3–5 moderately effective 

and 6–7 highly effective. The overall effectiveness of 

Pinnacle was then queried. The responses to all the 

rating questions were collated and averaged. These 

numerical questions were followed by free-format 

questions in which any answer could be provided. For 

this article, the most prevalent responses were noted.

Next, each of the reflective essays was ‘interpreta-

tionally analysed’, whereby comments were extracted, 

patterns identified and themes determined (Gall et al., 

2003 p.453). The themes identified were: 

•	 	Motivation for undertaking Pinnacle

•	 Skills gained from the course and particular course 

components: course design, lecture delivery and 

assessment.

•	 Changes in teaching philosophy.

•	 Aspects of the course which were liked and disliked.

•	 Suggestions for improvement.

In addition, the participants’ journeys were analysed 

according to some identified themes:

•	 Change in teaching philosophy.

•	 Sense of competency and confidence relating to Pin-

nacle material.

•	 Perceived change in personal story.

The procedure described above provided both 

quantitative and qualitative data on which assessments 

of Pinnacle could be made.

Survey data

Motivation to undertake Pinnacle

The most common reasons selected by respondents 

for undertaking Pinnacle related to learning how to be 

a better teacher. Opportunity to learn how to teach 

was nominated by 37 per cent of respondents while 32 

per cent suggested that they became involved in Pin-

nacle in order to learn theoretical/practical pedagogy. 

Exposure to good teaching practices was selected 

as a motivation by 26 per cent of respondents. One 

participant nominated the scholarship awarded on 

completion of the programme as their primary reason 
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for undertaking Pinnacle. When this 

participant’s responses were tracked 

through the survey data, it emerged 

that despite their primarily financial 

motivation, they still rated Pinnacle 

highly, found it effective and would 

recommend it to a colleague. It is 

clear from the results that the major-

ity of participants undertook the 

programme because they wanted to 

learn about teaching and improve 

their teaching skills. 

Overall Effectiveness

Participants were asked about the 

overall effectiveness of Pinnacle on 

a scale of 1 to 7. A total of 84 per 

cent of participants rated Pinnacle as 

highly effective by giving a score of 6 

or 7, and the remaining 16 per cent 

thought the programme was mod-

erately effective, all of whom gave a 

score of 5. The average score was 6.1, 

which equates to highly effective.

 There was no significant differ-

ence in perceptions of the overall 

effectiveness of Pinnacle by sex. Men 

rated the overall effectiveness of Pin-

nacle as 6.0 and women as 6.1. 

Participants came from a wide range of disciplines. 

For the purposes of evaluation, these were divided into 

the broad divisions of Humanities and Sciences. When 

asked to rate the overall effectiveness of Pinnacle, 

those from the Humanities returned an average score 

of 5.5 whilst those in the Sciences returned a score 

of 6.0. This contrasts with their respective responses 

to individual course aspects, which will be discussed 

below.

Individual course aspects

Participants were asked to rate the effectiveness of 

each aspect of the course. The mean for all partici-

pants’ responses is shown at Table 1, in order of most 

effective to least effective.

Table 1 shows that the most effective parts of Pin-

nacle were those in which the learner-teacher actively 

participated and was entirely responsible for the out-

come. That is, giving their own lectures (average score 

of 6.6), their own tutorials (6.0) and the three written 

reflective reports (average scores of 6.0, 6.0 and 5.9). 

This aligns with other studies that show that practice 

teaching is the most useful component of teacher-

training programmes. ‘Student teaching is considered 

by many educators to be the single most important 

experience in teachers’ pre-service education, with the 

potential to be a powerful learning experience’ (Head, 

1992, p.95).

By contrast, in Pinnacle the least useful part was the 

mainly passive activity of using Alliance, which is an 

online collaborative tool through which the Theory 

Online component was delivered.

Although each sex rated Pinnacle’s overall effective-

ness almost identically, there were marked differences 

in the perceived value of individual aspects of the 

course. The largest difference between the sexes in 

rating the effectiveness of different aspects of Pinna-

cle was on the interview video. On average men rated 

it at 6.3 (highly effective) whilst for women the aver-

age rating was only 4.7 (moderately effective). Simi-

larly, men gave group discussions an average rating 

of 5.8 whilst women gave them an average rating of 

4.3. On the other hand, women rated the effective-

 ssenevitceffE ytivitcA erocS egarevA

6.6 Your lectures 

H
ighly Effective 

6.0 Lectures report 

6.0 Final report 

6.0 Your tutorials 

6.0 Design report 

5.9 Observing lectures 

M
oderately Effective 

5.9 Working with guide 

5.8 Observing tutorials 

5.2 Interview video 

5.2 Marking 

4.8 Pinnacle group meetings 

4.8 Organising group event 

4.6 Use of Alliance 

Table 1: Effectiveness scores for Pinnacle activities
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ness of their own tutorials (6.3) more 

highly than men (5.0). The gender 

differences in assessing the effective-

ness of individual aspects of Pinnacle 

may be related to gender differences 

in preferred learning styles. There is 

a large body of research on gender 

differences in learning. For example, 

one study of undergraduate learning 

preferences showed that women pre-

ferred kinesthetic learning methods 

(for Pinnacle this would include their 

own tutorials) whilst men preferred 

a range of learning methods includ-

ing visual, aural and reading-writing 

(for Pinnacle this would include the 

interview video and group discussion) 

(Wehrwein et al 2007).

Participants from the humanities on average rated 

each aspect of Pinnacle with an effectiveness of 5.7, 

whilst those from the sciences gave an average rating 

of 4.8 for each aspect. This is an interesting result 

because it will be recalled that although rating each 

aspect more poorly than those in the humanities did, 

those in the sciences found that the overall effect was 

more beneficial. Those in the sciences rated all but 

two of the 13 course aspects at a lower average level 

than those in the humanities, yet their average overall 

evaluation of Pinnacle was higher. Although there is 

a body of literature on the different approaches to 

learning and perceptions of effectiveness between 

different disciplines, the apparently contradictory 

results of the present study cannot be explained 

simply in these terms.  

Tellingly, 100 per cent of participants would rec-

ommend Pinnacle to their colleagues. Although posi-

tive about Pinnacle, there were some suggestions for 

improvement made by the participants. With respect 

to Teaching Interest Groups, 32 per cent of respond-

ents felt that they were too hard to organise and these 

were abandoned in later semesters of Pinnacle in 

response to this evaluation. In addition, 26 per cent 

felt that the Theory Online (TOL) modules should be 

a prerequisite completed prior to beginning the pro-

gramme, rather than be treated as optional before com-

mencement. The same proportion (26 per cent) felt 

that Pinnacle meetings needed to be better structured 

and more closely linked with the TOL modules. In addi-

tion, 16 per cent of participants suggested that they 

would like to see TOL extended. 

Workload was an area that the survey was particularly 

interested in measuring. Most participants did between 

9 and 12 hours of work for Pinnacle each week. Whilst 

most felt that the workload was ‘about right’, a sizeable 

minority – 27 per cent of participants – felt that the 

workload was too heavy. Figure 2 shows the spread of 

reported workload for former participants. 

Figure 2 shows that there was wide variation in the 

number of reported hours spent on Pinnacle, with the 

highest reporting participants claiming to have spent 

between five and seven times as many hours on Pin-

nacle as the lowest reporting participants. This result 

may in part be due to differences in definitions. Anec-

dotal evidence suggests that the highest reporting 

participants counted all their lecturing and tutoring 

time as ‘time spent on Pinnacle’, whereas the lowest 

reporting participants included only time spent on 

Theory Online, which was the context of the survey. 

The median number of hours spent per week on Pin-

nacle was 8.0, or roughly one day per week. It is on 

this estimated time that the scholarship award is based.  

From the evaluation of the quantitative data, it can be 

seen that Pinnacle was regarded in a positive light by 

participants who completed the programme, although 

different sexes and disciplines had different views on 

the most useful individual aspects. 

Reflective feedback

The qualitative data gathered from the participants’ final 

reflective assignment tells a similar story to the data 

gathered from the survey. The participants’ responses 

described the changes that they had undergone through 

Figure 2: Participants’ reports on hours spent on Pinnacle per week  
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the Pinnacle programme, and could be separated into 

three narrative ‘threads’ that were consistent themes in 

the reflective responses. These three areas of change 

were teaching philosophy, competency and confidence, 

and a change in the personal story of the respondent.

Interestingly, just over half of the participants felt 

that there was no real change in their teaching phi-

losophy. Rather, they felt their participation in Pinnacle 

validated their approach to teaching. Most of the par-

ticipants articulated that they had gained confidence, 

and felt more competent, 

in their teaching as a result 

of participating in Pinna-

cle. One participant com-

mented: 

It (Pinnacle) was a won-
derful experience that 
will certainly help me to 
become a better teacher.

Most also felt that they 

had undergone a change to 

themselves – to their personal story – through partici-

pating in Pinnacle. Another participant related:  

Not meaning to sound pretentious, the course’s 
meta-thinking has allowed me to approach other 
aspects of my life like piano teaching and relation-
ships with other people from a fresh, more self 
aware perspective.    

In a similar way to the quantitative data, the quali-

tative material collected from the participant’s final 

reflective report clearly showed that Pinnacle was 

experienced as a positive event. It effects a change in 

the way that participants conceptualise themselves as 

teachers, and provides them with a greater sense of 

competence and confidence when approaching the 

classroom and lecture theatre. 

The overall results of the data analysis of the survey, 

and of the reflective final reports, give a comprehen-

sive picture of a programme that is regarded as a highly 

effective tool for building confidence and skills in early 

career teaching academics. Participants found that the 

opportunity to deliver lectures, to work closely with 

their guide lecturer, and to reflect on their own teach-

ing philosophy and practice gave them a sense of 

being confident and competent teachers.  

Conclusions

The surveys discussed here must be understood as 

providing feedback in the context of the course. There 

may have been different assessments of the learning 

process if the feedback had been gathered indepen-

dently of participation in the course. Also, the numbers 

are small due to the limited number of people who 

have completed Pinnacle and were thus able to partici-

pate in the survey and reflective exercise.  As further 

groups complete the programme, it would be of inter-

est to compare their experiences with the experiences 

of the limited group whose responses were consid-

ered for this article.  This being said, however, Pinnacle 

has been rated as a positive 

experience which partici-

pants believe will contrib-

ute to the effectiveness of 

their teaching at a tertiary 

level.

Currently many lecturers, 

when teamed with an inex-

perienced tutor, will seek to 

provide support and some 

degree of training (Gaia 

et al 2003; Hickson & Fishburne 2006; Ligadu 2008). 

This situates Pinnacle-type courses at the centre of a 

much larger debate regarding communities of prac-

tice; social learning; and, the professionalisation and 

formal accreditation of teachers in the higher educa-

tion sector.  In some cases the mentoring alone might 

have similar outcomes for the student teacher as a pro-

gramme such as Pinnacle. The strength of Pinnacle is 

that the mentoring model does not seek to supplant 

such an arrangement, but to formalise and support it. It 

also ensures support for postgraduate student teachers 

that might otherwise have to fend for themselves, and 

provides a comprehensive mix of theory and practice.

The interactive and reflexive model of Pinnacle 

helps to shape the teaching of those trained.  As well as 

being introduced to educational theory and putting it 

into practice in the courses that they are teaching, par-

ticipants also experience it in the way that the course 

is delivered.  This encourages empathy with the experi-

ence of undergraduates and reflective consideration of 

teaching practices.

The mentoring element of Pinnacle is key to its role 

within the university.  An area for future investigation 

is the impact that such mentoring has on the teach-

ing practices of the mentor as they are challenged to 

explain why they do things the way they do.  It is rea-

sonable to suggest that such a mentoring model has a 

positive effect on teaching that extends far beyond the 

gains in confidence and skill of the participants. The 

...Pinnacle was experienced as a positive 
event. It effects a change in the way that 
participants conceptualise themselves as 

teachers, and provides them with a greater 
sense of competence and confidence when 

approaching the classroom and lecture 
theatre. 
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mentoring model could have a two-fold effect, both 

in helping postgraduate student teachers to come to 

grips with all the elements of running a course and in 

raising the profile of careful, reflective thought about 

teaching in the minds of all academic staff.

For many, Pinnacle provided an opportunity to 

reflect on the practice of teaching and change their 

thinking on the subject, perhaps before habit and 

academic pressures have permanently shaped their 

teaching practices.  For others it was an opportunity to 

gain confidence and experience in a supportive envi-

ronment that fostered improvement and reflection.  

Though such a course is arguably not a substitute for 

formal and extensive teacher training it does fulfill a 

clear need and provides the first step for developing 

skilled, thoughtful, tertiary educators.

The authors of this paper undertook training and assess-

ment at the Research Student Development Centre, Aus-

tralian National University, ACT, Australia. 
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Prologue: scene from a business school 
lecture

During the lecture, the academic turns and faces 
the assembled students—makes a mental note that 
approximately 25 per cent of the students are miss-
ing, some are fidgeting with lecture notes, others 
are sneaking a look at their mobile phones, a few 
are conducting private conversations with their 
neighbours and some just look ‘bored out of their 
brains’—not the elements that portray an engaged 
student cohort.

Why is it so? The majority of students claim to be in 

full-time employment (84 per cent, in fact), but none-

theless they are also enrolled in what amounts to a full-

time study load. Could this situation lead to anything 

other than a disengaged, pass-seeking student body? 

Perhaps one solution could be for business schools 

to develop and deliver programmes and courses in 

a manner that accepts that today’s student cohorts 

appear to be balancing learning commitments with 

other more demanding responsibilities such as earning 

enough money to survive and meeting family/social 

commitments. In addition, there are practical steps 

that can be taken to improve student engagement in 

the classroom.

Introduction: student engagement

This paper reports on a pilot project that looked into 

student engagement within a school of business in a 

regional university. The principal purposes of the pro-

ject were to identify the drivers of student engagement 

and to develop a preliminary model of student engage-

ment, and in addition to identify any improvements in 

Lessons from a student 
engagement pilot study
Benefits for students and academics

Robert Errey & Glen Wood
University of Ballarat

Better learning outcomes flow from higher levels of student engagement.  When the perception is that student engagement is in 
decline, there is genuine concern amongst committed academic teaching staff. This paper reports on a pilot study designed to foster 
an understanding of the factors that influence engagement in undergraduate students in the business school at a regional Australian 
university. Two focus groups were conducted with the assistance of 22 students enrolled in the major study areas of the school, and 
the information obtained informed the development of an on-line questionnaire aimed at exploring the drivers of engagement and 
disengagement. Eighty-five students completed the questionnaire, and 67 usable responses were available for analysis—a response rate 
of 17 per cent, which could be seen as illustrative of student disengagement. However, the findings of the pilot study suggest that the 
majority of students believed themselves to be engaged with their studies. Students reported that the instructors’ approach, class and 
assignment structure, learning support and other personal factors affected their level of engagement. A preliminary model of student 
engagement was developed from the findings. Key factors have been drawn from this to inform learning and teaching policy and 
practices within the School.
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research design and administration processes when 

subsequent, more thorough studies are undertaken in 

the near future. 

Higher levels of student engagement have been 

linked with better student learning outcomes, such 

as the quality of their output. Given the general per-

ception that there has been a decline in students’ 

engagement, it is important to identify the factors that 

influence their disengagement. 

According to the National Survey of Student Engage-

ment (NSSE) findings, two factors appear highly salient 

to teaching today (Kuh, 2001). These are first, active and 

collaborative learning, and second, enriching educa-

tional experiences. Businesses want to employ people 

who have the ability to manage rather than merely 

having knowledge about management concepts (Cun-

ningham, 1995). Consequently, business schools should 

‘design a curriculum to assist students’ to achieve iden-

tifiable outcomes (Wee, Kek & Kelley, 2003, p. 150). Wee 

et al. believe that problem-based learning (PBL) goes 

some of the way to achieving the outcomes. They also 

acknowledge that ‘The PBL approach is only one way 

to transform the curriculum … To produce graduates 

with the skills required by the business world, market-

ing educators must first be able to produce self-directed 

learners’ (Wee et al., 2003, p. 160).

In their study of what constitutes a master teacher, 

Smart, Kelley and Conant (2003, p. 77) concurred with 

earlier studies that teaching success requires, ‘strong 

communication skills, a real-world perspective, caring / 

empathy, an involvement orientation, and organisation / 

preparation’. Further, participants in the study indicated 

a number of other attributes they believed were crucial 

to effective teaching and student learning, e.g. interac-

tive lecturing, considerable questioning to lift student 

involvement, and assessment pieces ‘that require criti-

cal, integrative thinking’ (Smart et al., 2003, p. 77).

Interestingly, class participation may not be the cen-

tral issue. Peterson believes that course participation, 

i.e. ‘readily speaking, thinking, reading, role taking, 

risk taking, and engaging oneself and others, and it 

may occur inside or outside the classroom confines’ 

(2001, p. 187) is more pertinent. These elements are 

indicative of active learning.  Active Learning has the 

capacity to make students ‘the centre of their learning’ 

(Warren 1997, as cited in Peterson, 2001, p.188); the 

skills gained in this type of learning are those sought 

by employers. Active learning should involve open-

ended questions rather than just seeking the ‘right 

answer’. That is, questions such as ‘was there anything 

in the readings that surprised you?’ and ‘was there any-

thing with which you disagreed?’ are appropriate. 

In addition to fostering active learning, provid-

ing students with more enriching experiences is 

another route for business educators. Students obtain 

a deeper understanding when an active learning route 

is adopted, where they apply concepts in ‘real-world’ 

tasks (Hamer, 2002). Hamer suggests ‘that experiential 

learning techniques can be used to increase the defi-

nitional knowledge acquired by students of low and 

moderate overall performances’ (2002, p. 32). This stu-

dent profile may be a fair description of the cohort 

that is the research subject of this paper. Such students 

‘need to be encouraged to elaborate on course materi-

als outside of the class’ (Hamer 2002, p. 33). These are 

the essential elements of learning and teaching nec-

essary to foster student engagement according to the 

literature. 

This research took the form of a pilot study designed 

to tap the students’ perspective of the factors that influ-

ence engagement amongst undergraduate students in 

a business school. The aim of the research was to con-

sider these factors and through an enhanced under-

standing of student engagement, inform the School’s 

learning and teaching policies and practices. 

Research design

The project was built around focus groups conducted 

at the start of the research, followed by an on-line 

survey. Two focus groups were held to garner students’ 

views on their perspective on how engaged they 

believed they were; the factors that drove students’ 

engagement levels; and what they believed the busi-

ness school could do to improve their engagement.  

The 22 participating students were randomly selected 

from the School’s database and the groups were gener-

ally representative of the major study areas and other 

categorical factors such as gender, stage in the degree, 

and part-time/full-time enrolment. In line with the ethi-

cal requirements for university research, all students 

were asked to sign an Informed Consent Form and 

were given a Plain Language Information Statement 

to advise them of the key aims and objectives of the 

research. These were to:

1.	 Explore and understand if and why the engagement 

levels vary across the school’s three discipline areas 

(marketing, tourism and e-business; management, 

and commerce).

2.	 Explore any issues relating to gender.
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3.	 Develop a set of recommendations to address learn-

ing and teaching concerns.

The findings from the focus groups were used as 

the basis for designing the on-line survey, along with 

information gleaned from the literature review. The 

research design aimed to explore the level of student 

engagement and to identify its drivers. Students from 

all disciplines represented in the business school, that 

is accounting, applied economics and finance, entre-

preneurship, human resource management, marketing 

and tourism were invited to participate in the research 

project by completing the on-line questionnaire.

In the focus groups, students stated that they 

wanted to be engaged. In fact, in general, students 

felt that they were engaged and they identified 

the factors that engendered an environment that 

improved engagement 

in the classroom setting. 

Interestingly, students did 

not believe that they were 

responsible for driving 

their own level of engage-

ment—they considered 

that this was the academ-

ic’s responsibility. Where the responsibility demar-

cation sits was raised by Bryson and Hand (2007, 

cited in Crosling, Heagney and Thomas, 2009). They 

believe that engagement is also the responsibil-

ity of teachers who should create a participative 

environment. Students preferred smaller teaching 

groups (fewer than 100 students in lectures and 

fewer than 15 students in tutorials), believing that 

lower student numbers would result in the lecturer 

(and tutors) making the effort to learn their names, 

which would in turn aid interaction. Students valued 

an informal lecture environment (i.e., the lecturer’s 

approach should be relaxed) that was non-judgmen-

tal (i.e. students should not be made to feel embar-

rassed if they provided a wrong answer). 

This would also provide students with the oppor-

tunity and confidence to ask questions or respond to 

the lecturer’s requests. They wanted lecturers to add 

value to the lecture notes distributed by the School, 

rather than merely reading from those notes. Added 

value could be demonstrated by the lecturer relating 

the theory from the text to a current event reported 

in the media. Finally, students wanted time to be allo-

cated during lectures for undertaking case studies or 

other exercises that would then be discussed by the 

entire class.

Students also listed a number of factors outside their 

control that impinged upon their level of engagement. 

Many students believed inappropriate timetabling 

hampered their motivation. For example, if lectures 

and tutorials in a given subject were scheduled on 

the same day, students would be more likely to attend 

both, whereas if they were scheduled on different days 

they may opt to stay home, go to their paid employ-

ment or work on any assignments that were due. This 

balancing of priorities, in particular, the decision to go 

to their paid employment rather than attend classes 

was also identified by Devlin, James and Grigg who 

stated ‘One quarter of the undergraduates who were 

working reported regularly missing classes or equiva-

lent activities because of employment activities’ (p. 5, 

2007). Disturbingly, they identified that the proportion 

doing so was increasing. 

Further, Devlin et al. state 

‘Student involvement in 

paid work affects the qual-

ity of their study: 43 per 

cent of employed under-

graduates … reported 

that their work adversely 

affected their study’ (p. 6, 2007). 

A further factor mentioned by students was that their 

engagement levels could be shaped by the nature of 

assignments and the nature of the feedback on assign-

ment performance. For example, final year students 

expected assignments to be more practical than theo-

retical, thereby providing an opportunity to apply their 

knowledge and to develop the skills required in the 

workforce. They noted the varying practices of different 

lecturers with respect to assignment feedback. Students’ 

preference was also for specific feedback on the aspects 

that earn or cost them marks. However, this ‘outcomes’ 

orientation is contrary to Cunningham’s proposition 

(1995) about the qualities businesses require in staff. 

That is, businesses require staff with an understanding 

of processes such as research and analysis. 

Finally, students felt that group work had a bearing 

on engagement levels. A well-managed group generally 

attains higher grades and therefore, students seek to 

form groups with students they trust to contribute in 

terms of both quantity and quality. Groups that suffer 

from negative aspects such as poor meeting attendance 

and language barriers result in one or two members 

feeling aggrieved at ‘carrying’ the group. Consequently, 

those students that felt they contributed more than 

their fair share for an assignment appeared to carry 

Interestingly, students did not believe that 
they were responsible for driving their own 
level of engagement—they considered that 

this was the academic’s responsibility.
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some resentment towards future group assignments. 

Not surprisingly, their level of engagement appeared 

to be lower in units that have group work as a major 

part of the overall grading.

A student engagement model

Findings from the literature review and the focus group 

output were combined to develop a list of issues that 

were then sorted into the major Learning Environ-

ment categories that formed the basis of the prelimi-

nary model of student engagement shown in Figure 

1. With minor wording changes, they evolved into the 

major sections in the questionnaire used in the pilot 

on-line survey. The aim of the survey was to investigate 

the suggested relationships indicated in the prelimi-

nary model of student engagement. 

The questionnaire (see Appendix 1) was distributed 

as an online survey. This was chosen as the best means 

of encouraging student participation. In addition to 

the learning environment categories shown in Figure 

1, the questionnaire also sought background informa-

tion on students, as well as asking students to rate 

their level of engagement during the current teaching 

period. In addition, at the end of each section students 

had the opportunity to make further comments. Figure 

2 shows the major sections in the questionnaire, and 

the rating scales used. 

Students were contacted via the University-provided 

email address, requesting that they visit a designated 

website to complete the survey. Colleagues were 

asked to promote the survey during classes and post-

ers were attached to internal and external walls. Incen-

tives were offered for students’ participation, i.e., they 

MAJOR ELEMENTSLEARNING ENVIRONMENT STUDENT ENGAGEMENT
CLIMATE

Instructor Approach
Delivery style (informal, non-judgemental, inclusive)
Adds value (above lecture notes provided)
Accessible

Class Structure & Nature of 
Assignments 

Institutional Factors

Personal Factors

Lecture/tutorial mix
Nature of assignments (theoretical v applied)
Assignment mix (individual v group)

Timetabling
Library resources
Lecture & tutorial sizes

Study/Social/Work Trade-offs

I
n
c
r
e
a
s
e

D
e
c
r
e
a
s
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Figure 1: Preliminary Model of Student Engagement

Figure 2: Item Rating Scales

Survey Sections Rating Scales

1. Engagement (1 item) Not engaged (1) to Totally engaged (5)

2. Lecturer’s Approach (9 items) Not at all important (1), Only slightly important (2), Generally important (3), Definitely 
important (4) and Extremely important (5)

3. Class Structure & Assignments

(18 items) Strongly agree (1), Moderately agree (2), Neither agree nor disagree (3) Moderately disagree 
(4) and Strongly disagree (5)

4. Learning Support (12 items) Strongly agree (1), Moderately agree (2), Neither agree nor disagree (3) Moderately disagree 
(4) and Strongly disagree (5)

5. Personal Application (2 items) Very poor (1), Poor (2), Average (3), Good (4) and Very good (5)

6. Personal feelings (7 items) Very poor (1), Poor (2), Average (3), Good (4) and Very good (5)

7. Background Information (14 items) Coded responses
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were entered into a number of prize draws depend-

ing upon how rapidly they responded. The survey was 

available for six weeks. 

Survey results: a summary of questionnaire 
responses

Eight-five students responded to the survey – a response 

rate of about 21 per cent of the approximately 400 

students recorded in the school database. However, 

18 survey responses had to be discarded due to the 

extent of missing responses, reducing the response 

rate of usable questionnaires to 17 per cent. Whilst 

this response rate is low, it is not unusual. Devlin et al 

(2007, p.3) reported that ‘response rates by institutions 

were mostly between 17 and 23 per cent’ from their 

study on student finances and student engagement. A 

higher response rate would have been preferred, and 

the authors spoke to students from their classes to 

assist with understanding better the reasons for the low 

response rate. It transpired that many students have per-

sonal email addresses with external Internet providers 

and therefore they do not bother to access the official 

university email system. In addition, end-of-term assign-

ments and examination preparation resulted in students 

foregoing what they considered ‘non-essential’ activi-

ties. Of course, it is possible that the response rate was 

simply a reflection of the engagement levels of many 

students in university activities. 

As with all quantitative research, a critical question 

is whether the respondents are representative of the 

total population. In this instance, the only statistic that 

appeared to be askew from what the researchers would 

consider to be ‘as expected’ was the gender distribu-

tion of respondents. Whereas questionnaire respond-

ents suggested a preponderance of female students 

(about 70 per cent), the overall female undergraduate 

population in business programmes is approximately 

47 per cent (DEEWR 2007). Despite the skew with 

gender, the researchers believe the participants were 

reasonably representative of the total student body 

and that the resultant statistical analysis could be taken 

as ‘indicative’ (with some confidence). 

The ‘average respondent’ can be described based on 

the response frequencies from the ‘background infor-

mation’ section of the questionnaire (as shown in Table 

1). The ‘average’ respondent can therefore be defined 

as: younger than 22 years of age and more likely to be 

female, in the early stages of their study programme, 

undertaking a full-time or near full-time study load in 

the business or management programmes and special-

ising in human resources management or marketing, in 

addition to working full-time.  This student is also likely 

to have been born in Australia, and to be living with 

their parents or renting with friends. 

Two interesting but conflicting statistics from a stu-

dent engagement viewpoint, i.e. 84 per cent claim to 

be employed full-time but at the same time 57 per cent 

stated that they were enrolled in 3 or 4 units, indicat-

ing that they were also enrolled as full-time students 

(see Table 2). This may be an important indicator to 

understand student engagement better. On the point 

of extra-curricular activities, a study of economics 

students at a university in Hong Kong indicated that 

students heavily involved in such activities produced 

lower rates of absenteeism than other students (Chong, 

Cheung & Hui, 2009). However, it is not clear from that 

study whether paid outside work was included as an 

‘extra-curricular activity’.

Table 2 provides a summary of the major results of 

the survey (see Appendix 1). The authors reviewed the 

Item Variable No. %

Total valid responses 67 100

Age <= 22 years 37 64

Gender Female  
Male

47  
20

70  
30

Number of units com-
pleted so far (Under-
graduate programmes 
comprise 24 units)

<= 4  
5<=12  
13<=20  
21+

26  
12  
16  
13

39  
18  
24  
19

Current enrolment 3 or 4 units 45 57

Birthplace Australia  
Asia  
Europe

55  
8  
4

82  
12  
6

Programme B.Business  
B.Commerce  
B.Management  
Other programmes

20  
16  
22  
7

30  
24  
33  
13

Specialisation Accounting  
Human resources mgt.  
Marketing  
Other

12  
14  
19  
22

18  
21  
28  
33

Employment Full-time  Part-time 56  
11

84  
16

Living arrangements Parents/guardian  
Renting  
Own accommodation  
Other

23  
20  
13  
11

34  
30  
19  
17

Table 1: Student Background
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focus group findings to establish the expected mean 

of student responses to questions on engagement, the 

lecturer’s approach and class structure and assign-

ments, which had a scale of 1 to 5—this mean was 

then used in univariate t-tests. The responses provide 

useful information about possible drivers of student 

engagement, and will assist in subsequent research in 

the area.

Engagement

In this study, engagement was defined for the students 

at the commencement of the Student Engagement 

Survey as follows:

For our purposes in this research, ‘Student Engage-
ment’ is considered to be revealed in the attitudes 
students bring to their study, the work students 
produce during their lectures and tutorials, and the 
extension of that learning beyond the formal lec-
ture/tutorial times.

This definition encompasses aspects put forward by 

previous researchers but is perhaps not as broad as 

others: for example, ‘student engagement is the extent 

to which students are actively engaged in—actively 

committed to and actively involved in—their own 

learning’ (Markwell, 2007, p. 2) or it is ‘a broad phe-

nomenon which encompasses academic as well as 

certain non-academic and social aspects of the student 

experience’ (Coates, 2006, p. 4).

Students rated their level of engagement on a scale 

from (1) not engaged to (5) totally engaged. As far as 

the overall level of engagement was concerned, the 

mean rating was 3.37 with a standard deviation (SD) of 

0.935. The mean score was not statistically significant 

(at the 05 level) Only 8 students indicated that they 

were not engaged. 

Lecturer’s approach

The rating scale for this question went from (1) not at 

all important to (5) extremely important. In analysing 

the important elements relating to students’ percep-

tion of the Lecturer’s Approach, the lecturer’s ability 

to deliver the material ‘without just reading from the 

slides’ (mean = 4.60) was considered important, as was 

the lecturer’s capacity for ‘adding value’ with practical 

applications (4.33). Students also valued the creation 

of a non-judgmental environment (4.31), and wanted 

lecturers that cared about student progress (4.22). 

T-tests revealed these results to be statistically signif-

icant (at the 05 level). The second and third aspects 

had been specifically mentioned in the focus groups. 

The item ‘Tries to include as many students as possible 

in class discussion’ generated the lowest mean (3.64). 

Whilst on face value this may be seen to be at odds 

with their stated level of engagement, perhaps it rein-

forces that ‘engagement’ is multi-dimensional, i.e. there 

is more to engagement than contributing in class.

Class structure and assignments

The rating scale for this question went from (1) 

strongly agree to (5) strongly disagree. Students 

agreed that there is an advantage when the lecturer is 

also the tutor (1.60) and that tutorials should be lim-

ited to a maximum of 15 students (1.90). There were 

also some strong views on group assignments, with 

students believing that they should be a maximum of 

Major Survey Sections Individual Items (abbreviated descriptions) Mean SD t Sig. (at .05)

Engagement Rate your engagement 3.37 .935 -1.111 Yes

Lecturer’s Approach Delivers lectures without just reading the slides 4.60 .629 14.274 Yes

Adds value with practical applications 4.33 .683 9.929 Yes

Creates a non-judgmental environment 4.31 .656 10.147 Yes

Class Structure & 
Assignments

Advantage when lecture & tutor are the same person 1.60 .986 -7.499 Yes

Group assignments no more than 40% of the unit’s total marks 1.76 1.088 -5.556 Yes

Tutorials limited to maximum of 15 students 1.90 .890 -5.560 Yes

Group assignments not necessary for all units 2.01 1.273 -3.119 Yes

Learning Support More copies of required texts in library 1.45 .784 -10.986 Yes

Library should have latest texts 1.49 .766 -10.763 Yes

School needs dedicated person for course advice 1.58 .907 -8.284 Yes

Table 2: Major Statistical Findings
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40 per cent of a subject’s total marks (1.76) and that 

group assignments were not necessary in every unit 

(2.01). T-tests revealed these to be statistically signifi-

cant (at the 05 level).  Again, the benefits of small tuto-

rial classes and the angst caused by group assignments 

had both been raised in the focus groups.

Learning support 

The rating scale for this question went from (1) strongly 

agree to (5) strongly disagree. Students agreed that 

the library should carry more copies of the required 

texts (1.45) and that the library should have the latest 

texts (1.49). Students also believed that the School 

needed to have a person specifically responsible for 

providing advice about programmes and units (1.58). 

T-tests revealed these to be statistically significant (at 

the 05 level). Many focus 

group participants raised 

the issue of their frustration 

with obtaining conflicting 

and/or wrong advice about 

their courses from admin-

istrators within the School 

and also academics. This 

was highlighted by Light 

(2001, p. 81, cited by Mark-

well, 2007, p. 8) who states 

‘Good advising may be the 

single most underestimated 

characteristic of a success-

ful college experience’. Twenty students (30 per cent) 

indicated that they believed that ‘timetable clashes 

have adversely affected my choice of subjects’ whilst 

19 (28 per cent) stated that the Internet allocation was 

inadequate for their study needs. 

Personal application and feelings

The rating scale for this section went from (1) not at 

all important to (5) extremely important. Students 

were asked how they felt about seven aspects of their 

learning environment. They reported that they felt 

positively about lecture content (4.09), the support 

obtained from lecturers (3.97) and how lectures were 

delivered (3.79). Again, t-tests revealed these to be sta-

tistically significant (at the 05 level). However, these 

findings were at odds with comments made during 

the focus groups where students tended to raise the 

negative aspects of their learning experiences. Perhaps 

it is reasonable to speculate that the students who 

responded to the questionnaire were those that were 

more engaged and therefore, have had more positive 

learning experiences. 

Further, students tended to report average/negative 

responses to three other items relating to ‘support’. 

These responses were received in reference to the 

support provided by administrative staff (52 per cent 

of responses), by student services (47 per cent) and 

by library staff (42 per cent) (Scale: (1) Very poor; (5) 

Very good.)

Examination of student study habits revealed inter-

esting, conflicting and worrying results. Seventy per 

cent reported being on campus 3-4 days per week 

during the teaching period. However, many of these 

were full-time students who also effectively had full-

time work commitments. The suggestion that the 

increasing trend of paid 

employment for Austral-

ian university students 

was one factor that had 

a negative impact on stu-

dent engagement was put 

forward by Krause, Hartley, 

James and McInnis (2005).  

Twenty-five students (37 

per cent) said they spent 

1-5 hours per week on all 

learning tasks (excluding 

class attendance), whilst 

another 23 (34 per cent) 

spent between 6-15 hours per week. Students spent 

10.8 hours per week (weighted average) on learning 

tasks outside class times. If the maxim of three ex-

class hours to each in-class hour is applied, a full-time 

student should be spending at least double what the 

respondents reported. Such commitment conflicts can 

be expected to have a negative impact on the end of 

semester assignment preparation and results, which 

would be likely to exacerbate student feelings of dis-

engagement.

Are highly engaged students different?

To determine if ‘highly engaged’ students were differ-

ent from others, the level of engagement was reduced 

to two levels – ‘low or moderate’ and ‘high’ and cross-

tabulations conducted on all other categorical items. 

Five statistically significant relationships (p<0.05) plus 

two near-significant relationships were found. A sum-

mary of these is shown in Table 3.

If the maxim of three ex-class hours 
to each in-class hour is applied, a 

full-time student should be spending 
at least double what the respondents 

reported. Such commitment conflicts can 
be expected to have a negative impact 

on the end of semester assignment 
preparation and results, which would be 
likely to exacerbate student feelings of 

disengagement.
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As shown in the table, the highly engaged student 

was likely to prefer nurturing lecturers, and to appre-

ciate the content and delivery of lectures, as well as 

the support received from lecturers and library staff. 

An obvious inference and concern is that students 

appeared to be less engaged towards the end of their 

programme; ‘highly engaged’ students were more 

likely to be in first year. This is an interesting outcome 

given the emphasis on, and concern about, the first 

year experience in Australian universities (Krause et 

al., 2005).

What has been learned from the pilot 
study?

Several useful pieces of information have been drawn 

from the current study. Statistical information from 

the focus groups and questionnaire has been used to 

inform school policy, and some practical matters that 

have been brought to light have been proposed to 

inform the conduct of subsequent studies. For exam-

ple, on the former, the findings reveal that the Lec-

turer’s Approach, Class Structure and Assignments, 

Learning Support and Personal Factors appear to 

affect student engagement. Critical aspects appear to 

include how the lecturer delivers the lecture, how the 

lecturer adds value in lectures, +the place and impor-

tance attached to group assignments and course advice 

provided to students. Hence, there is some support for 

the preliminary model of student engagement.

A particularly positive outcome of this study is that 

the School has had the opportunity to consider the 

research findings develop and enhance its learning 

and teaching initiatives. Further, the findings can be 

taken into account when considering the structure, 

content and delivery of the School’s programmes in 

future offerings. Coming at this from another angle 

though, perhaps the School 

finds itself with a much bigger 

problem than it first imagined 

because of the changing nature 

of university education. As Devlin 

et al state ‘The traditional idea 

of a linear school, university, 

work progression, which still 

forms much policy and practice 

in higher education, no longer 

holds true’ (2007, p. 7). With so 

many students undertaking part-

time and full-time work the seeds 

of disengagement can be traced back to the demands 

that come with having employment commitments 

(Devlin et al, 2007). However, on the basis of the 

study reported here, the authors conclude that the 

School is some way from addressing the elements of 

teaching practice that could potentially lift the level 

of student engagement.

Relating to practical matters, prior to undertaking 

this pilot study, numerous assumptions had been made 

by the researchers. For instance, it was expected that 

it would be possible to divide the students into their 

respective discipline areas to discover the varying 

levels of, and drivers of engagement across academic 

specialisations. However, the relatively low response 

rate undermined the ability to conduct this more in-

depth and rigorous analysis and limits the ability to 

generalise the findings to the total student cohort.

In addition, it was assumed that all students would 

be familiar with electronic communication, and hence 

the survey was distributed on-line. Attempts were 

made to inform students about the research project, 

and invitations for them to participate were forwarded 

based on the ‘official’ email address allocated to them 

by the university. However, it transpired that many 

students rarely used this avenue of e-communication, 

preferring instead to use personal email addresses. 

This knowledge alone will ensure that a broader sec-

tion of the student population will be accessible in 

future studies. 

Despite the lower than expected response rate in 

this pilot study, further research is being planned. 

One-on-one in-depth interviews with students are 

being considered, to follow up on issues such as 

the discrepancy between the favourable rating of 

lectures reported via the questionnaire and the 

negative opinions expressed in the focus groups. 

In addition, students from the University’s other 

Item p-value ‘High engagement’ students were 
more likely to report…

Q2. Lecturer demonstrates that he/she 
cares about your progress

0.041 Greater importance

Q6. Content of lectures 0.001 Very good

Q6. Delivery of lectures <0.001 Very good

Q6. Support from lecturer 0.050 Very good

Q6. Support from library staff 0.010 Very good

Number of units completed 0.051 0-4 units i.e. First year students

Programme 0.028 Double degree

Table 3:  What do Highly Engaged Students Report?
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schools will be invited to participate in a larger scale 

research project.

How learning and teaching policies and 
practices have changed

This pilot study has been a partial but significant spur 

in boosting the profile and activity level of the Learn-

ing and Teaching Portfolio over the past two years. Aca-

demic representation on the Learning and Teaching 

Committee (L&TC) has increased by three—ensuring 

all discipline groups are fully represented. To improve 

student learning and lift the level of student engage-

ment (and in turn to increase student retention rates) 

the L&TC has, for example:

1.	 Broadened its range and frequency of student work-

shops that are designed to build confidence in their 

academic skills—examples of topics covered are 

time management, academic writing and referenc-

ing, and essay preparation.

2.	 Produced policy statements and resources or run 

workshops and information seminars for academ-

ics on topics such as identifying ‘students at risk’, 

plagiarism, assessment feedback and student men-

toring guidelines.

3.	 Made a concerted effort to standardise the format 

and content of Course Descriptions, and greater 

consideration given to assessment objectives and 

tasks so as to add more structure to course delivery.

4.	 Started the roll-out of extensive study guides for all 

courses delivered.

These, and other actions, reflect the views expressed 

by Whetten (p. 339, 2007) when he states ‘I’ve come 

to understand that the most important professing I do 

as a teacher involves my thoughtful choice of reading 

material, assignments, activities, and, most of all, learn-

ing objectives.’ These pieces of the student learning 

puzzle should be driven by what students need to 

learn and how the academic can best facilitate the 

learning process (Whetten, 2007). 

Further, Crosling et al. (2009) in their study on 

student retention in higher education surveyed 

a number of teaching and learning approaches—

induction and continuing support processes, stu-

dent diversity, curriculum design, student-centred 

active learning, integration of study skills and forma-

tive feedback. The current activities of the L&TC are 

addressing student engagement issues that broadly 

fit under the teaching and learning approaches 

reported by Crosling et al.

Major conclusions and recommendations

It is in the best interests of both students and academic 

staff to have highly motivated, engaged students that 

complete their studies. For the lecturers, such stu-

dents give incentive to them in their teaching prac-

tices, and encourage more innovative and creative 

ways of achieving optimal outcomes in both learning 

and teaching.  For the students, remaining engaged 

throughout their studies will ensure optimal perform-

ance, and is likely to generate grades that will enhance 

their future career advancement.

It is important to understand and appreciate the 

reasons why students are not engaged. This study pro-

vides insights into what shapes student engagement, 

and as such, it has implications for student retention. 

Less than optimal levels of student retention mean that 

relatively scarce resources are wasted. Student failure 

means high financial costs for students, both direct and 

indirect. The automatic loans provided to students to 

cover tuition fees must be repaid whether students 

have passed or failed and students must meet the 

opportunity cost of absences from the labour market 

that might be necessary for students to repeat units. 

Non-completing students might also find their passage 

into meaningful employment blocked.

Of course, this study had a number of limitations, 

particularly the response rate to the on-line question-

naire. The researchers considered that this lack of 

engagement in a project, which had well publicised 

rewards for participation, was indicative of the gen-

eral malaise described by lecturers as ‘lack of engage-

ment’ in university community activities generally, and 

in their studies, in particular. Clearly, the study would 

need to be replicated in a wider sample before any 

generalisations could be made about the findings of 

this pilot study.

It seems reasonable to presume that the survey 

should be repeated periodically to monitor student 

engagement regularly. Such surveying should there-

fore be built into the regular duties of a member of 

staff. Having established some of the major reasons for 

the low rate of response (that is, sending invitations 

to email addresses that students chose not to access 

and timing the pilot survey with a relatively busy time 

for students) it will be possible to appreciate a wider 

range of students’ opinions and to act on them as 

appropriate.

Students’ attitude to group work and to group 

projects means that the school needs to become 
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more pro-active with this issue; it clearly causes grief 

to students and to academic staff alike. Issues such as 

whether group work should be assessable or the pro-

portion of a subject’s marks that should be made up 

of group work need to be closely examined. Group 

size and submission and presentation of group work 

also need consideration. Findings could be used to for-

mulate policies covering the adoption of standardised 

group work models.

Perhaps there is also an issue relating to staff train-

ing. If some lecturers are failing to excite their student 

audiences, specific staff development could address 

this need. In fact, this initiative has been introduced 

into the school over the past 12 months through peer 

review and curriculum development workshops and 

modelling effective teaching practices in First Year. Part 

of the problem for some staff could be that high teach-

ing loads prevent them from undertaking research, 

which would add value to their teaching, as desired 

by students. 

Obtaining a higher student response rate would 

provide richer information about the wider student 

body and the extent of its engagement. Specialisation-

related information and more detailed correlations 

between students’ engagement and hours spent in the 

paid work force, time spent travelling to campus, or 

the impact of non-academic activities would add to the 

school’s capacity to maintain an engaged student body. 

 However, the pilot study has provided a rich source 

of information that has formed the basis of a series of 

recommendations fed into the school’s learning and 

teaching committee. These issues have been addressed 

and policy changes implemented in the previous 12 

months. On-going evaluation of these initiatives and 

their potential impact on student engagement will go 

some way toward satisfactorily engaging students in 

self-directed active learning.

Robert Errey and Glen Wood are academics at the School 

of Business, University of Ballarat, Victoria, Australia.
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Appendix 1: Student Engagement Questionnaire

1

Student Engagement Survey 
This survey should take approximately 20 minutes to complete. We are interested in your perceptions, and your co-operation is very much 
appreciated. Your individual responses are confidential. 
 
For our purposes in this research, ‘Student Engagement’ is considered to be revealed in the attitudes students bring to their study, 
the work students produce during their lectures and tutorials, and the extension of that learning beyond the formal 
lecture/tutorial times. 
 
1. YOUR ENGAGEMENT 
 
How would you rate your engagement during the current teaching period (TP3, 2007)? Please circle the number that best represents your level of 
engagement. 
 
Not engaged 1 2 3 4 5 Totally engaged 
 
2. LECTURER’S APPROACH 
 
Using the scale below, please tick the relevant box that best expresses how important each aspect of the lecturer’s approach is to your enjoyment of your 
learning. 

 lla ta toN 
important (1) 

Only slightly 
important (2) 

Generally 
important (3) 

Definitely 
important (4) 

Extremely 
important (5) 

Creates a casual environment 
 

     

Creates a non-judgmental environment 
 

     

Tries to include as many students as possible 
in class discussions 

     

Adds value to lecture material with practical 
applications 

     

Is accessible for meetings 
 

     

Responds to phone calls/emails within 24 
hours 

     

Demonstrates that he/she cares about your 
progress 

     

Provides lecture notes prior to the lecture      
Delivers the lecture without just reading from 
the slides 

     

 If you wish, please elaborate on any of the areas in Q2 above: ___________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. CLASS STRUCTURE & ASSIGNMENTS  
 
Using the scale below, please tick the relevant box that best represents your level of agreement for each item. 

 ylgnortS  
agree (1) 

Moderately 
agree (2) 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

(3) 

Moderately 
disagree 

(4) 

Strongly 
disagree 

(5) 

The two-hour lecture & one-hour tutorial mix suits my 
learning style 

     

The one-hour lecture & two-hour tutorial mix suits my 
learning style 

     

Lectures and tutorials for a unit should be held on the 
same day 

     

The 90 minute lecture and 90 minute tutorial mix suits 
my learning style 

     

Lectures should include class group exercises/small 
case studies 
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2

Group assignments are not necessary in every unit      
Group assignments should be limited to a maximum of 
40% of the unit’s total mark 

     

Assignments in first year units should mainly be 
theoretical 

     

Assignments in second year units should mainly be a 
balance of theory & application 

     

Assignments in third year units should mainly be 
practical application of theory  

     

Tutorials should be limited to a maximum of 15 
students 

     

Tutorials should only cover the application of lecture 
material through set questions 

     

Some tutorial time should be allocated to group 
assignments 

     

Tutorials should only cover the application of lecture 
material through interactive experiences 

     

Monitoring in tutorials by the lecturer of group 
assignment progress helps my learning 

     

It is an advantage to have the lecturer as the tutor      
Lecturers & tutors do not communicate with each other      
Lecturers & tutors seem to disagree on various topics      
 
If you wish, please elaborate on any of the areas in Q3 above: ____________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________  
 
4. LEARNING SUPPORT ISSUES 
a) Using the scale below, please tick the relevant box that best represents your level of agreement for each item. 

 eerga ylgnortS 
(1) 

Moderately 
agree (2) 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

(3) 

Moderately 
disagree (4) 

Strongly 
disagree (5) 

Timetable clashes have adversely limited 
my choice of units 

     

The ‘Allocate’ system has helped me with 
scheduling classes 

     

Assignments in all units always seem to be 
due the same week 

     

The library needs to have the latest texts      
The library needs to have more copies of 
required texts 

     

The library needs to provide more work 
stations 

     

The library needs to provide more quiet 
areas 

     

The library needs to increase the no. of 
document deliveries per student 

     

The School needs a specific person for 
offering course and unit advice 

     

Units need to offer employer placement 
opportunities  

     

There number of computers in labs. is 
insufficient 

     

Internet allocation is adequate for my 
study needs 

     

If you wish, please elaborate on any of the areas in Q4 above: 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________  
 
b) Students are given a monthly internet allocation. Do you believe the system of Internet allocation needs to be changed?     Yes [  ]      No [   ] 
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3

If yes, please give your views: ___________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
c) Using the scale below, please tick the relevant box that best represents how often you have experienced the following situations. 

 reveN 
(1) 

Rarely 
(2) 

Sometimes 
(3) 

Often 
(4) 

Timetable clashes have forced me to choose between which unit 
to undertake 

    

Timetable clashes have forced me to choose between which class 
to attend 

    

Timetable clashes have forced me to choose between classes & 
work commitments 

    

Timetable clashes have forced me to choose between classes & 
assignment completion 

    

5. PERSONAL APPLICATION 
 
5a. During semester, how many days per week (including evenings and half-days) do you typically spend on campus? Please circle the appropriate number. 

1 to 2 days 1  3 to 4 days 2 5 days or more 3 
 
5b. On average, how many hours per week (including weekends) do you spend on class preparation? This includes the following activities – pre-lecture 

reading, note-taking, literature research, tutorial preparation, writing, studying and other learning activities. Please circle the appropriate number. 
None 1-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 26-30 31+ 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
 

5c. What aspects of your course do you enjoy the most? 
Please rank your top THREE. Place a “1” in the box next to the aspect that you enjoy the most, a “2” for the second most enjoyable aspect and a “3” 
for the third most enjoyable. 

[    ] Achieving high grades [    ] Responding to lecturer’s questions in class 
[    ] Developing skills which will benefit my career [    ] Social activity with other students
[    ] Gaining knowledge in a subj liratnuloV ]    [ tce y contributing to class discussions 
[    ] Group work with other students, when successful [    ] Other (Please specify)….

 
5d. What are the aspects of your course that you least enjoy?  

Please rank your top THREE. Place a “1” in the box next to the aspect that you enjoy the least, a “2” for the second least enjoyable aspect and a “3” for 
the third least enjoyable. 
 

[    ] Difficulties in working in some groups [    ] Irrelevant assessment tasks
[    ] Hig  dedrawa eht fo noitanalpxe rooP ]    [ daolkrow h grade
[    ] Inadequate written feedback on assignments [    ] Responding to lecturer’s questions in class 
[    ] Introductory m teem ton seod tinu ehT ]    [ cisab oot era stinu y expectations
[    ] Too few practical opportunities to apply      [    ] Too much theory
         concepts / theories learnt liratnuloV ]    [ y contributing to class discussions 
[    ] Other (Please specify) ………. 

 
6. PERSONAL FEELINGS 
Overall, please indicate the way you feel about the following aspects of your study. Please tick the appropriate box. If you have not, for example, used Student 
Services, please tick the Not Applicable box. 
 Very poor Poor Average Good Very good Not 

Applicable 
The content of lectures       
The delivery of lectures       
The support from the lecturer       

       krow puorG
   :yb uoy ot nevig troppuS

……the School’s admin. staff       
……Student Services       
……Library staff       
If you wish, please elaborate on any of the areas in Q6 
above:_______________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________  
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4

7. BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
7a. Your year of birth: .b7  Sex: Male         Female 
7c. How many units have you successfully completed? No. [  ]       
7d. How many units are you currently enrolled in?       No. [  ]       
7e.          Are you of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin?   Yes   [  ]      No  [  ] 
7f.  Where were you born?  

 eporuE ]  [ ailartsuA ]  [
 tsaE elddiM ]  [ acirfA ]  [

 sdnalsI cificaP/dnalaeZ weN ]  [ aisA ]  [
 aciremA htroN ]  [ aciremA htuoS/lartneC ]  [

7g.        Where were your parents born?  
Father  Mother                 Father  Mother                 
[  ]                      [  ]                                Australia [  ]                      [  ]                                       Europe 
[  ]                      [  ]                                    Africa [  ]                      [  ]                               Middle East 
[  ]                      [  ]                                       Asia [  ]                      [  ]     New Zealand / Pacific Islands 
[  ]                      [  ]         Central/South America [  ]                      [  ]                           North America 
7h. What is the primary language that is spoken in your home? (Select only ONE) 

 idniH ]  [ hsilgnE ]  [
 nailatI ]  [ egaugnal lanigirobA ]  [

 hsikruT ]  [ esenihC ]  [
  rehtO ]  [ keerG ]  [

7i.  In your last year of secondary schooling, what type of school did you attend? 
 etavirP/tnednepednI ]  [ cilohtaC ]  [

 loohcs saesrevO ]  [ tnemnrevoG ]  [
7j.  In what type of programme are you enrolled? 

 tnemeganaM fo rolehcaB ]  [  ssenisuB fo srolehcaB ]  [
 eergeD elbuoD ]  [ ecremmoC fo rolehcaB ]  [

[  ] Others….Please specify:  
What is your main area of study? (Specialisation). Select one only. 

 pihsruenerpertnE ]  [ gnitnuoccA ]  [
 gnitekraM ]  [ ecnaniF dna scimonocE deilppA ]  [

 pihsredaeL dna tnemeganaM lanoitasinagrO ]  [ gniwerB ]  [
 msiruoT ]  [ waL ssenisuB ]  [

  tnemeganaM ecruoseR namuH ]  [
7l.  What is your enrolment type?  [  ] Full-time            [  ] Part-time 
7m. What are your living arrangements? Your main type of accommodation for this semester is? 

 stnanet-oc ro sdneirf htiw gnitneR ]  [ snaidrauG/ylimaF ]  [
 talf/tinu/esuoh nwO ]  [ ecnediseR fo sllaH ]  [

 rehtO ]  [ draob etavirP ]  [
7n. What are your major sources of financial support for expenses while at University?  
               (Please choose up to 3; rank 1 as the major income source). 
[  ] Any form of unemployment benefit [  ] Personal savings 

 pihsralohcS ]  [ krow emit lluF ]  [
 rentraP/esuopS ]  [ troppus latneraP ]  [

    ydutSsuA/ecnawolla htuoY ]  [ krow lausac emit-traP ]  [
[  ] Personal loans from financial institutions [  ] Other 

 
 

Thank you very much for your cooperation. If there are aspects of this survey that you would like to discuss, please contact any member 
of the research team. 
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The importance of measuring research 
and development (R&D) performance

Public funding of research and development in most 

countries is seen as being of great value to the economy 

by both direct and indirect contributions. Many studies 

have estimated the benefits and while there is no clear 

cut figure, it is generally seen that the public benefit well 

outweighs the cost of publically funded R&D (Industry 

Commission, 1995). The links between public spend-

ing on R&D and innovation are documented and were 

analysed in depth in two major national studies for the 

Australian Government (Batterham, 2000; Cutler, 2008).

The Australian Bureau of Statistics in 2008 found that 

the total funding on innovation was estimated at $29b. 

Even acknowledging the benefits, given that funds are 

always limited, obvious questions arise. Are we invest-

ing enough or too much? How much should be in mis-

sion-oriented R&D versus unconstrained R&D? Should 

excellence be the prime determinant for government 

funding? Should research be prioritised? None of these 

questions is simple, and one of the most significant 

challenges is the measures that can be used to gauge 

the effectiveness of R&D.

Performance measures for R&D

Leaving defence and matters of national security aside, 

most government funded research is published ulti-

mately in the open literature. It is hardly surprising 

then that measurements based on publications feature 

so strongly in funding schemes or that there are clear 

calls for funding to be related to performance (Indus-

try Commission, 1995). 

Many countries take direct measurements in the form 

of research assessment schemes. Others use the indirect 

A ten year citation 
analysis of major 
Australian research 
institutions
Robin J Batterham
University of Melbourne

The introduction of the Excellence in Research for Australia scheme has heightened debate amongst research institutions over the use of 
metrics such as citations, especially given the ready availability of citation data. An analysis is presented of the citation performance of nine 
Australian universities and the Commonwealth Scientific, Industrial and Research Organisation (CSIRO) that indicates that Australian 
Institutions perform significantly better than the global average. That said, the question is raised as to whether we are setting the bar too 
low. Finally, a tentative link between citation performance and application to innovation is noted.

A U S T R A L I A N  U N I V E R S I T I E S ’  R E V I E W

vol. 53, no. 1, 2011 A ten year citation analysis of major Australian research institutions, Robin J Batterham    35



route, e.g. the National Science Foundation in the USA, 

and the Australian Research Council and the National 

Health and Medical Research Council in Australia rely on 

peer review assessment for selection of projects. Peer 

review itself is heavily influenced by publications. Any 

other system would be open to the criticism of insider 

knowledge being the main determinant of funding.

It is interesting to note that at the country level, there 

are several analyses that show the relativity between 

countries and use this to justify arguments around the 

level of funding. The work of King (2004) on the sci-

entific wealth of nations set a benchmark that was fol-

lowed by Mashelkar (2009) in India who used a novel 

approach of rating publications per head against GDP 

per head, thereby showing the monetary advantage of 

doing research in certain countries, India in particular.

A similar international approach at a sectoral level 

was published recently to show that in the field of 

nanoscience, Europe and the USA publish a similar 

number of papers but the citation rate for the USA is 

over twice that for Europe. The suggestion was made 

that this may be due to the higher proportion of mis-

sion oriented work in the USA through the Depart-

ment of Energy funded Government Laboratories 

(Roco, 2010) than in Europe. 

It is hardly surprising that excellence features in 

any appraisal as much as the number of publications. 

Excellence is seen as a key driver in and of itself in that 

research judged to be excellent is seen as more likely to 

have a greater impact and to be more likely to attract 

collaborators. Given the availability of citation analysis 

for most publications, it appears inevitable that citations 

and the resulting impact factors will feature more and 

more in the allocation of funds, despite comments high-

lighting the limitations of assessment schemes (Nature 

Publishing, 2010a, b, c; Van Noorden, 2010). 

Ultimately, the most significant measure of the effec-

tiveness of R&D is its impact.  It has long been recog-

nised that this is the most difficult measure of all. The 

challenges include the length of time between discovery 

and application; the relative contribution of translational 

work, Intellectual property protection; development 

and scale up; marketing and speed to market.

Whether the final user is in the public domain, e.g. 

in health education or the private domain, the chain 

between R&D and innovation involves multiple steps 

and multiple players making impact measurement a 

real challenge.  While impact is currently not in the 

Excellence in Research for Australia (ERA) scheme, it 

is now under trial in several universities in the UK for 

their Research Assessment Scheme (Higher Education 

Funding Council for England 2010).  

A relation between citations and 
innovation

Given the difficulty of measuring impact, it is informa-

tive to note the work of Breitzman (2001) who investi-

gated the published science that underpins the prior art 

disclosed in patents. He showed that where the prior art 

involved higher citation rankings, the companies’ stock-

price outperformed other companies by a large margin 

over a ten year period. This is one of the few examples 

of a demonstrated connection between the quality of 

R&D as measured by citation impact and innovation as 

measured by patent activity and ultimately the stock 

price of companies. Schwartz (2004) also noted the 

same trend using a similar procedure in 2004. An analy-

sis along these lines for Australia could be interesting.

Recent citation analyses of Australia’s R&D 
performance.

Of several analyses of Australian performance at the 

institutional level, that from the Forum of European-

Australian Science, Engineering and Technology Dis-

cussion Paper (Matthews et al. 2009) shows that 

overall, Australia performs above the world average 

but that when international collaboration is involved, 

the citation impact is markedly increased (see Figure 

1 from Mathews et al., 2009). From a simple minded 

view of economic efficiency, one might argue that 

if citation impact were the primary goal, then some 

of the funding spent within Australia should be re-

directed to offshore collaboration.

The other recent analysis that looks at the totality 

of Australia’s performance is the Australian Innovation 

System Report by the Australian Department of Innova-

tion, Industry, Science and Research (2010). This report 

acknowledges the difficulty of measuring innovation 

performance and focuses on R&D capacity as an essen-

tial element of the national innovation system. Given 

that the Government has a target of increasing the 

number of research groups performing at world class 

levels, the proxy of performance is taken as the number 

of research fields with higher than world average cita-

tion rates over the period 2004-2008. The report sug-

gests Australia achieved this level in 19 of the 22 fields.

Given that excellence can be linked to greater 

levels of international collaboration as well as a higher 
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impact in innovation through the support of patents, 

we may well question why being “above average” is 

adequate. For a nation that publishes of order two or 

three per cent of the world’s publications, one might 

argue that the target should be much higher.

An analysis of ten institutions in Australia 
for the period January 1999 to November 
2009

In this paper we consider ten institutions in Australia, 

chosen in terms of the highest numerical score for 

either publications or citations totalled across all 22 of 

the fields in the Thompson ISI Essential Science Indica-

tors (ESI). At the outset one notes that to be classified 

in any field, an institution must have had at least one 

paper published in the ten year period that is in the 

top one per cent of cited papers in that field.

The independent medical research institutions war-

rant comment. First, ESI analyses institutions as they 

appear on the author lists. Thus, despite close connec-

tion with universities, the independent institutions 

may not appear in the associated university numbers. 

Equally, as these medical research institutions tend 

to publish in a limited number of fields, they won’t 

appear in this analysis as the selection of the ten insti-

tutions for analysis in this paper is based on the total 

publications and citations for all twenty-two ESI fields 

for that institution. As an example, data for the Walter 

and Eliza Hall Institute in Melbourne, Australia is noted 

at the end of the paper.

The ten institutions ranked by citation are shown 

in Table 1. As expected, this ranking is somewhat dif-

ferent to the oft repeated league tables e.g. the Times 

Higher Education World University Rankings and the 

Shanghai Jiao Tong University’s Academic Ranking of 

World Universities, and is because the analysis is based 

only on citations and covers a ten year period. 

Using a scale measure such as the total number of 

publications or citations is not an absolute measure 

of quality. An institution might put out a large number 

of mediocre publications that would nevertheless 

attract a significant number of citations. Against this, 

a small institution might have a stellar performance in 

terms of citations per paper but be too small to fea-

ture in this analysis. Interestingly, while there is a gra-

dation in citations/paper across the ten institutions, it 

is hardly marked.

Next let us consider where these citations sit as 

against the rest of the material indexed in the Thomson 

Essential Science Indicators (see Table 2). The rankings 

for each field are based on the number of Institutions 

Figure 1 Relative citation impact of science citation index publications 1991-2005
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that are in absolute terms in the top 10 institutions 

in the world as well as a column showing where the 

ranking fits as a percentage  (the top 10 per cent of all 

institutions in the field, 25 per cent, 50 per cent and 

>50  per cent).

Of the 22 fields, Australia at an 

institution level is above average in 

nineteen of the fields as stated in 

the Australian Innovation System 

Report 2010 but more interest-

ingly, if we define world class as 

in the top 10 per cent, Australia 

is world class in six of the fields 

with clinical medicine and plant 

and animal science being quite 

extraordinary results.

Equally meritorious is that CSIRO 

at the institution level is the only 

institution in Australia that is ranked 

as being in the top 10 institutions 

in the world (absolute) and does so 

in three of the fields, none of which 

involve a particularly small number 

of institutions worldwide which 

would then inflate the likelihood of 

being in the top 10.

The relatively large number of 

institutions publishing in particu-

lar fields and ranking well below 

world average performance raises 

interesting questions. Uncomforta-

ble and all as the question is, should 

our limited research funds be used 

this way or are we better targeting bringing those near 

the top (say the top 25 per cent) up to the top 10 per 

cent?    

Institution Citations Papers Number of Fields Citations per 
PaperNumber Rank Number Rank Top 10% Top 10

University of  Melbourne 365,427 97 28,582 65 2 - 12.8

University of  Sydney 354,109 99 29,847 55 4 - 11.9

University of Queensland 308,191 121 25,777 83 4 - 12.0

UNSW 242,937 173 21,249 125 1 - 11.4

ANU 240,425 177 18,394 153 2 - 13.1

Monash University 235,937 178 20,137 131 2 - 11.7

CSIRO 216,123 205 15,603 207 4 3 13.9

UWA 190,737 233 16,214 194 1 - 11.8

University of Adelaide 142,250 312 13,156 248 - - 10.8

University of Newcastle 60,138 603 6,540 505 - - 9.2

Table 1: Top 10 institutions in Australia ranked on the basis of total publications and citations listed in the  
Thomson Essential Science Indicators

Course Number of Institutions
Total for 

world
Top 10 Top 

10%
Top 
25%

Top 
50%

Top 
100%

Clinical medicine 0 6 9 10 10 3047

Plant & animal science 1 6 7 9 10 877

Environment/ecology 1 2 5 9 9 541

Geosciences 0 2 3 6 10 443

Engineering 0 1 9 10 10 1084

Social science 0 1 6 9 10 681

Agricultural sciences 1 1 5 6 8 438

Chemistry 0 0 5 8 10 941

Biology and biochemistry 0 0 4 9 9 714

Computer Science 0 0 4 8 8 335

Materials science 0 0 4 5 7 631

Psychiatry/psychology 0 0 3 7 9 385

Pharmacology & toxicology 0 0 3 4 5 388

Neuroscience & behaviour 0 0 2 5 8 458

Microbiology 0 0 2 4 7 329

Immunology 0 0 1 6 7 305

Physics 0 0 1 5 7 681

Molecular biology & genetics 0 0 0 2 9 423

Mathematics 0 0 0 2 5 194

Space science 0 0 0 1 4 134

Table 2: Ranking of Australian Institutions by field against the rest of the world
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Data on individual fields and universities

Sitting behind the analysis in Table 2 of overall Institu-

tion rankings for each of the 22 fields is the data that 

corresponds to the performance of each Institution 

in each of the 22 fields.  Appendix 1 shows the rank-

ing by citation for each field for each of the top ten 

institutions. Within each field, one finds different num-

bers of Institutions on a worldwide basis, e.g. there are 

3047 Institutions in Clinical Medicine but only 877 for 

Plant and Animal Science. To simplify the presentation 

and facilitate comparisons, the absolute rankings are 

converted to a percentage ranking. As an example, the 

University of Sydney citations for the field of Clinical 

Medicine rank 73 from 3047 institutions worldwide 

reported in the Web of Science. This is shown on the 

diagram for Clinical Medicine as Sydney, 2.4 per cent as 

the rank has been converted to a percentage.

The data in Appendix 1 graphically confirm the 

pre-eminence of some Australian institutions. To this 

analyst, it suggests the question that if higher citations 

imply more impact and innovation, as argued above, 

should Australia concentrate more of its research fund-

ing on those that are performing at the higher levels, 

e.g. the top 25 per cent of their peers in the world?

Data for the independent medical 
research institutions

The analysis in this paper used citations and publi-

cations across all twenty-two fields of the ESI and 

then took the top ten institutions. This absolute scale 

misses the smaller but prestigious institutions such as 

the medical research institutes. Consider as an exam-

ple the Walter and Eliza Hall Institute (WEHI). For a 

ten year period from January 2000, the Institute had 

55189 citations covering seven of the twenty-two 

fields, thereby just missing out on the analysis in this 

paper. On a specific field-basis, say immunology, their 

citations of 12580 put them just behind the University 

of Melbourne (15226) and Monash University (13139) 

but ahead of all other institutions in Australia.

Most meritorious is that WEHI has 37.2 citations per 

paper for immunology against a world average of 20.4.

Conclusion

An argument is outlined that high rankings on cita-

tions are an indicator of more effective innovation. The 

analysis of a ten year performance window for ten of 

the top publishing institutions in Australia certainly 

supports the claim that Australia’s performance is well 

above average.

An unanswered question logically follows of how 

much better could we do and whether this entails 

focusing effort on our top performers and those that 

are close to the top.  This is a topic that demands a 

deeper analysis than this paper, with its aggregation at 

an institutional level.

Robin J Batterham is Kernot Professor of Engineering 

at the University of Melbourne, Victoria, Australia and a 

former Chief Scientist of Australia. 
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Appendix 1

Ranking by citation 

as a percentage. The 

number in the box 

refers to the total 

number of institutions 

in a particular field.
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Introduction

Central Queensland University’s (CQU) decision to 

introduce a for-credit course focused on learning to 

learn in 2007 was exceptional in the university sector 

where the convention is to provide learning support 

as a preliminary or peripheral option not counting 

towards the student’s formal program of study. All 

courses benefit from evaluation of outcomes and as 

the intended outcomes of this course were to improve 

learning experiences and achievements for diverse 

learners across all courses, a CQU Learning and Teach-

ing Grant was awarded to support research of quan-

titative and qualitative data for 144 course graduates 

of 2007–08. This paper presents a summary of issues 

backgrounding transitional challenges for diverse stu-

dents and conventional university learning support 

provisions then describes course development, objec-

tives and outcomes.

Background: student diversity & curriculum

The demographic diversification of students partici-

pating in higher education has continued for the last 

two decades as a consequence of rapid and continu-

ing technologisation engendering a globalised ‘knowl-

edge economy’ in which participants who are able 

to learn, unlearn and re-learn (Malloch Brown, 2006) 

remain current and effective in a discipline or profes-

sional field.  Age, gender, cultural background, first lan-

Supporting and 
evaluating transitional 
learning for international 
university students
Alison Owens
Central Queensland University

In 2007, as part of its response to the continuing diversification of students, Central Queensland University introduced a for-credit 
undergraduate course, The Principles of University Learning, focusing on ‘learning to learn’ in the Australian university context. The 
aim was to support the transition of learners with diverse prior learning experiences into the Australian model of education requiring 
independent and active learning strategies deployed in critical engagement with diverse materials in changing contexts.  This paper 
presents research conducted to evaluate the outcomes of the course reflected in quantitative and qualitative data collected for a total of 144 
course graduates. Grade Point Average (GPA) results collected over three terms of study were reviewed for course graduates. In addition, 
research also reviewed qualitative data related to the course to establish its effect on student perceptions about learning. This report 
includes background information and rationale as well as research results identified over 2008-09. 
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guage, geographic location and even prior education 

no longer prohibit individuals from entering univer-

sity programs as universities create flexible pathways 

to accommodate the backgrounds and needs of their 

diverse students. 

The following trends indicate the complexity of 

this diversification in Australian universities. The total 

number of persons studying for a qualification who 

attained a bachelor degree increased from 14 per cent 

in May 1997 to 21 per cent in May 2007 which rep-

resents the most notable increase of all educational 

sectors (ABS, 2007a).  Not only are there more Austral-

ians entering university per capita, but they derive 

from increasingly disparate social contexts reflected, 

for example, in the changing trends in student age - 

under half of the 2.5 million Australians studying for 

a qualification in 2007 (43 

per cent) were in the 15 to 

19 age group (ABS, 2007b) 

- and study mode - univer-

sity students studying from 

home increased 4 per cent 

per year between 1982-

1993 (ABS, 1995). A further 

contributing factor to increased student diversity in 

Australian universities has been steadily growing num-

bers of  international students moving from under 19 

per cent of all enrolments in 2001 to over 25 per cent 

in 2008 (Ross 2008, p.6). At CQU, the proportion of 

international students is significantly higher at over 40 

per cent. Clearly, any notion of a ‘typical’ student as an 

Australian high school graduate studying fulltime on 

Campus is increasingly redundant. 

CQU has experienced particularly dramatic diversifi-

cation of its student population for two main reasons: 

first, as a regional institution, it provides programs 

across vast distances allowing students in diverse 

locations and communities to study internally or by 

distance; second, CQU’s interstate metropolitan cam-

puses attract large numbers of international students 

from over a hundred different countries. An important 

question confronting the institution and its teaching 

staff is: how can curriculum be revised to accommo-

date the needs of such diverse learners? 

How the sector incorporates learning how 
to learn

Like most Australian universities, CQU offers internal 

study support options and services for all students at 

no extra cost through dedicated ‘skills centres’ includ-

ing the CQU Communications Learning Centre and 

Learning Skills Units.  These centres are proactive and 

effective offering academic skills workshops, short 

courses and individual advice in person and over 

the internet as required. Many students elect to take 

advantage of these services; many don’t. A key reason 

students may not participate in such ‘add on’ study 

support sessions is the natural tendency to prioritise 

workloads associated with for-credit course work.

A quick survey of universities in Australia confirms 

that study skills support is widely available in diverse 

modes including one to one and group based ses-

sions, face to face and remote mode, as well as text 

based support online or in print. Group-based, delivery 

modes are referred to by a host of terms including but 

not limited to:  ‘courses’, 

‘workshops’, ‘units’, ‘tuto-

rials’, ‘lectures’ and ‘pro-

grams’. Schedules for these 

sessions are almost invaria-

bly accompanied by careful 

qualification and reminder 

that such learning sessions 

are ‘not for credit’ towards a degree.  The reluctance of 

Faculties to credit the study of ‘learning’ itself is by no 

means confined to Australian universities.  US and UK 

based universities also tend to offer study support as a 

‘not for credit’ service although the availability of such 

support seems more limited than within Australian 

institutions and is more commonly available as  a foun-

dation or preparatory, fee-based study program rather 

than a value added service for enrolled degree  stu-

dents (UCLA and Coventry University are examples). 

At a recent symposium on the standard of English 

communication skills achieved by Australian university 

graduates (AEI, 2007), many industry representatives 

bemoaned the reluctance of university Faculties to 

include continuing English communication develop-

ment as part of for-credit courses. Plentiful study texts 

are published by institutions explaining to students 

how to succeed at Australian universities and English 

expression, written and oral, technical and stylistic, 

features centrally in such study skills texts. However, 

if universities do indeed seek to promote active and 

collaborative learning as recommended by Chicker-

ing and Gramson (1994), they must move beyond a 

text based strategy. Those institutions who accept that 

learning to learn, unlearn and re-learn is not only ben-

eficial but crucial for learners to progress both in their 

An important question confronting the 
institution and its teaching staff is: how can 
curriculum be revised to accommodate the 

needs of ... diverse learners? 
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university program and as lifelong learners in a profes-

sional career may include a ‘learning to learn’ course as 

a legitimate and for-credit unit in a program of study 

recommended to students across disciplines.  This is 

what has happened at CQU.

Course rationale, objectives and design

In 2006, a multidisciplinary group of academic staff 

worked in a consultative team to develop a first year 

university course, the Principles of University Learn-

ing (PoUL) EDED11449, designed to facilitate the 

transition of students into the critical model of univer-

sity learning and teaching common to most ‘western’ 

universities. The provision of such a course at CQU 

was driven by large enrolments of international stu-

dents from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds 

who had experienced prior learning and teaching 

approaches that were different from and even incom-

mensurable with current Australian approaches 

which emphasise independent learning, active stu-

dent engagement and critical discourse. Instead, many 

international students have learning and teaching 

expectations framed in teacher-centred practice and 

examination-only assessment. Rather than simply teach 

students to write an essay or report or reference the 

work of other authors, this course sought to make 

encultured approaches to learning explicit, invited stu-

dents to reflect on their own learning and teaching 

preferences and expectations in relation to the Austral-

ian model, and provided guided development of inde-

pendent and collaborative learning skills and strategies 

across the range of common assessment modes.

Initially, the course was offered to international 

students only. In 2008, the Course was revised and 

extended to include domestic students, both internal 

and flex on the assumption that all students can bene-

fit from explicit guidance in developing metacognitive 

self-awareness and competence, information literacy 

skills and appropriate English communications for 

academic purposes.   Collaborative learning achieved 

by students in international-domestic teams is a key 

ambition for the course now that both cohorts are 

enrolled and future research may test whether this was 

achieved and to what effect. As international student 

and domestic student collaboration and integration 

is notoriously elusive and sparsely researched (Sawir, 

2008) this promises to be a valuable exploration. The 

research undertaken and reported in this paper was 

restricted to research of the academic progress and 

qualitative commentary of the 144 international stu-

dents who successfully completed the course in 2007-

08 and continued studying at the university for one 

further term. 

The course was premised on fundamental princi-

ples articulated in constructivist accounts of learning 

which emphasise the active engagement of learners in 

authentic tasks and the ‘adaptive’ cognitive process of 

‘coming to know’ (Thanasoulas, n.d.; Jaworski, 1993). 

Constructivism acknowledges a personal involvement 

in learning where learners ‘…interpret what they hear, 

read and see on the basis of their previous learning 

habits. Students who do not have appropriate back-

grounds will not be able to accurately ‘hear’ or ‘see’ 

what is before them’ (Thanasoulas, n.d., p.4).  

Where students originate from widely diverse socio-

cultural backgrounds, an emphasis on comparing 

what is new with what has been previously learned 

enhances the capacity for all learners to revise or adapt 

their concept of ‘knowledge’ and how it is properly 

constructed. These constructivist values are reflected 

in three of the seven Principles of Good Practice in 

Undergraduate Education which are widely accepted 

and applied in the Australian university sector: 

•	 	Developing reciprocity and cooperation among stu-

dents.

•	 	Using active learning techniques.

•	 	Respecting diverse talents and ways of learning 

(Chickering & Gamson, 1994).

The learning outcomes of the course are articulated 

as follows:

On successful completion of this course, you should 

be able to:

1.	 Compare and contrast different conceptions of 

learning and how these influence student and 

instructor approaches to learning and teaching.

2.	 Explain the purposes, defining characteristics and 

changing nature of universities. 

3.	 Apply principles of effective learning to your own 

study as the basis for successful lifelong learning.

4.	 Utilise a range of written, communication, presen-

tation and teamwork skills relevant to University 

learning and global practice, (EDED11449 Course 

Profile, 2007).

As the course sought to develop independent learn-

ing as well as collaborative learning assessment tasks 

were designed to allow for development and demon-

stration of both. Assignment one required regular sub-

mission of individual reflections on learning as well as 

self-paced online Information Literacy Quizzes (ILQs). 
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Assignment one promoted extensive engagement with 

the Blackboard Course Management System common 

to CQU courses ensuring that students became skilled 

in navigating the technologies supporting their learn-

ing at CQU. As self-reflection is seen as a vital compo-

nent of student engagement (Krause, 2006) and assists 

in coping with change (Clarke, 2005) reflective tasks 

were considered particularly suitable for new interna-

tional students. The ILQs and the online submission 

of reflections also allowed students to receive vital 

instruction as well as feedback on their citation tech-

niques via Safe Assignment reports. As international 

students are frequently disciplined for plagiarism 

(Anyawanu, 2004; Ballard & Clanchy, 1991) this was 

considered a useful safeguard for first year interna-

tional learners.

Assignment two required students to form a group 

and work collaboratively to develop and deliver an oral 

presentation in answer to a critical question posed by 

the group. This task was designed in alignment with 

constructivist principles to encourage students to take 

responsibility for their own learning by framing their 

own questions. In addition, purposive team work and 

speaking in public are authentic tasks common in pro-

fessional practice.  

As the development of this course was motivated by 

student diversity and represented an act of collabora-

tive curriculum renewal, it was useful to evaluate the 

extent to which course objectives had been realised 

and to disseminate findings among the university com-

munity. As student diversity and curriculum renewal 

are topics of concern across the sector and are current 

Australian Learning and Teaching Council priorities, 

research findings may be of interest to the university 

sector generally, particularly in relation to how such a 

course, and specifically, such assessment strategies can 

affect academic standards across all courses.

Research method

The key questions driving this research were:

1.	 To what extent have the learning outcomes of 

EDED14449 been achieved a) by student account, 

and b) by student performance?

2.	 How has the course impacted on participants’ 

approaches to learning?

At the time in which this research was initiated there 

were four terms of quantitative data (student course 

results and Grade Point Average (GPA)) as well as quali-

tative data (student reflections and focus group discus-

sion) making it possible to test the value of the course 

both from the subjective perspective of students and 

the objective perspective of GPA movements in a trian-

gulated research design.

Quantitative or numerical data in the form of stu-

dent grades can provide an account of how large 

numbers of students are performing in their course 

work as measured by assessment criteria and teach-

ers. This is important information by which students 

are deemed to progress or not in their programs of 

study and allows for a comparison between the PoUL 

sample and a randomly selected sample of the rest of 

the undergraduate (non-PoUL) student population. The 

Grade Point Average is calculated by adding together 

the grades for every course completed per term 

by each student and dividing this result by the total 

number of courses completed. 

Quantitative data cannot, however, provide the 

rich, experiential data required to explore changes in 

approaches to learning. Written reflections were there-

fore reviewed for 136 students from the total of 144 

PoUL graduates. These students were located at a range 

of campuses in Sydney, Melbourne and Gold Coast and 

were instructed by different teachers. Student reflec-

tions were coded for common themes and repeated 

comments and metaphors to build a picture of the 

most common experiences of changes in learning for 

the group of learners. In addition, these reflections 

were scanned for evidence of changes in academic 

writing techniques and strategies including use of 

quotation, paraphrase and reference as well as use of 

evidence and examples in written exposition. 

Hence, this research involved analysis of pre-exist-

ing quantitative and qualitative data seeking evi-

dence of improved learning outcomes and changes in 

approaches to learning. Such a design allowed a check 

for correlations between student perceptions of how 

their learning may have progressed and their teachers’ 

perceptions of their learning competence reflected in 

formal grades.  

Results

Grade Point Average (GPA)

As a central objective of this course was to improve 

student learning strategies and outcomes across dis-

cipline, Grade Point Averages were reviewed for all 

144 students who passed PoUL across consecutive 

terms of study for all the courses that they undertook, 

regardless of discipline. This represented a total of 
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four courses per term for a typical fulltime student. As 

a result of attrition, only 144 students out of a total 

of 181 who passed PoUL over the period of the study 

were enrolled in courses across two or three consecu-

tive terms included in the study and able to contribute 

data relevant to testing movements in GPA. 

Only students who passed PoUL were included in 

the data counts. It was decided that students who did 

not pass PoUL (a very low percentile who failed to 

attend 50 per cent or more of the course) should be 

excluded from the study as they had not actually suc-

cessfully completed the course and could not there-

fore be expected to demonstrate the knowledge and 

skills delivered by the course. All the grade results for 

all 144 students, including fail grades, were included in 

data counts for GPA.

Whilst PoUL was designed primarily for new stu-

dents to assist them with transition to undergraduate 

university study, large numbers of continuing students 

who were underperforming in their programs were 

also enrolled. Hence, for continuing students, GPA was 

collected for the term completed prior to PoUL (four 

courses). For continuing and new students GPA was 

collected for the term in which students studied PoUL 

(four courses), and the term completed immediately 

after PoUL (four courses). Any student can achieve a 

maximum GPA of seven and a minimum of zero. The 

minimum GPA to Pass or Pass Conceded/Supplemen-

tary is between 3 and 3.5. Table 1 shows the GPA and 

standard deviations for PoUL students across three 

terms of study in 2007-08.

An obvious outcome from this data is the inflated GPA 

for students for the term in which they studied PoUL. 

This was dramatic for continuing students who moved 

from 2.836 GPA to 4.214 GPA. This marked improve-

ment was not surprising, as the course was intended to 

guide the development of strategies and skills support-

ing learning across disciplines and assessment modes. 

For example, PoUL course work explicitly attempts 

to assist students with their other consecutive course 

work by including information literacy workshops and 

repeated opportunity for research of electronic data-

bases as well as requiring each student construct a study 

plan and schedule for all their courses over the twelve 

weeks of term. It was expected that students might per-

form better across all their courses in the term that they 

study PoUL for such reasons. 

As evident in the data table, the post-PoUL term 

results are lower than the grades achieved in the 

term of PoUL but these grades are an improvement 

on grades achieved  prior to undertaking PoUL.  This 

indicates that PoUL graduate students have developed 

more successful study skills and strategies for ongoing 

learning. In order to check that PoUL was indeed the 

source of improved learning outcomes evident in the 

data, a control group of undergraduate students who 

did not enrol in PoUL was randomly selected and also 

studied for GPA movements across the same three 

terms. The results of this study are in Table 2.

For students who do not undertake a course in 

developing learning, the GPA does not show a signifi-

cant improvement and, in fact, can show a decline in 

grade as reflected in Term 

3 results. However, these 

students are clearly in a 

better position to start 

with as they are achiev-

ing a GPA which is at pass 

level or better without 

assistance. 

Whilst PoUL was 

designed for all new stu-

dents, the tendency has 

been to enrol only new 

students who have prob-

lematic study records at 

point of entry to their 

undergraduate program 

as well as continuing stu-

dents who are not achiev-

ing satisfactory academic 

Cohort: All students with prior and/or 
post PoUL results included

Prior term PoUL Post PoUL

average SD average SD average SD

PoUL student GPAs collated from 4 terms 
(total 144 students)

2.836 1.521 3.858 1.419 3.334 1.795

PoUL new students GPAs – 2 terms of 
study PoUL and Post PoUL (64 students)

3.413 1.495 3.116 1.84

PoUL continuing student GPAs – 3 terms 
of study prior PoUL,  PoUL and post-PoUL 
(80 sts)

2.836 1.521 4.214 1.246 3.508 1.738

Table 1

Table 2

Cohort: non-PoUL students with 3 terms 
of results

1st term 2nd 3rd

average SD average SD average SD

Non-PoUL students (total 90) 3.829 1.397 3.844 1.567 3.793 1.585
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progress. The data indicates that PoUL can assist con-

tinuing students who are at ‘academic risk’ achieve 

significantly improved learning outcomes and can 

assist new students with a poor history of study prior 

to enrolling at university to achieve an overall pass in 

their first term of study.  As international students com-

monly fail one or more courses in their first term of 

study (Levy, Osborn & Plunkett, 20003; Burch, 2008). 

this was considered a positive outcome. 

A further encouraging data check performed for 

PoUL graduates was an audit against the University 

Misconduct Database where there were no records of 

misconduct (usually indicative of plagiarism) for the 

144 PoUL graduates. The course appears to enhance 

student capacity to find and use information appro-

priately in the university assignments. This is a finding 

strongly supported by qualitative accounts from stu-

dent reflections and focus group discussion.

Qualitative feedback

Whilst the impact of PoUL on GPA is a critical meas-

ure of the capacity for the course to successfully tran-

sition students into the Australian model of teaching 

and learning a more in depth understanding of how 

this happens and what this means is understood by 

reviewing the study experiences of PoUL students in 

their own words. This was achieved by reading student 

reflections and by a review of student comments in a 

focus group discussion. A summary of results for these 

data sources is provided below.

The course was organised around twelve weekly 

topics and student reflections were required to focus 

on any of these topics which related to learning and 

teaching at university. Students were required to submit 

six reflections of up to 500 words each. These reflec-

tions were meant to relate to the topics of the course 

and also include personal commentary on what they 

were learning and how this required a shift in approach 

compared to prior learning contexts. The following is 

a summary of key themes from reflections submitted 

by 144 students over three terms of study and a focus 

group discussion with nine PoUL graduate students.

Reflection 1: week 2-3

The first reflection was focused on the differences 

between university learning and whatever study the 

student did last, often overseas in countries including 

Bangladesh, China, India, Nepal, Sri-Lanka, Thailand, Viet-

nam and so on. PoUL students undertook the Myers-

Briggs learning style test along with other individual 

learning preferences tests in the first weeks of term so 

that they reflected both on encultured or group norms/

tendencies and discovered/reflected on their individ-

ual learning styles, strengths and preferences. Students 

enthusiastically related how they were having to adjust 

from teacher-centred, examination-driven learning con-

texts to the Australian context where they must study 

independently and in groups to demonstrate learning 

in changing assessment contexts:

In Australia the main objective of studying is to 
understand and to learn how to apply it in real 
life, but in Vietnam they are just being taught and 
forced to remember everything from text books to 
pass the exam (Vietnam, male).

In China, my teacher always tells me what should I 
do and how to do it. Western people consider such 
as education style will reduce students’ creativity and 
independently. They laughed that Chinese teacher 
feeds knowledge to the student (China, female).

In Nepal, we had to face two major exams every 
half year to get through the course, but here we 
have to face exams, presentations, online test and 
group activities almost every day (Nepal, female).

There is a cathartic tone to these early reflections 

as students clearly relish the opportunity to explain 

their challenges and attempts at adjustment to their 

teacher. Few university assignments make room for 

writing about personal experience and it is evident 

in the volume of writing and the enthusiasm of these 

texts, that personal experience of adjustment needs to 

be expressed. 

Reflection 2: week 4-5

In this set of reflections, student attempts at in-text as 

well as end-text referencing appear. This reflection is 

submitted after the Information Literacy class and the 

influence is evident. Many students have learned the 

meaning of common terms that they are assumed to 

understand. For example, they explain the purpose 

of a lecture as opposed to tutorial and can explain 

the concept of GPA as well as ‘satisfactory progress’. 

Students also begin to point out limitations to memo-

risation and examination-only assessment regimes. Stu-

dents are now able to identify a range of information 

sources including electronic journal databases, books, 

internet sites and lecture notes/course readings.

Reflection 3: week 5-6

Plagiarism is now well defined and penalties are under-

stood and justified.  Although, a few students submit 
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work that is inadequately referenced, it is, nevertheless, 

referenced. Paraphrase style when it is actually direct 

quote is the most common type of error. All students 

attempted to express ideas in their own words as well 

as ‘blend’ other sources into their writing. Plagiarism, it 

is explained, is to ‘thieve someone’s harvest’ or ‘treas-

ure’.  Some students are able to explain the difference 

between direct and indirect referencing.

There is a strong Learning Skills Unit (LSU) awareness 

and appreciation in these reflections which are writ-

ten after the session on writing for university which 

includes LSU staff.  Reflections now articulate the con-

cept that students must read a range of texts (not just 

the set textbook) to develop their own position for 

strong, persuasive and credible argument. There are 

multiple uses of the term ‘for example’ as students prac-

tice clarifying meaning through the use of example and/

or evidence as taught in the mid-term sessions.

Reflection 4: week 7-8

Students explain the rules of referencing and plagia-

rism as a priority and frequently give examples of their 

own error through prior ignorance based on culturally 

different teaching/learning environments. 

This course should be compulsory for all new stu-
dents, if only to understand plagiarism. I heard 
about it many times, ‘don’t plagiarise; be careful, 
don’t do it’. I thought, ‘what is plagiarism’? Then I 
did plagiarise and I found out what plagiarism is. 
Maybe this course should be free? (India, male).

Understandings of plagiarism are more sophisti-

cated covering, impersonation, copying, resubmission 

and so on.

There are many recommendations that this course 

should be completed in first term by all students. Stu-

dent disappointment at group member class-absences 

begins to be expressed in reflections as they work 

towards their group oral presentation.

Many students also acknowledge that they had not 

read rules and policies of the University – not even the 

terms and conditions of the student contract that they 

had all signed at start-up which lists their rights as well 

as their responsibilities. 

Reflection 5: week 9-10

Student reflections reveal a clear sense of the impor-

tance of the pre-class, in class and post class study 

pattern required to get the most out of lectures and 

tutorials. The time management class in PoUL has a 

profoundly positive effect for many students who are 

better able to manage their study load across courses.

This course makes student life more enjoyable 
because of better time management, we can relax 
more, we are less stressed because we are doing a 
bit all the time (Nepal, male).

This course provides the ability to handle 
four courses in one semester (new students 
especially),(China, female).

Appreciation for the support services of LSU 
becomes even stronger: ‘LSU is a wonderful gift 
from our university to international students’ (India, 
male).

Blackboard course management system and online 

resources are frequently praised: ‘I will not lose my way 

of learning,’ (Thailand, female). Students appreciate the 

time taken in the course to guide them through the study 

materials conventionally included in all course sites:

Learning how to use Blackboard and to download 
and use discussion board with lecturer feedback is 
very helpful (China male). 

In this course we learned how to read the Course 
Profile and the course website. I started here one 
year ago and had my sister here who showed me 
how to use course material and website. If I didn’t 
have her I don’t know how I would have found the 
information I need. In this class they teach you how 
to find and use all course material and I wonder 
why I didn’t do it before (China, female).

Most students are now able to articulate their learn-

ing strategies and are eloquent in explaining the 

importance of critical thinking and questioning:

We learn to challenge an idea or ask questions 
about a topic. In work we have to find ways to give 
our management good ideas. We must be able to 
interact with confidence with them. This helps with 
social life also. We have to be prepared to chal-
lenge and this course helps us get confidence in 
giving opinion or disagreeing. It comes from know-
ing there is evidence and what is the process to 
identify evidence (India, male).

Reflection 6: week 11-12

Students display confidence to go forward in their con-

tinuing studies.

Just like a cowboy to have all different guns in the 
belt (India, male).

Team work was generally popular and meaningful 

to students but also allowed for the development of 

friendships and social interaction so important to stu-

dents far from home. Students are now able to list the 
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multiple forms of assessment and distinguish/justify 

formative and summative, formal, informal and non 

formal. They are able to distinguish purpose/context 

and features of different assessment tasks (e.g. report, 

essay, presentation) in their own words.

Universities not only aim at providing specialist 
education to their students but also in their over-
all development. The courses are designed in such 
a manner that they not only provide academic 
and theoretic knowledge to the students but also 
help them develop practically. Let’s try to explain 
this with an example. Take the example of our 
renowned university and our presentation. Like the 
presentation we are giving today, it will help us in 
better conceptual clarity. I have to work with other 
students so it will help me in working in a team 
thus developing team attributes. The presentation I 
am giving will help my communication skills, bring 
in confidence and overcome my fear of speaking in 
public. The research I have to do for making this 
presentation brings to my knowledge various other 
aspects like the pace with which globalisation is 
going on ... (India, male).

Conclusion

The learning outcomes of students who have success-

fully completed PoUL have improved significantly as 

a result of undertaking a course focused on transition-

ing learners from various prior learning contexts. The 

course has assisted learners adapt to the critical model 

of university learning in Australian institutions where 

learners must work independently and collaboratively 

across a range of assessment genres and contexts. The 

subjective commentary of students in their reflections 

demonstrates the key phases and adjustments made 

in the guided journey and also provides an outlet for 

the personal and often emotional experience of adjust-

ment to a new learning context and frequently a new 

social context. Information literacy instruction and quiz-

zing assists students overcome the high risk involved 

in learning to properly cite and reference material in 

support of learning. Collaborative group work assists 

them adjust to the new social context as well as engage 

in the team based discussion, debate and learning that 

characterises so much of the activity undertaken in the 

Australian university and workforce. Including a ‘learn-

ing how to learn’ course within the formal curriculum 

rather than as an optional add-on has been welcomed 

by students and teachers involved in this study and can 

establish improved study  skills and learning outcomes 

for new students from diverse backgrounds.

Alison Owen is Associate Professor and Deputy Director of 

the Central Queensland University’s International Educa-

tion Research Centre, Sydney, Australia
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The issue of happiness

Happiness research has boomed in the past couple 

of decades and has attracted a public following. The 

findings from this research, when turned into recom-

mendations for individuals, are usually presented as 

relevant to just about anyone — they are not highly 

specific to occupations. For example, the finding that 

expressing gratitude makes people happier is relevant 

in most circumstances: a person can express gratitude 

about completing a task, meeting with a friend, taking 

a stroll or eating an ice cream (Emmons 2007). 

Nevertheless, it is possible to develop recommenda-

tions, deriving from happiness research findings, spe-

cific to occupational groups. Here, I look at implications 

for academics, a somewhat neglected topic given that 

most happiness researchers are themselves academics.

I first briefly outline factors that don’t have much 

impact on average happiness levels, with implications 

for academics, and then turn to beliefs and behaviours 

that have been shown to improve satisfaction in sus-

tained ways. Implications can be for individuals, aca-

demic groups and policy-making.

Like any research field, in studies of happiness there 

is a huge body of literature and a number of debates 

and differences. I mostly use findings from happiness 

research that seem fairly well established. As well as 

technical studies in the field (e.g., Keyes & Haidt 2003) 

and surveys of research (e.g., Diener & Seligman 2004), 

there are a number of accessible treatments, including 

ones by leading researchers (Gilbert 2006; Haidt 2006; 

Lyubomirsky 2008; Ricard 2007; Seligman 2002).

The word happiness can be misleading, suggesting a 

superficial mood. Closer to the meaning used by most 

researchers is contentment, well-being or satisfaction 

with life. A person can be deeply happy in this sense 

without jumping for joy.

Genetics and circumstances

As a rough rule of thumb, researchers say half a per-

son’s happiness level is determined genetically, 10 per 

cent affected by external circumstances, and 40 per 

cent by beliefs and behaviours that can be changed 

(Lyubomirsky 2008). Those unfortunate enough to 

inherit a low ‘set point’ for happiness can look at the 

glass half empty and rue their fate or look at the glass 

half full and make changes to increase happiness. 

Whatever the role of genetics, there is nothing much 

to do about it. (In principle, staff could be recruited 

according to their set points, an unlikely and ethically 

problematical prospect.)

On being a happy 
academic
Brian Martin
University of Wollongong

Happiness research provides guidance on what academics can do to increase their satisfaction at work. Changes in external circumstances, 
such as salary rises, seldom have a lasting effect. More likely to improve long-term happiness levels are exercising well-developed skills, 
building strong relationships, helping others and cultivating mindfulness. These methods for improving well-being have some specific 
implications for academic life, suggesting strategies for individuals and policy-making.
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External circumstances include salary, climate, 

good looks and material possessions such as cars and 

houses, among other things. The research finding is 

that these factors make little ongoing difference to 

personal happiness levels. A classic study examined 

lottery winners who initially were ecstatic but within 

a few months had reverted to close to their previous 

happiness levels. Indeed, following their lottery wins, 

ordinary activities like having breakfast were less sat-

isfying than before, because they did not compare in 

intensity to the thrill of the win (Brickman et al. 1978).

The basic process that limits ongoing satisfaction 

from changes in external conditions is called adapta-

tion: people get used to their circumstances and before 

long revert to their set points. This is also called the 

hedonic treadmill: people keep striving for material 

things to make them happy 

but end up in the same 

place. This process applies 

to things like new cars, new 

bodies (cosmetic surgery), 

jobs and promotions.

Although adaptation 

limits the benefits of 

improvements in the stand-

ard of living, it also pro-

tects against serious losses. 

People who became paraplegics or quadriplegics ini-

tially were very unhappy but after a number of months 

were found to be nearly as happy as before (Brickman 

et al. 1978). Changes in income, house size, objective 

measures of health, education and so forth have effects 

on wellbeing, but they are quite a bit smaller than 

other things that people can do.

Most people systematically misperceive what will 

make them happier. Although increased income brings 

meagre happiness benefits, people keep striving for 

higher-paying jobs and do not readily learn this is not 

making much difference to their satisfaction with life.

 Academics are widely said to be not all that mate-

rialistic because they could, supposedly, obtain higher 

salaries by entering another occupation, a claim that 

applies to some disciplines more than others and even 

then only to some individuals. However, most individu-

als compare themselves mainly to those closest to them, 

for example comparing their houses and cars to those of 

nearby neighbours — the proverbial Joneses — rather 

than those across town. So academics are more likely to 

compare their own salaries to those of colleagues rather 

than those of hairdressers or media magnates.

For many academics, rank is more important than 

pay: the status of being a full professor is more impor-

tant than having an expensive car and plush house. 

Within a discipline such as physics or philosophy, 

internationally oriented academics are usually con-

cerned more about their reputations than their salaries 

or ranks.

In terms of life satisfaction, preoccupations with 

salary, rank or scholarly reputation make little differ-

ence. Yet the quest for money and status dominates 

the lives of many: some make incredible sacrifices to 

achieve tenure and promotion, find a better job and 

obtain recognition from peers. At the collective level, 

academic unions and professional associations com-

monly seek higher salaries and more funding for uni-

versities. Figures show that a doubling of income per 

capita in a developed coun-

try makes little difference 

to average happiness levels 

— the society becomes 

richer but people are no 

happier than before (East-

erbrook 2003; Frey & Stut-

zer 2002; Lane 2000). The 

same most likely applies to 

academics.

Academic unions and 

professional associations usually pursue percentage 

increases in salaries. A different option is to seek equal 

dollar increases, thereby reducing ratios between sala-

ries. When salaries — and ranks and fame — are more 

equal, envy is reduced. Other parts of academic life 

would be more salient, in particular those with a pos-

sibility of greater satisfaction.  

Beliefs and behaviours

Research shows that the most reliable way to increase 

happiness in a sustained way is to change one’s beliefs 

and behaviours. Important methods include express-

ing gratitude, being forgiving, creating and deepening 

relationships, being optimistic, entering a state of flow, 

being mindful and helping others. These and other 

methods can be applied to the special circumstances of 

academics. Here, for reasons of space, I focus on just a 

few: flow, relationships, helping others and mindfulness.

Flow

Mihayi Csikszentmihalyi (1990) named and analysed 

flow. When a person has highly developed skills and 

Most people systematically misperceive 
what will make them happier. Although 

increased income brings meagre happiness 
benefits, people keep striving for higher-
paying jobs and do not readily learn this 
is not making much difference to their 

satisfaction with life.
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exercises them at the limit of their ability — but not 

beyond — they may become totally absorbed in what 

they are doing, sometimes to such an extent that time 

passes without noticing it. This intense state of con-

centration can be deeply satisfying. Athletes absorbed 

in this fashion call it being ‘in the zone.’ Csikszentmi-

halyi found that flow experiences occur in all sorts 

of occupations and activities, from playing chess to 

piloting planes.

Doing research is an ideal activity for entering flow. 

Advanced skills are required and intense concentration 

is needed at a number of points, such as making sense 

of data, understanding theory and planning a research 

project. Even a seemingly ordinary aspect of research, 

such as reading a research paper and relating it to one’s 

own ideas, may require considerable mental effort.

Flow can be so satisfying that people make great 

efforts to repeat the experience. Some scholars fit this 

pattern, devoting every spare moment to their quest. 

However, some have difficulty setting aside time for 

research. Urgent administrative or teaching tasks take 

precedence. Telecommunications technology, includ-

ing email, the web and mobile phones, has increased 

the number of potential interruptions and distractions 

in academics’ lives, with the result that entering and 

maintaining flow is more difficult.

A solution, at the individual level, is to schedule 

personal research time every working day and, at the 

scheduled time, turn off phones, email and other dis-

tractions, so that it becomes easier to maintain con-

centration — and, incidentally, to be more creative 

(Csikszentmihalyi 1996: 120). At the level of an aca-

demic unit, an innovative policy would be to sched-

ule daily times for everyone to do research. Another 

option is to respect individual research times as 

equivalent to teaching: interrupting someone’s class 

is not normally done lightly, so neither should inter-

rupting their research.

Flow is best achieved while doing tasks that are chal-

lenging but not too challenging. If tasks are too easy, 

there is a risk of boredom; when the challenge is too 

great, anxiety may result. Research can be calibrated to 

one’s skill level: having investigated a topic in depth, 

it is always possible to go even deeper or to move to 

a different topic or a grander synthesis. There are not 

many jobs in which the skill required for extended 

work can be perpetually tuned to one’s abilities. This is 

one of the attractions of a scholarly career.

There is a problem, though, for research students and 

junior academics: research expectations can be daunt-

ing, producing anxiety. A PhD thesis is a huge demand 

at the beginning of a career, as is publishing in top jour-

nals as a junior scholar. Early career expectations can 

cause anxiety and make entry into flow more difficult, 

a perverse effect given that flow helps to achieve top 

performance. Individuals can try to cope by trusting 

that ongoing effort will produce satisfactory results. 

At a structural level, one solution is to replace the 

PhD thesis with a requirement to produce a series of 

papers, an option at some universities. 

Many academics — especially in non-laboratory 

fields — like to schedule research time in big blocks, 

sometimes a ‘research day’ once a week, feeling that 

they need several hours to get into their current 

project. The risk with this strategy is that the blocks 

of time are endlessly postponed. An alternative is to 

develop the capacity to enter the flow state fairly 

quickly, on a daily basis. People can certainly do this, 

for example with crossword or Sudoku puzzles, engag-

ing them with full concentration so long as the puzzle 

is challenging but not overwhelming.

Scholars, after they retire, are much more likely to con-

tinue research voluntarily than undergraduate teaching. 

One reason may be that teaching has less status than 

research at most universities; another reason may be 

that entering flow is more difficult while teaching. A 

common problem is boredom: teaching the same mate-

rial year after year can become tedious. To increase pros-

pects for continued flow, teachers can set themselves 

challenges, for example up-dating the curriculum, using 

innovative teaching methods, or finding new ways to 

present material and communicate to students. The idea 

is to turn teaching into a thrilling on-going challenge 

instead of a dutiful necessity.

Entering flow while doing administrative tasks is 

an even greater challenge. Again, developing skills and 

setting challenges is the way to proceed. One reason 

why flow may be easier with research than teaching 

or administration is that most scholars spend years 

developing advanced research skills — through study 

as an undergraduate and as a research student — but 

relatively little time to developing skills as teachers 

and administrators. The greater the skill level in any 

endeavour, the greater the potential satisfaction from 

exercising that skill at an advanced level.

Relationships

Happiness research testifies to the crucial importance 

of relationships. These can be in the family or with 

neighbours, friends, work colleagues and in a variety 
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of other contexts. For many people, having relation-

ships, especially deep and rich ones, is the single most 

important factor for life satisfaction. 

For academics, relationships at work supplement 

those in other parts of life. In work roles, there are sev-

eral types of relationships: with immediate colleagues, 

typically in nearby offices, with students, with peers in 

the field and with others on campus and in the wider 

community, including administrators, staff and clean-

ers. Any and all of these relationships are worth pur-

suing: initiating, maintaining and deepening. It can be 

quite satisfying to meet friends while walking across 

campus or to receive emails from like-minded indi-

viduals.

Several sorts of relationships are worth special men-

tion. Research collaborations can be intense intel-

lectual engagements. Co-teaching can be similarly 

worthwhile. The implication is that you can gain greater 

satisfaction from research and teaching by seeking and 

fostering meaningful col-

laborations — even if they 

involve more work than 

doing things by yourself.

Another valuable rela-

tionship is between men-

tors and protégés, the latter 

sometimes called mentees. 

Effective mentoring rela-

tionships require sharing 

and gaining greater understanding of personal knowl-

edge about capacities, goals, hopes and fears — all a 

solid basis for relationship-building. Mentoring rela-

tionships are often thought to be between an older, 

more experienced mentor and a junior mentee who 

needs guidance, but these relationships are seldom 

one-directional. It is also possible to have relationships 

with an opposite information flow, with a junior part-

ner providing insight into social networking or the 

latest theoretical techniques, for example. Ageing aca-

demics can renew their enthusiasm by seeking mutual 

mentoring with junior colleagues.

Relationships with students, especially research stu-

dents, are another potent source of satisfaction. They 

often have elements of the mentor-mentee relationship.

Relationships do not have to be comprehensive to 

be worthwhile. It is sometimes mistakenly thought 

that a friend needs to fill every role, from confidant to 

supporter, but it is quite possible to have friends who 

fill just one of many different potential roles, and to 

benefit from those friendships (Rath 2006). Academic 

relationships often fit this pattern. Interacting with a 

collaborator or student can be fulfilling without the 

relationship satisfying every need.

To gain the most from relationships, it makes sense 

to take the initiative to meet people and build connec-

tions that are meaningful in the academic context. It 

is a mistake to assume that relationships just happen. 

Like happiness itself, relationships require attention 

and effort.

Helping others

Research shows that helping others is a reliable way 

to feel better yourself. Immediate pleasures like eating 

chocolate are transient compared to simple forms 

of assistance like helping someone cross the street. 

A career with regular opportunities to help others is 

worth a large sacrifice in salary. One study showed 

that graduates from Cornell Law School were willing 

to take public interest law jobs at a modest wage in 

preference to high-paying 

corporate jobs, because 

the public interest jobs 

involved helping people 

who really needed help 

(Frank 1996).

Teaching involves help-

ing students to learn and, 

beyond this, broadening 

their horizons and prepar-

ing them for life. To the extent that teaching actually 

does this, it is more satisfying. The implication is that 

you should design and run your classes to accentuate 

the helping dimension. 

However, there is a qualification to helping. The 

psychological rewards from helping can decline if the 

process becomes routine. Too much helping — for 

example, caring for a family member with Alzheimer’s 

— can cause burnout and depression. So it might be 

optimal to help students to help themselves or each 

other.

Helping others can also occur through research. 

The implication is to pick research topics that have 

a connection to social welfare rather than only career 

advancement. This need not be finding a cure for 

cancer; it might also be building safer bridges or pro-

viding insight to readers of Jane Austen’s novels.

Another arena for helping is professional service, for 

example serving as an editor, referee or an official in 

a professional society. Then there is so-called commu-

nity service, for example giving talks at Rotary clubs or 

Research shows that helping others is 
a reliable way to feel better yourself. 

Immediate pleasures like eating chocolate 
are transient compared to simple forms of 
assistance like helping someone cross the 

street. 
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joining the board of a welfare organisation. Some roles 

outside academia are quite separate from academic 

activities, but often there is a connection, via skills 

developed in teaching or research. Community service 

has the spin-off benefit of building wider support for 

universities (Hall 2007).

In summary, academic work potentially provides 

numerous opportunities to help others, most obvi-

ously students, but also wider constituencies through 

research and service. Being oriented to helping is a 

counter to the usual self-interested preoccupation 

with workloads, status and personal advancement, and 

is likely to contribute to a greater sense of satisfaction.

Mindfulness

Many scholars in the humanities and social sciences 

talk about reflexivity, or sometimes self-reflexivity, 

which usually means being aware of one’s own situ-

ation or role as a researcher. Someone analysing dis-

course is being reflexive when drawing attention to 

their own discourse. More generally, researchers are 

self-aware when discussing their choice of research 

methods and when reflecting on their own position 

in shaping ideas within a research area. However, for 

greater satisfaction in life, a quite different form of 

awareness is worth cultivating: mindfulness.

The process called mindfulness basically means 

being aware of your own place in the world (Hanh 

1975). While experiencing the world, you are simulta-

neously aware of experiencing it. This applies both to 

external sensations and to emotions: you can be mind-

ful of how you feel. Being mindful can heighten pleas-

ures and moderate negative states. For example, being 

aware of a looming sense of resentment or anger can 

defuse the negative emotion.

Mindfulness is beneficial in all sorts of situations, 

from family life to sport; it can be used to improve 

learning (Langer 1997). To realise the full benefits of 

mindfulness, continued practice is needed; Buddhist 

monks can spend decades in the quest.

Mindfulness involves being aware without passing 

judgement (Kabat-Zinn 1991: 33–34). This form of 

awareness may be especially difficult for academics 

to cultivate, because they are so used to exercising 

their critical faculties; being mindful means stepping 

back from constant judging. Robert Boice is one of the 

few advocates of mindfulness in a scholarly context. 

In his handbook on being a productive new academic 

(Boice 2000), he advises briefly pausing before begin-

ning tasks, or in the middle of them, to reflect on their 

purpose, in what he calls active waiting. 

Mindfulness is a way to attain greater satisfaction in 

life, including academic life. Rather than getting caught 

up in angst over too much work, interruptions, bureau-

cratic impositions or interpersonal resentments, being 

mindful can help scholars step back from the rush of 

emotions and calmly see to the core of their activities. 

Redesigning activities

Two ways to increase day-to-day satisfaction are to 

choose to do different activities — or to do familiar 

ones in different ways — and to change the way we 

think while doing them. Sometimes it is worth seeking 

creative solutions.

Many academics, if asked to nominate the most tedi-

ous aspect of their job, would say marking of assign-

ments. Nothing is more depressing than a large pile 

of exam papers or essays. Is there some way to turn 

the task into something more joyful? The tedium of 

marking might be alleviated by being mindful. Another 

approach is to reshape the task.

My goal over many years has been to design assign-

ments that are both stimulating for students and enjoy-

able for me to mark. Gradually I developed tasks that 

allowed students considerable choice within a frame-

work, so that I look forward to reading their work. 

Note, however, that developing such assignments 

requires a degree of control over assessment tasks. It is 

not a solution for those given piles of exam papers set 

by someone else.

Another activity often decried by academics is 

attending meetings, which are often experienced as 

boring and a waste of time. For those running meet-

ings, the obvious solution is to design them to be 

stimulating, or at least effective (Maier 1963). For those 

who must attend meetings run by others, it might be 

worth suggesting some alternative formats; if this is 

not feasible, then individual coping is a fallback option. 

Rather than passive attendance, each meeting can be 

turned into an intellectual challenge. While simultane-

ously following what is being said, you can set yourself 

mental tasks such as counting backwards from 1000 

by 17s, planning your next research project, compos-

ing a paragraph of text, memorising the position of 

every object in the room — a technique for strength-

ening memory (Restak 2003) — or reflecting on posi-

tive attributes of others in the room. The challenge is 

to do this while being respectful of others present.

In fashioning a satisfying academic life, the first 
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option is to choose activities — research topics, teach-

ing techniques, service roles — with the greatest 

opportunities for flow, relationships and other con-

tributors to happiness. The second option is to rede-

sign activities to make them more satisfying. The third 

option, especially relevant for less desirable activities, 

is to adapt and cope by using techniques such as mind-

fulness and self-generated mental challenge.

Conclusion

The job of an academic is one of the best possible 

in terms of opportunities for job satisfaction. Unlike 

most jobs, there is tremendous scope for entering the 

satisfying flow state — especially through research 

— when exercising advanced skills. Academic work 

provides opportunities for developing diverse rela-

tionships and for helping others through teaching, 

research and service. More generally, academics have 

considerable control over what they do, when they do 

it and how they do it, providing opportunities to shape 

daily experiences in satisfying ways. 

Despite these advantages, many academics seem 

to spend more time complaining than being thank-

ful about their circumstances. I know of no research 

about contentment levels of academics compared to 

workers in other occupations, but informal observa-

tion suggests academics are not distinctly different. 

The reason is that academics, like most others, sys-

tematically misunderstand what makes them happy 

and as a result pursue career advancement and peer 

recognition at the expense of more satisfying options. 

Furthermore, few academics systematically attempt to 

develop mental states, such as gratitude, forgiveness, 

optimism and mindfulness that have been shown to 

lead to greater satisfaction. 

To cultivate happiness-promoting thoughts and 

behaviours, individuals can use exercises presented 

in some of the more practically oriented treatments 

of happiness (e.g., Lyubomirsky 2008). Working with 

others on such exercises has the advantages of pro-

viding motivation and building relationships. Chang-

ing policies and practices is a bigger project; it makes 

sense to work on these using methods that are satisfy-

ing, so the means reflect the desired ends.

Happiness research is still in its infancy but already 

has solid findings with practical applications. But 

scholars are not especially noted for studying research 

findings in fields other than their own, nor for acting 

on them. Like most people, academics think they know 

what makes them happy and are reluctant to change 

their behaviour based on studies that say otherwise. 

Academics, in certain fields at least, are oriented 

to critique, and some enjoy finding holes in the new 

‘happiness orthodoxy.’ For example, it is easy enough 

to point out that positive psychology — the label 

for scholarly happiness research — is individualistic, 

as indeed is most psychological research. Does this 

then imply that pursuing the implications of happi-

ness research involves a self-centred search for inner 

peace while social problems are neglected (Ehren-

reich 2009)? This sounds plausible but is inadequate. 

After all, one of the key findings of the research is that 

great satisfaction can be gained from helping others, 

and this includes supporting union campaigns, joining 

peace organisations and acting against any social prob-

lem you’d like to name. Personal happiness is quite 

compatible with promoting social change.

Critics of happiness research sometimes position 

themselves as challengers to a new orthodoxy. How-

ever, the deeper challenge stems from happiness 

research itself. The social orthodoxy is the pursuit of 

money, possessions and status, all part of capitalist con-

sumerism and competitiveness. Happiness research 

suggests there is more to life than the quest for money, 

power and status. In today’s world, that is subversive 

indeed.
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It has recently been announced that the Excellence 

in Research for Australia (ERA) initiative will remain 

largely unchanged in the coming year, and will remain 

as an instrument used by the Australian Government 

to determine the level of research funding available to 

Australian universities (Rowbotham 2010). While there 

has been some unease about the ERA amongst academ-

ics, many seem resigned to the process. Perhaps some 

have simply accepted the onset of the audit regime 

and have bunkered down. Others perhaps welcome 

the chance to operate within the competitive environ-

ment the ERA brings, having discarded (or perhaps 

never subscribed to) the older cultures of collegiality 

that, as we shall see, are hollowed out by cultures of 

audit. Others may simply believe that the ERA provides 

a relatively neutral way to measure and determine 

quality, thus accepting the benign, if somewhat unspe-

cific assurances from Senator Kim Carr and Australian 

Research Council Chief Professor Margaret Sheil that 

academics who stick to what they are good at will be 

supported by the ERA.  

The ERA represents a full-scale transformation of 

Australian universities into a culture of audit. While 

aspects of auditing have been part of the Australian 

context for some time, Australian universities have not 

faced anything like say, the UK situation where inten-

sive and complex research assessment exercises have 

been occurring for over two decades. Until now that is, 

and a glance at the state of higher education in the UK 

ought to give pause. Responding to the ERA requires 

more than tinkering with various criteria for measur-

ing quality. Instead we suggest the need to return to 

‘basics’ and discuss how any comprehensive auditing 

regime threatens to alter and in all likelihood under-

mine the capacity for universities to produce innova-

tive research and critical thought. To say this is not to 

argue that these things will no longer exist, but that 

they will decline as careers, research decisions, cul-

tures of academic debate and reading are distorted by 

the ERA.  The essential ‘dysfunctionality’ of the ERA for 

institutions and individual researchers is the focus of 

this article.

In discussing the pernicious impacts of auditing 

schemes we focus in particular on the journal ranking 

process that forms a significant part of the ERA. While 

the ERA will eventually rank other research activities 

The new ERA of journal 
ranking
The consequences of Australia’s fraught encounter with 
‘quality’

Simon Cooper & Anna Poletti 
Monash University

Ranking scholarly journals forms a major feature of the Excellence in Research for Australia (ERA) initiative. We argue this process is 
not only a flawed system of measurement, but more significantly erodes the very contexts that produce ‘quality’ research. We argue that 
collegiality, networks of international research, the socio-cultural role of the academic journal, as well as the way academics research in 
the digital era, are either ignored or negatively impacted upon by ranking exercises such as those posed by the ERA. 
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such as conferences, publishers and so on, the specif-

ics of this process remain uncertain, while journals 

have been ranked and remain the focal point of discus-

sions concerning the ERA. In what follows we explore 

the arbitrary nature of any attempt to ‘rank’ journals, 

and examine the critiques levelled at both metrics and 

peer review criteria. We also question the assumption 

that audit systems are here to stay and the best option 

remains being attentive to the ‘gaps’ in techniques that 

measure academic research, redressing them where 

possible. Instead we explore how activities such as 

ranking journals are not only flawed but more signifi-

cantly erode the very contexts that produce ‘quality’ 

research. We argue that collegiality, networks of inter-

national research, the socio-cultural role of the aca-

demic journal, as well as the way academics research 

in the digital era, are either ignored or negatively 

impacted upon by ranking exercises such as the ERA. 

As an alternative we suggest relocating the question of 

research quality outside of the auditing framework to a 

context once more governed by discourses of ‘profes-

sionalism’ and ‘scholarly autonomy’. 

In 2008 the Australian Labor Party introduced 

the ERA, replacing the previous government’s RQF 

(Research Quality Framework), a scheme that relied 

upon a fairly labour intensive process of peer review, 

the establishment of disciplinary clusters, panels 

of experts, extensive submission processes and the 

like.  In an article entitled ‘A new ERA for Australian 

research quality assessment’ (Carr 2008), Senator Kim 

Carr argued that the old scheme was ‘cumbersome 

and resource greedy’, that it ‘lacked transparency, 

and failed to ‘win the confidence of the university 

sector’. Carr claimed that the ERA would be a more 

streamlined process that would ‘reflect world’s best 

practice’. Arguing that Australia’s university research-

ers are ‘highly valued ... and highly respected’ Carr 

claimed that the ERA would enable researchers to be 

more recognised and have their achievements made 

more visible.  

 If we took Senator Carr’s statements about the ERA 

at face value we would expect the following. The ERA 

would value Australian researchers by making their 

achievements ‘more visible’. The ERA would reflect 

‘world’s best practice’ and reveal ‘how Australian uni-

versity researchers stack up against the best in the 

world’. Finally the ERA would gain the confidence of 

researchers by being a transparent process. All this 

would confer an appropriate degree of respect for 

what academics do.

‘Respecting Researchers’: the larger 
context that drives visibility

According to Carr the ERA provides a measure of respect 

for academic researchers because it allows their work 

to be visible and thus measurable on the global stage. 

Given that academics already work via international col-

laboration and publishers and processes of peer-review 

already embed value, the questions remains: for whom 

is this process of visibility intended? Arguably it is not 

intended for members of the academic community. 

Nor the university, at least in a more traditional guise, 

where academic merit was regulated via processes of 

hiring, tenure and promotion. In other words the idea of 

‘respect’ and ‘value’ already has a long history via institu-

tional processes of symbolic recognition. 

Tying respect to the ERA subscribes to an altogether 

different understanding of value. Demanding that 

research be made more visible subscribes to a more 

general culture of auditing that has come to frame the 

activities of not merely universities but also schools, 

hospitals and other public institutions (Apple 2005; 

Strathern 1997). Leys defines auditing as ‘the use of 

business derived concepts of independent supervi-

sion to measure and evaluate performance by public 

agencies and public employees’ (2003, p.70); Shore 

and Wright (1999) have observed how auditing and 

benchmarking measures have been central to the con-

stitution of neoliberal reform within the university. 

Neoliberalism continually expects evidence of effi-

cient activity, and only activity that can be measured 

counts as activity (Olssen & other forms of intellectual 

activity) that lies at the core of the ERA is not simply a 

process of identification or the reflection of an already-

existing landscape, but rather part of a disciplinary 

technology specific to neoliberalism.  

The ERA moves away from embedded and implicit 

notions of value insisting that value is now overtly 

measurable. ‘Outputs’ can then be placed within a 

competitive environment more akin to the commercial 

sector than a public institution. Michael Apple argues 

that behind the rhetoric of transparency and accuracy 

lies a dismissal of older understandings of value within 

public institutions. The result is a 

de-valuing of public goods and services… anything 
that is public is ‘bad’ and anything that is private 
is ‘good’. And anyone who works in these public 
institutions must be seen as inefficient and in need 
of the sobering facts of competition so that they 
work longer and harder (2005, p.15).
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Two things can be said here. First, rather than simply 

‘reflect’ already existing activities, it is widely recog-

nised that auditing regimes change the activities they 

seek to measure (Apple 2005; Redden 2008; Strathern 

1997). Second, rather than foster ‘respect’ for those 

working within public institutions, auditing regimes 

devalue the kinds of labour that have been historically 

recognised as important and valuable within public 

institutions.  

Outside of critiques that link auditing to a wider 

culture of neo-liberalism more specific concerns have 

been raised concerning the accuracy of auditing meas-

ures. The degree to which any combination of statisti-

cal metrics, peer or expert review, or a combination of 

both can accurately reflect 

what constitutes ‘quality’ 

across a wide spectrum has 

been subject to critique 

(Butler 2007). With the 

ERA, concerns have already 

been raised as to the lack of 

transparency of the ranking 

process by both academics (Genoni & Haddow 2009) 

and administrators (Deans of Arts, Social Sciences and 

Humanities 2008). 

Though there is no universally recognised system 

in place for ranking academic journals, the process is 

generally carried out according to a process of peer-

review, metrics or some combination of these meth-

ods. The ERA follows this latter approach combining 

both metrics and a process of review by ‘experts in 

each discipline’ (Australian Research Council 2010; 

Carr 2008). Both metrics and peer review have been 

subject to widespread criticism. Peer review is often 

unreliable. There is evidence of low correlation 

between the reviewer’s evaluations of quality with 

later citations (Starbuck 2006, 83-4). Amongst research-

ers there is recognition of the randomness of some edi-

torial selections (Starbuck 2006) with the result that 

reviewers are flooded with articles as part of a strategy 

of repeated submission. Consequently, many review-

ers are overburdened and have little time to check the 

quality, methodology or data presented within each 

submitted article (Hamermesh 2007). In an early study 

of these processes, Mahoney (1977) found that review-

ers were more critical of the methods used in papers 

contradicting mainstream opinion. 

The technical and methodological problems associ-

ated with bibliometrics have also been criticised in the 

light of evidence of loss of citation data pertaining to 

specific articles (Moed 2002), as well as geographical 

and cultural bias in the ‘counting process’ (Kotiaho et 

al. 1999). Beyond this there are recognised methodo-

logical shortcomings with journal ranking systems. The 

focus on journals, as opposed to other sources of publi-

cation ignores the multiple ways scholarly information 

is disseminated in the contemporary era. The long time 

frame that surrounds journal publication, where up to 

three years delay between submission and publication 

is deemed acceptable, is ill-suited to a context where 

‘as the rate of societal change quickens, cycle times 

in academic publishing ... become crucial’(Adler & 

Harzing 2009 p.75). Citation counts, central to metri-

cal systems of rank, do not guarantee the importance 

or influence of any one 

article. Simkin and Row-

chowdhury’s (2005) analy-

sis of misprints in citations 

suggest that 70 to 90 per 

cent of papers cited are not 

actually being read.  Moreo-

ver, there is no strong cor-

relation between the impact factor of a journal and the 

quality of any article published in it (Adler & Harzing 

2009; Oswald 2007; Starbuck 2006).

Neither peer review, nor metrics can accurately 

capture how academic research is carried out and dis-

seminated. Nor do they provide guarantees of quality. 

However, as Adler and Harzing observe, the privileging 

of any combination of these measures leads to differ-

ent material outcomes:

Each choice leads to different outcomes, and thus 
the appearance – if not the reality of arbitrariness 
...whereas each system adds value within its own 
circumscribed domain, none constitutes an ade-
quate basis for the important decisions universities 
make concerning hiring, promotion, tenure and 
grant making, or for the ranking of individuals and 
institutions (2009 pp.74-5). 

Senator Carr’s hope that the ERA would ‘gain the 

trust’ of researchers is rendered problematic within 

a culture of audit. As Virno has observed ‘cynicism is 

connected with the chronic instability of forms of life 

and linguistic games’ (2004 p.13). The move within 

Australia from the RQF to the ERA, the lack of transpar-

ency as to the ranking process of journals within the 

ERA, the fact that there is no universal system of meas-

urement, and that ranking bodies shuffle between the 

inadequate poles of metrics and peer-review, confirms 

the chronic instability of attempts to define and meas-

With the ERA, concerns have already been 
raised as to the lack of transparency of the 

ranking process by both academics and 
administrators...
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ure quality. The result can only be, at the very least, a 

distortion of research behaviour as academics recog-

nise and cynically (or desperately) respond to quality 

measurement regimes. As we move from the RQF to 

the ERA with a change of government, the scope for 

‘chronic instability’ is vast. 

It is widely recognised that those subject to audit 

regimes change according to the perceived require-

ments of the regime, rather than the long-held under-

standing as to what intrinsic quality governs their work. 

Strathern (1997) and Power (1994) have persuasively 

argued that auditing regimes are not merely reflec-

tive but are transformative. Such regimes contribute 

to the production of different subjectivities, with dif-

ferent understandings and priorities Commenting on 

the reconstitutive capacity of auditing measures Cris 

Shore argues that ‘audit has a life of its own - a runaway 

character that cannot be controlled. Once introduced 

into a new setting or context, it actively constructs (or 

colonises) that environment in order to render it audit-

able’ (2008 p.292).

Recognising the transformative nature of auditing 

allows us to focus on the unintended consequences of 

the journal ranking process. Privileging journal rank-

ing as an indication of quality fails to comprehend how 

academics work within a contemporary context, how 

they work as individuals and as colleagues, how they 

co-operate across national and disciplinary borders, 

and how they research within a digital culture that is 

well on the way to displacing paper-based academic 

publishing. Indeed even if all the issues pertaining to 

accurate measurement, inclusion and transparency 

were somehow to be resolved, the ERA and the journal 

ranking exercise would remain at odds with the aim 

of generating sustainable quality research. Nowhere is 

this clearer than with the object at the heart of the 

process – the journal itself. 

Journal ranking and the transformation of 
journal publishing

Why privilege the journal as the site for academic value? 

Beyond the problems in trying to measure journal qual-

ity, the journal is undergoing a transformation. Journals 

are subject to a number of contradictory processes. On 

the one hand the journal as a place for disseminating 

research is partially undermined by alternative ways 

of circulating information. Adler and Harzing (2009) 

argue that academic research is no longer published 

just within the refereed journal but that books, book 

chapters, blog entries, conference papers and the like 

need to be taken as a whole as representative of con-

temporary research culture . Moreover to place such 

a heavy evaluative burden on the journal, as the ERA 

does, fails to reflect the changed status and meaning 

of the journal within academic culture. Journal articles 

have become increasingly uncoupled from the jour-

nal as a whole. The increasing centrality of electronic 

publishing means allows people to read individual 

articles rather than whole issues. In an observational 

study at three universities in Sweden, Haglund and 

Olsson (2008) found that researchers increasingly (and 

in many cases exclusively) rely on Google and other 

search engines for research information, bypassing 

libraries and traditional sources. 

Many researchers use a ‘trial and error’ method (2008 

p.55) for information searching, using a selection of 

keywords and evaluating the result. A flattening out of 

informational hierarchies results, where the content of 

individual articles becomes more significant than the 

journal that houses the articles. Electronic hyperlinks 

extend this shift where academic reading takes place 

beyond the pages of a (vertically ranked) individual 

journal to a horizontally network database of scholarly 

articles.  This extends the trend identified by research-

ers such as Starbuck (2006), whereby little correlation 

exists between articles and citation impact measured 

by journal quality. Ranking journals frames a mode of 

quality assessment around an increasingly irrelevant 

institutional form.

Conversely the significance of a small number of 

journals has been enshrined through the auditing 

process. While academics know that there may be little 

correlation between the journal and the quality of indi-

vidual articles, they also know that careers may now 

depend upon publishing in a journal whose value has 

been ‘confirmed’ by a process such as the ERA. In this 

sense, despite the decentring of journals via the infor-

mation mode, the journal is destined to survive; some 

will flourish. However, this is hardly cause for cel-

ebration given the general conservative approach to 

research taken by esteemed journals (Mahoney 1977), 

the knowledge that academics will tailor their work in 

order to fit in with the expectations of the journal in 

question (Reddon (2008) and finally, that many highly 

ranked journals are now products of transnational 

publishers, having long disappeared from the univer-

sity departments that originally housed them and the 

community of scholars that sustained them (Cooper 

(2002, Hartley 2009).
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This is not to dismiss the importance of the jour-

nal, but to argue that journals are socio-cultural arte-

facts whose most important work occurs outside of 

the auditing process. Ranking schemes like the ERA 

threaten to undermine the journal’s social and cul-

tural importance.  While journals are under threat by 

changes in publishing and digital modes of access 

and circulation, many continue to exist by reference 

to a (imagined and actual) community of readers and 

writers. The decision by a researcher to publish in a 

journal is often made in terms of the current topic 

being explored within the journal, the desire to dis-

cuss and debate a body of knowledge already in that 

journal, invitations or requests by the editors, or calls 

for papers based upon a theme of interest to the aca-

demic. In other words journal content or collegial 

networks frame decisions about where to publish as 

much as the perceived status of the journal (Cooper 

2002; Hartley 2009). 

The problem with rankings is that these relations 

are in danger of being overlaid by an arbitrarily com-

petitive system so that scholars will no longer want, or 

be allowed to (by institutional imperative) publish in 

anything below a top ranked journal, as Guy Redden 

(2008) has observed with respect to the UK situation. 

We suggest that the transformative capacity of audit-

ing measures such as the journal ranking scheme that 

constitutes the heart of the ERA threatens to produce a 

number of perverse or dysfunctional reactions within 

the academic community that threaten to undermine 

research quality in the long-term.

The ERA and its perverse effect upon 
scholars and institutions 

Drawing on the above we want to focus specifically on 

some of the potential impacts of the journal ranking 

exercise. In particular, the potential for the mechanisms 

designed to measure ‘quality’ to create dysfunctional 

reactions and strategies within Australia’s research 

culture. Osterloh and Frey outline institutional and 

individual responses to research ranking systems, indi-

cating that at the level of the individual, responses tend 

to follow the process of ‘goal displacement’, whereby 

‘people maximise indicators that are easy to measure 

and disregard features that are hard to measure’ (2009 

p.12). As others have observed, the primacy of journal 

rankings in measuring quality for the Humanities runs 

a very high risk of producing such responses (Genoni 

& Haddow 2009; Nkomo 2009; Redden 2008). In his 

article published prior to the development of the ERA, 

Redden drew on his experiences of the UK’s Research 

Assessment Exercise (RAE) system, to observe that 

narrowly defined criteria for research excellence can 

result in ‘academics eschew[ing] worthwhile kinds 

of work they are good at in order to conform’ (2008 

p.12). There is a significant risk that a large proportion 

of academics will choose to ‘play the game’, given the 

increasing managerial culture in Australian universi-

ties and the introduction of performance manage-

ment practices which emphasise short-term outputs 

(Redden 2008). 

In what follows, we attempt to flesh out the impact 

that the dysfunctionality introduced by the ERA will 

have on the research culture in the Humanities in 

Australia. These points are based on our observations, 

discussions with colleagues both nationally and inter-

nationally, and review of the literature around research 

management systems. It is our argument that these 

impacts strike at the heart of collegiality, trust, the rela-

tions between academics at different levels of experi-

ence, how we find value in other colleagues, and how 

individuals manage their careers; all components fun-

damental to research practice and culture. The ERA dis-

places informal relations of trust and replaces them with 

externally situated forms of accountability that may well 

lead to greater mistrust and scepticism on the part of 

those subject to its auditing methods. This at least has 

been the experience of those subject to similar regimes 

in the UK (Power 1994; Strathern 1997). It should be 

noted that the potential for dysfunctional reactions has 

been acknowledged by both Professor Margaret Sheil, 

CEO of the Australian Research Council, and Profes-

sor Graeme Turner, who headed the development of 

the ERA for the Humanities and Creative Arts clusters 

(McGilvray 2010, Rowbotham 2010). In both cases, uni-

versities have been chastised for ‘misapplying’ the audit 

tool which, in Sheil’s words, “codified a behaviour that 

was there anyway” (Rowbotham 2010).

Impact on international collaboration and 
innovation

One impact of the ERA journal ranking system is the 

further complication it produces for international 

research collaboration. For many research practice is 

a globalised undertaking. The (limited) funds available 

for conference attendance, and the rise of discipline 

and sub-discipline based email lists and websites mean 

that many are networked within an internationalised 
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research culture in their area of specialisation. In the 

best case scenarios, researchers are developing con-

nections and relationships with scholars from a range 

of countries. Before the ERA, these connections would 

form a useful synergy with a researcher’s Australian-

based work, resulting in collaborations such as joint 

publications, collaborative research projects, and 

knowledge exchange. Such projects can now be the 

cause of significant tension and concern; an invitation 

from an international colleague to contribute an article 

to a low ranked (or heaven forbid, unranked) journal, 

to become engaged in a collaborative research project 

which results in a co-edited publication (currently not 

counted as research activity in the ERA), or to present 

at a prestigious conference must be judiciously evalu-

ated by the Australian academic for its ability to ‘count’ 

in the ERA. This can be determined by consulting the 

ERA Discipline Matrices spreadsheet. Projects such as 

those listed above will need to be defended at the level 

of the individual’s performance management as the 

ERA is bedded down in performance management (a 

process which has already begun, with the discourse 

of the ERA being adapted internally by Australian uni-

versities). These unnecessary barriers restrict open 

and free collaboration, as Australian researchers are 

cordoned off within a system which evaluates their 

research outputs by criteria which affects only Austral-

ians. This seems even more perverse when we return 

to Senator Carr’s framing of the ERA process in global 

terms; seeing how Australian researchers ‘stack up 

against the rest of the world’  - that the ERA would 

represent ‘world’s best practice’. Instead the structural 

provinciality built into a purely Australian set of rank-

ings cuts across global research networks.

In all likelihood, scholars will feel compelled to 

produce work that can be published in highly-ranked 

journals. The result of this is a new form of dysfunc-

tionality; the distortion of research and its transfer. 

Redden argues that:

Because of the valorising of certain kinds of output 
(single-authored work in prestigious form likely to 
impress an expert reviewer working in a specific 
disciplinary framework upon being speed read), 
researchers modify their behaviour to adapt to 
perceived demands. This means they may eschew 
worthwhile kinds of work they are good at in order 
to conform. Public intellectualism, collaboration, 
and interdisciplinary, highly specialised and teach-
ing-related research are devalued (2008 p.12).

If the ranking of journals narrows the possibility for 

innovative research to be published and recognised 

this situation may well be exacerbated by the uncer-

tainty around new journals and emerging places of 

publication. The ERA seems unable to account for how 

new journals will be ranked, and arguably new jour-

nals are a place where new and innovative research 

might be published. Yet, it takes a number of years for 

new journals to even be captured by the various met-

rical schemes in place. For instance the ISI Social Sci-

ence Citation Index has a three year waiting period 

for all new journals, followed by a further three year 

study period before any data on the journal’s impact is 

released (Adler & Harzing, 2009 p.80). Even for  jour-

nals ranked by alternate measures (such as Scopus) a 

reasonable period is required to gain sufficient data for 

the ranking of new journals. Such protracted timelines 

mean it is unlikely that researchers will gamble and 

place material in new journals. Equally the incentives 

to start new journals are undercut by the same pro-

cess. The unintended consequence of the ERA ranking 

scheme is to foreclose the possibility of new and crea-

tive research, and the outlets that could publish it.

Impact on career planning

Many early career researchers are currently seeking 

advice from senior colleagues on how to balance 

the tensions between the values of the ERA and their 

need to develop a standing in their field, especially in 

those discipline and sub-disciplines which have not 

had their journals advantageously ranked. The kind of 

advice being offered ranges from ‘don’t do anything 

that doesn’t count in the ERA’ to convoluted advice 

on how to spread one’s research output across a range 

of outcomes which cover both ERA requirements and 

the traditional indicators of quality associated with 

one’s area of specialisation. Professor Sheil has herself 

offered advice to younger academics, stating in a recent 

interview that: ‘You should get work published where 

you can and then aspire to better things’ (Robowtham 

2010).  Within a year of the ERA process commenc-

ing we already see evidence of academics being delib-

erately encouraged to distort their research activity. 

McGilvray (2010) reports that scholars are being asked 

‘to switch the field of research they publish under if 

it will help achieve a higher future ERA rating’. Jour-

nalism academics at the University of Queensland and 

the University of Sydney have already switched their 

research classification from journalism to other catego-

ries that contain more highly ranked journals. Similar 

examples are being cited in areas from cultural studies 
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to psychology. Such practices distort both the work of 

the researcher and threaten to further marginalise any 

journals contained within the abandoned field. Given 

the degree of institutional pressure it would be a brave 

researcher who would follow the ARC’s chief execu-

tive Margaret Sheil’s advice to ‘focus on what you’re 

really good at regardless of where it is and that will win 

out’ (McGilvray 2010).

While some senior academics (including Professor 

Sheil) are encouraging early career researchers to go 

on as though the ERA isn’t happening, and maintain 

faith that audit techniques will adequately codify the 

‘quality’ of their work, or at least retain confidence in 

the established practices of reputation and the power 

of the reference to secure career advancement, this 

remains a risky strategy. Others encourage a broader 

approach to publication, especially where a sub-dis-

cipline’s journals have been inaccurately ranked, and 

advocate re-framing research for publication in highly 

ranked journals in areas such as Education. A genera-

tion of early career researchers, then, are left to make 

ad hoc decisions about whether to value governmen-

tal indicators or the established practices of their field 

with little understanding of how this will impact on 

their future prospects of employment or promotion. 

In her study of younger academics constructions 

of professional identity within UK universities, Archer 

noted a growing distance between older and newer 

generations of academics. Stark differences emerged in 

terms of expectations of productivity, what counted 

as quality research, whether managerial regimes ought 

to be resisted and so on. Evidence of intergenerational 

misunderstanding was found (2008 p.271) and while 

talk of academic tradition or a ‘golden age’ prior to neo-

liberalism was sometimes used to produce a bound-

ary or place to resist managerialism, in many cases 

the discourse of older academics was resented or was 

regarded as challenging the authenticity of younger 

researchers. Instead of the idea of research and schol-

arship as a culture to be reproduced, schemes such as 

the ERA threaten to drive a wedge between two very 

different academic subjectivities. 

Performance management by ranking leaves the 

individual academic in a situation where they must 

assiduously manage the narrowly-defined value of 

their publication practice and history (Nkomo 2009; 

Redden 2008). When the 2010 ERA journal rankings 

were released, many academics woke up to discover 

that their status as researchers had been radically re-

valued (see Eltham 2010 for a blogged response to 

this experience). Rather than contributing members 

of scholarly communities, individual researchers are 

now placed in direct competition with each other and 

must be prepared to give an account of their chosen 

publication venue in the context of performance man-

agement and University-level collation of data for the 

ERA. So too the journals, and editors of journals, who 

will strive to increase the ranking of their publications 

at the necessary cost of others in their field. As Redden 

points out, such a situation runs the risk of importing 

the limits and failures of the market into the public 

sector (2008 p.16) as any re-ranking of journals will 

have direct effects on people’s employment.

Lack of certainty about stability of 
rankings

While researchers are left to make ad hoc decisions 

about their immediate and future plans for research 

dissemination, and ponder their ‘value’, they do so in 

an environment where there is no certainty about the 

stability of the current journal rankings. Given the long 

turnaround times of academic publishing it is increas-

ingly difficult for people to feel confident that the deci-

sions they make today about where to send an article 

will prove to be the right ones by the time they reach 

publication. Given the increase in submissions one 

expects A* and A ranked journals will receive, turna-

round times are likely to increase rather than decrease 

with the introduction of the ERA. The erratic re-rank-

ings that occurred between the last draft version of 

the journal rankings and the 2010 finalised list (where 

journals went from A* to C, with some disappearing 

altogether) have left many researchers uncertain as 

to whether current rankings will apply in 2012 when 

their article comes out. No one (not Deans of Arts, 

Social Sciences and Humanities, nor senior research-

ers or other discipline bodies) seems able to provide 

certainty about the stability of the rankings, although 

many suspect that the current list will be “tweaked” 

in coming years. Again this has implications for career 

planning as well as internal accountability measures 

such as performance management, more importantly 

it unnecessarily destabilises the research culture by 

introducing the flux of market forces to evaluate what 

was traditionally approached as an open ended (or at 

least, ‘life’ (career) long) endeavour (see Nussbaum 

2010; Redden 2008). 

What is quality anyway?
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Perhaps the most significant impact of attempts to 

quantify quality via a system of audit such as the ERA 

is that it works counter to the historical and cultural 

practices for determining quality that exist in academia. 

While these practices are in no way perfectly formed or 

without error, they do inform, sustain and perpetuate 

the production and distribution of knowledge within 

the sector internationally. As Butler has observed, any 

attempt to quantify quality via an audit system runs 

inexorably into the problem of how to define quality. 

Linda Butler, a leading scholar of research policy and 

bibliometrics, points out that research quality is, in the 

end, determined by the usefulness of a scholar’s work 

to other scholars, and that ‘quality’ is a term given value 

socially (2007, p.568). She quotes Anthony van Raan 

who argues:

Quality is a measure of the extent to which a group 
or an individual scientist contributes to the progress 
of our knowledge. In other words, the capacity to 
solve problems, to provide new insights into ‘real-
ity’, or to make new technology possible. Ulti-
mately, it is always the scientific community (‘the 
peers’, but now as a much broader group of col-
league-scientists than only the peers in a review 
committee) who will have to decide in an inter-
subjective way about quality (van Raan (1996) in 
Butler, 2007 p.568).

The Australian Research Council, in defending the 

ERA journal ranking for the Humanities and Creative 

Arts Cluster, relied heavily on this understanding of 

quality, citing the review panels, expert groups and dis-

cipline representative bodies that were consulted in 

the determination of the rankings (ARC). Indeed, peer 

review and the sector’s involvement in determining 

what counts as ‘quality’ were central to Carr’s descrip-

tion of the ERA (Carr 2008). However, and somewhat 

ironically given the audit culture’s obsession with 

accountability, the lack of available information regard-

ing the debates about quality and its constitution 

which occurred in the formation of the list disconnect 

the concept of ‘quality’ from its social, negotiated and 

debated context. As we have already noted, this lack 

of accountability does little to encourage academics 

to feel valued by the ERA process, nor does it support 

Australian academics in their existing practices of 

internationally networked research where the prevail-

ing idea of quality, and how it is identified and assessed, 

is communal, collegial and plural. There is now, and 

will continue to be, a significant and unnecessary rift 

developing between international understandings of 

quality in research and the Australian definition.

Conclusion

In the concluding chapter of The Audit Explosion, 

Michael Power diagnoses a key problem resulting from 

the rise of audit culture: ‘we seem to have lost an abil-

ity to be publicly sceptical about the fashion for audit 

and quality assurance; they appear as ‘natural ‘solutions 

to the problems we face’ (1994 p.32). Many academ-

ics remain privately sceptical about research auditing 

schemes but are unwilling to openly challenge them. 

As Power observed sixteen years ago, we lack the lan-

guage to voice concerns about the audit culture’s focus 

on quality and performance (1994 p.33), despite the 

fact that in the Higher Education sector we have very 

strong professional and disciplinary understandings of 

how these terms relate to the work we do which are 

already ‘benchmarked’ internationally. 

In light of this and the serious unintended outcomes 

which will stem from dysfunctional reactions to the 

ERA, we suggest that rather than try and lobby for small 

changes or tinker with the auditing mechanism (Aca-

demics Australia 2008; Australasian Association of Philos-

ophy2008; Deans of Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities 

2008; Genoni & Haddow’s data 2009), that academics in 

the Humanities need to take ownership of their own 

positions and traditions around the idea of professional-

ism and autonomy which inform existing understand-

ings of research quality. Reclaiming these terms means 

not merely adopting a discourse of opposition or con-

cern about the impact of procedures like the ERA (often 

placed alongside attempts to cooperate with the pro-

cess) but adopting a stance that might more effectively 

contribute to the very outcomes of quality and innova-

tion that ministers and governments (as well as academ-

ics) desire. Power’s suggestion is that ‘concepts of trust 

and autonomy will need to be partially rehabilitated 

into managerial languages in some way’ (1994 p.33) and 

we may well begin with a task such as this. As Osterloh 

and Frey (2009) demonstrate, if academics are permit-

ted to work informed by their professional motivations 

– intrinsic curiosity, symbolic recognition via collegial 

networks, employment and promotion - governments 

will be more likely to find innovation and research that, 

in Kim Carr’s words, you could be ‘proud of’. 

Simon Cooper teaches in the School of Humanities, Com-

munications & Social Sciences and Anna Poletti teaches 

in the School of English, Communications & Performance 

Studies at Monash University, Victoria, Australia.
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Introduction

The North Wind and the Sun were in dispute as 
to who was the more powerful. They decided to 
have a contest to see who could remove the coat 
from a man they saw walking beneath them. The 
wind blew harder and stronger, but all this did 
was to make the man clutch his coat all the more 
tightly around him. The sun then shone with all its 
strength and warmth.  The man removed his coat.

Adaptation of a tale attributed to Aesop (Morpurgo 
& Clark, 1988, pp. 40, 41).

Ehancing the quality of education and of educators 

in tertiary contexts is a noble pursuit. Increasingly, 

however, universities are turning to stark, reduction-

ist (mis?)representations of educational quality, such 

as those generated by student surveys, to measure 

and report on this. In particular, there is an increas-

ing preoccupation with the use of decontextualised 

mean Likert-scale scores to adjudge the quality and 

performance of teaching and teachers. As the title of 

this paper suggests, the validity and reliability of such 

mean scores is under question here. In particular, uni-

versities are tending to use these results for high-stakes 

ends, and to disclose them to ever-broader audiences. 

It is the broader publication of these mean scores that 

is a particular concern of this paper.

The paper sets out to interrogate the forces that 

drive such an approach and the attractions thereof, 

and to enumerate its outcomes and effects, while 

investigating some theory-method matches and mis-

matches. The paper measures this evaluation method 

against four criteria:

•	 (Measurement of) quality teaching

•	 Ethical practice

•	 Managerial relations

•	 Research methodology and methods.

The above four criteria interrelate and overlap con-

siderably; a number of observations are at home in 

more than one of them. 

Universities’ growing preoccupation with student 

feedback as a, if not the, means of determining (in 

both senses of the word) quality in higher education, 

fails many of Trowler’s (2009, p. 2) characteristics of 

theory: it fails to identify relationships, to develop and 

interrogate ‘systematically and logically related propo-

Quality teaching: means 
for its enhancement?
John Buchanan
University of Technology, Sydney

The pursuit of enhancing quality in tertiary education and educators is noble. Increasingly, however, universities are resorting to stark, 
reductionist representations of educational quality, such as decontextualised mean figures generated by student surveys, to measure and 
report on this. This paper questions the validity and reliability of such mean scores. Universities are using these results for high-stakes 
ends, and disclose them to ever-broader audiences. This paper focuses on the broader publication of these mean scores pertaining to 
individual staff members. The paper investigates forces that drive such an approach and the attractions thereof, and enumerates its 
outcomes and effects, while investigating potential theory-method mismatches. The paper evaluates this evaluation method against four 
criteria: (measurement of) quality teaching; ethical practice; managerial relations; and research methodology and methods. The paper 
also proposes some alternative approaches to interrogate and enhance teacher quality.
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sitions’, and to illuminate or even acknowledge causes 

or contexts. Moreover, it presumes a consistency in 

students’ capacity and willingness to assign quality to 

their learning experiences. In short, such processes 

appear to reduce research into educational quality to 

Trowler’s (2009, p. 3) ‘‘market research’ approach’.

At a surface level, a practice of evaluating education 

then making public the results, propounds a very plau-

sible logic: 

•	 Students, the ‘consumers’ of education, are the best, 

if not the only arbiters of the quality of their experi-

ences and the performance of their teachers;.

•	 Raising the stakes will ‘keep educators honest’, hold-

ing them accountable;.

•	 The above process is therefore not only efficient, but 

also just; anyone resisting this process can be pre-

sumed to be hiding something.

Such an approach constitutes a ‘poor thin way 

of doing things’ (Carroll, 1982, p. 228) in terms of 

coming to understand (the quality of) education and 

of research, these being two of the core businesses of 

universities. Moreover, industrial and managerial issues 

conflate with pedagogical ones, resulting in an ill-fit-

ting amalgam. As Ball (1995, cited in Trowler, 2009, p. 

3) points out, ‘the absence of [explicit] theory leaves 

the researcher prey to the unexamined, unreflexive 

preoccupations and dangerously naïve ontological and 

epistemological a priosis’. 

As with teaching or any form of communication, 

audience and purpose are crucial considerations in 

evaluation. Ramsden and Dodds (1989) offer several 

warnings about such data: the evaluation of teaching 

does not equate to ‘performance in the lecture hall 

or tutorial room’ (p. 33); the information ‘must not be 

used as a covert means of staff appraisal’ (p. 28); ‘no 

teacher should feel threatened by the process or feel 

that the information could be used punitively’ (p. 27) 

and ‘a member of staff should be given the option of 

having no one but him/herself see these results, or of 

approving the release of these results to others (includ-

ing heads of departments)’ (p. 28).

Investing such confidence in student feedback 

scores presumes that students know more about edu-

cational quality than do their teachers. In the field of 

education in particular, however, this logic appears to 

falter. Presumably, education staff members are more 

learned than their students in the domains of learning 

and teaching. By extension, the practice contributes 

to pressure on staff to conform to real or perceived 

student ideals of teaching, learning and content. These 

may be at odds with less popular but more beneficial 

decisions made by staff, who presumably have more 

expertise in the matter. The Principle of Minimum 

Differentiation (Hotelling, 1929) illustrates another 

possible consequence of this practice. In an effort to 

please and appease students, staff members’ teaching 

methods may tend to become indistinguishable from 

one another, as they each strive to achieve the same 

outcome – student satisfaction with their teaching. 

More broadly, public dissemination of such data 

appears to feed and be fed by two other unsettling 

trends in education: 

•	 The ‘student as client’ mentality. Apart from prob-

lems of conformity mentioned above, this mental-

ity impedes the growth of student autonomy and 

responsibility. 

•	 The ‘client-must-know’ mentality. Privacy is increas-

ingly being eroded and disregarded.

The above dynamics are further exacerbated by the 

commercialisation of education. As Fitch and Loving 

(2007, p. 85) point out, however, ‘the consumer proc-

ess does not necessarily identify the best idea. It simply 

indicates the most popular’. This process is part of a 

worldwide trend that has been gathering momentum 

for some time. Of the 1990s and its preoccupation with 

basic skills testing of school students, Slee and Weiner 

(2001, p. 87) observed that, ‘reductionist analogies and 

‘quick-fixes’ appeared to be preferred by a polity that 

had grown impatient with careful research analyses of 

complex educational and social issues’. 

The effects of such approaches to the collection 

and dissemination of data on individual teachers are 

multiple. Moreover, these approaches to measuring the 

quality of teaching are found wanting in the domains 

of quality education, ethics, decency in management of 

staff, and well-conceptualised research, as the follow-

ing sections illustrate.

Quality in education

The practice of making public individual staff mem-

bers’ mean performance data constitutes an impover-

ished model of teaching and learning, and undermines 

the qualities it purports to promote. It reinforces 

popular and populist, lay notions of teaching equat-

ing to performance. As such, it frustrates much of 

the work teacher educators in particular attempt to 

do with their pre-service teachers, in pointing out 

that the burden for learning is one shared between 

teacher and learner, and that a quest for popularity 
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can be a seductive diversion from this responsibility 

for the teacher and for the institution. The model has 

more in common with popular, naïve conceptions of 

education and its evaluation, or for that matter with 

popularity contests, than with rigorous research or 

educational endeavours.

The practice provides students with a most reduc-

tionist component, that is, the mean score, from a very 

limited and decontextualised data set. It suggests that 

the absolute and comparative expertise of a member 

of teaching staff can be reduced to a number to two 

decimal places. Apart from its demoralising nature and 

research design problems (see below) this also thwarts 

our attempts to assist preservice teachers in appreciat-

ing the subtleties, and the fractal intricacies and com-

plexities of teaching and learning (Schuck, Gordon & 

Buchanan, 2008). In addition, a central facet of teach-

ing is the promotion of skills and dispositions related 

to critical literacy. Calls for student exercise of critical 

literacy will be shouted down by a practice such as 

the release of such a simplistic set of figures devoid 

of context. 

Brookfield (1995) discusses the angst for perfection-

ists when attaining imperfect scores, and concludes 

that what he calls the ‘perfect ten’ system does not 

work in the interests of either students or teachers. 

To this I respond with a confession. Regrettably, I can 

recall the highest mean score I have ever attained from 

a student feedback question, almost as if that equated 

to the best one. I won’t dignify the number by quoting 

it here. All I can confidently claim is that I was more 

satisfying that semester than ever before or since. Even 

though, for reasons I don’t fully understand, I am less 

satisfying now, I do not believe I am an inferior teacher 

to the one who attained that higher score. Nor do I 

believe that any given semester’s results correspond 

arithmetically to the quality of my teaching, or to that 

of my peers. And yet, it is virtually inevitable that such 

comparisons will be made. The process establishes a 

‘quest for an unholy grail’; I am a fervent and evangeli-

cal non-believer in the ‘perfect ten’ teacher or lesson, 

yet I find myself striving for such a score, and disap-

pointed upon failing to attain it yet again. 

Many teachers are well aware of a number of tactics 

that they could employ to raise their satisfaction rat-

ings, that are apedagogical or even counter-pedagog-

ical in nature. According to Campbell’s Law (Harvard 

Education Letter, 2010, para. 4) the high-stakes nature 

of testing such as this may be the means for its own 

corruption. According to Campbell, 

the more any quantitative social indicator is used 
for social decision-making, the more subject it will 
be to corruption pressures and the more apt it will 
be to distort and corrupt the social processes it is 
intended to monitor.

 Teachers and others may be tempted to subvert the 

process and thereby denude it of the very transpar-

ency such a process boasts. Naturally, this is as much 

an ethical, as it is an educational issue.

Publicising student satisfaction data has the poten-

tial to ‘poison the teacher-student relationship before it 

begins’ (Russell, 2010a). The opportunity for a reputed 

poor-scoring teacher to engage her or his new stu-

dents may be stillborn. Those teaching staff who score 

highly in such arenas may create unfulfillable expec-

tations in the imaginings of prospective students. In 

short, this practice serves to ‘stream’ teachers, with all 

the expectations and assumptions on performance 

that emerge therefrom. Further, the process may com-

promise or corrupt students’ motives for choosing or 

avoiding particular subjects or teachers.

More fundamentally, is this the future of teaching pre-

ferred by teachers-to-be? Will our graduate teachers be 

comfortable with their own students generating Likert-

scale satisfaction scores, reading them and then making 

comparisons between all the (say) year 6 teachers or all 

the maths teachers, or for that matter between a maths 

and a geography teacher? This is but one unintended 

consequence that may be hastened by student accept-

ance of or indifference to the publication of such data at 

university. What effects might such a situation have on 

the way teachers approach their teaching, and on the 

morale of the profession? Gunzehnauser (2007) brings 

attention to ‘our role as professional educators to pre-

pare teachers, administrators, and other school person-

nel for resistance to normalisation … social resistance 

and ethical resistance’ (p. 24).

Such a regime will make us fearful of the experi-

mentation and innovation necessary for the pursuit of 

educational enhancement and renewal. In her study of 

responses to imposed accountability, Findlow (2008) 

noted ‘the environment – both institution and scheme 

– demanded subscription to a view of accountability 

that impeded real innovation; that is the sort of account-

ability that is modelled on classic audit’ (p. 5 electronic 

version). Teachers may be driven to perform stunts, to 

entertain, rather than devolving to their students due 

responsibility for the heavy lifting of learning. The work 

of the teacher is not primarily to entertain, not even to 

inform, if by ‘inform’ we mean to convey factual knowl-

A U S T R A L I A N  U N I V E R S I T I E S ’  R E V I E W

vol. 53, no. 1, 201168   Quality teaching: means for its enhancement?, John Buchanan



edge. One of the primary functions of a teacher is to 

disrupt; to meddle with their students’ (and their own) 

presuppositions and securities. As a general rule, stu-

dents (like teachers!) dislike disruptions.

Ethical practice

The misappropriation and misuse of standardised test-

ing regimes compounds the misunderstanding thereof 

(Gunzenhauser, 2008). Arguably, the process of collect-

ing (and disseminating) student satisfaction data on 

teachers stands outside the realm of research, and con-

stitutes part of the process of improvement in practice. 

Accepting that this holds true, the process must none-

theless conform to acceptable ethical standards, as 

must any interaction between staff and management. In 

any other research context, data pertaining to an indi-

vidual would only be made public in any easily identifi-

able way with the informed consent of the ‘subject’. 

One argument in support of making such data avail-

able to students is the convention of respecting the 

time taken by participants 

to furnish information. Nev-

ertheless, research also sets 

out to respect the subjects 

of the research, in this case, 

teaching staff. In any case, 

the release of aggregated 

data satisfies this require-

ment; having completed 

a national census form, I 

expect to see aggregated 

data, but not to learn how next door is doing.

As mentioned previously, the publication of satisfac-

tion data leaves unquestioned their contexts – their 

ecologies and antecedents; these data will tend to be 

interpreted by prospective students as the absolute 

mark of a particular teacher’s expertise in teaching, 

and teacher comparisons by students will be made 

accordingly. The process amounts to the dissemination 

of misleading information about individual employees 

and their performance.

This practice fails multiple ethical obligations. It is 

more likely to undermine than enhance quality educa-

tion for the following reasons:

•	 It is a humiliating, demoralising and dismissive way 

for a university to treat staff and their expertise. 

•	 It diminishes the team, driving staff from the collabo-

rative to the competitive end of the continuum; staff 

may become less predisposed to helping, supporting 

and working with one another. It may breed resent-

ment towards those staff seen to be ‘students’ pets’.

•	 It may have a similar debilitating effect on staff mem-

bers’ goodwill towards their students and manage-

ment. 

•	 As mentioned above, it privileges the showy over 

the substantial, the student over the teacher. School 

league tabling systems have been criticised for their 

tendency to drive schools and teachers to ‘teach to 

the test’ (e.g. Irvine, 2010). Similarly, this process will 

push staff towards teaching to the test. Here, though, 

the test is not even relevant in curricular terms.

It has been argued that student ‘corridor conversa-

tions’ about the quality of their learning experiences 

will take place in any case, and that social and other 

online sites permit such communication among stu-

dents. Some content of ‘What I hate about [insert name 

here] University’ sites hardly appears consistent with 

ethical practice; for a university to use this as a basis 

for establishing its own platform for dissemination to 

students of information appears dubious at best. In 

any case, the publication 

of such data is more likely 

to conflagrate rather than 

contain such communica-

tion. I am not soliciting 

my employer’s protection 

from such material. Nor can 

they offer it.

In short, the information 

made public is so stark 

as to be misleading. This 

hardly seems ethical, and would not appear to serve 

any purpose for students, staff or education.

Decency in management

‘Good’ management is probably as elusive a concept as 

good teaching, and so the term ‘decency’ – admittedly 

also a subjective term - is used here. Much of what 

constitutes a good teacher-student relationship applies 

equally to managerial relationships. Fitch and Loving 

(2007, p. 83) speak of 

Dewey’s ‘amicable cooperation’ in the classroom. 
Widely recognised as indispensable for cultivat-
ing multicultural democratic citizenship, no other 
approach has proven as effective in promoting 
positive inter-group relations, increasing academic 
achievement, and building bridges across borders 
of difference.

...the publication of satisfaction data leaves 
unquestioned their contexts ... these data 
will tend to be interpreted by prospective 

students as the absolute mark of a 
particular teacher’s expertise in teaching, 
and teacher comparisons by students will 

be made accordingly. 
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These principles apply in the boardroom as in the 

classroom.

Publishing student feedback scores transgresses the 

bounds of decency in management; it degrades and 

demeans the profession and its members. As argued 

above, it has the potential to be highly demoralising 

to staff, sets them up in competition with one another, 

and demonstrates a lack of professional trust. Echoing 

Foucault’s (1995) metaphorical panopticon, Pignatelli 

(2002) refers to a ‘blanket of surveillance, shrouded in 

a haze of frightfully crude and narrowly defined per-

formance indicators’ (p. 171), which serves to smother 

schools’ collective needs and aspirations. Marshall 

(2001, p. 77) calls for ‘thoughtful disobedience’ as part 

of a constant vigilance against subjugation. This may 

include vigilance against our passive, regressive selves 

Gunzenhauser (2008), a vigilance that matches that of 

management.

The counterproductive and demoralising effects 

of this ‘culture of compliance’ (Buchanan, Gordon & 

Schuck, 2008, online version) and its attendant ‘instru-

ments of discipline’ (Gunzenhauser, 2008, p. 4, online 

version) have already been mentioned. There is a cer-

tain logic here. This process feeds and feeds on the 

angst that it generates. The metaphor of a game of 

poison ball comes to mind. S/he who jumps lowest or 

last is ‘out’. Does management believe that but for such 

scrutiny, staff would lack the will and wherewithal 

to interrogate and improve their teaching? Gunzen-

hauser (2008) also notes the increasing centralisation 

of control and surveillance attendant to this process 

of ‘snoopervision’ (National Symposium, 2010). Draw-

ing on the work of Marlow, Ramsden (1998) outlines a 

‘downward spiral of distrust’ (p. 200) emanating from 

perceived suspicion on the part of management.

One argument for making such data public is that it 

empowers students, who might otherwise be, or feel, 

impotent in the teaching/learning equation. A question 

in response is ‘empowers them to do what? To further 

humiliate those staff, who, by definition, are already 

attaining results their university and students regard 

as poor?’ Slee and Weiner (2001, p. 90) refer to the ‘dis-

courses of derision’ inherent in such power ecologies. 

The process generates considerable amounts of angst 

and resentment amongst at least some in the profes-

sion. That real or imagined rump of staff who care not 

about their teaching - perhaps even defensively so, if 

they feel they can do little about it - will presumably 

continue not to care, at least outwardly so, and will 

tread further the path of disillusionment and dysfunc-

tion. Unless such a practice proceeds to its logical 

conclusion, that of students demanding and securing 

the dismissal of teaching staff who displease them, it 

would seem that student anger in this matter will not 

be assuaged. 

Brookfield (1995, p. 18) claims that a preoccupation 

with ‘scoring’ teaching and teachers, ‘serves individu-

als with a reductionist cast of mind who believe that 

the dynamics and contradictions of teaching can be 

reduced to a linear, quantifiable, rating system’. His 

fury unspent, he proceeds to say that, ‘such epistemo-

logically challenged people sometimes find their way 

into positions of administrative and legislative power’. 

In fairness, Brookfield almost certainly oversimplifies 

the demands of administration and legislation, but one 

wonders what score he would accord such individuals. 

Methodological issues

A heavy reliance on student feedback data is beset 

with multiple methodological weaknesses, including 

undertheorised, inappropriate methods. It appears 

to ascribe validity and reliability to results furnished 

by one cohort of, say, 35 students who complete 

a survey, and another group of 35 (or some other 

number, with similar or significantly different demo-

graphics, of) students, at a different time of day and 

week, in different classrooms, subjects etc, in terms 

of comparing results. Differences in class sizes con-

stitute a double whammy here; apart from under-

mining confidence in result comparisons, class size 

variations are one variable likely to affect satisfaction 

levels. Data-gathering instruments are being used as 

devices to achieve two tasks that are, potentially at 

least, mutually corrosive; a tool for providing diag-

nostic feedback for teaching staff and perhaps their 

supervisors (who are bound by privacy provisions), 

has now been pressed into the service of a publicity 

and controlling mechanism.

The mean scores of typical student feedback surveys 

constitute opinions, but will be interpreted by many 

as bearing some relationship to objectivity or reality. 

Moreover, these mean figures attempt to capture levels 

of satisfaction. How well they do so is unknown. They 

do not purport to capture teaching and learning qual-

ity. Nevertheless, they appear to be widely interpreted 

as measures thereof. Anecdotally, there appears to be 

widespread mistrust in the accuracy of such figures, 

even among publication proponents. That being the 

case, why would one then proceed to publicise such 
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figures? Those who use these figures believing them to 

be ‘true’ are arguably being defrauded, and surely those 

who use them knowing or presuming them to be false, 

are being fraudulent.

A move from pen-and-paper completion of student 

satisfaction data to online versions at a number of 

universities further complicates the issue. While an 

online method carries time and resource efficien-

cies, it also removes the possibility of correlating 

individual numeric ratings, including outliers, with 

a student’s comments. Anecdotally, in-class paper 

responses also appear to generate higher response 

rates. Moreover, a system whereby each response was 

eventually returned to the lecturer, afforded a higher 

degree of teacher-confidence of errors or tampering 

detection.

Methodological anomalies may be tolerable in the 

context of feedback to a restricted audience, that is, 

to staff and perhaps management. Even here, however, 

they are not without danger. No methodology appears 

capable of addressing the problems associated with 

publicising such results. The instances of inappropri-

ate use of such data, according to Wilson, Lizzio and 

Ramsden (1996, p. 4) include, ‘individual teacher/sub-

ject evaluation’ and ‘single criterion for student deci-

sion making about course enrolment’.

Gunzenhauser (2008) refers to a ‘technology of 

normalisation in which the norm takes on outsized 

proportions’ (p. 1 online version). The resultant sets 

of figures, to two decimal places, may convince and 

seduce us as to their bona fides, perhaps beyond 

our point of resistance. As Trowler (2009, p. 2) notes, 

‘despite the etymology of the term, data are not ‘given’ 

but are ‘contrived’’. He adds that it is difficult to escape 

our domain assumptions ‘because normalisation lends 

them invisibility’. Ramsden and Dodds (1989, p. 18) 

describe the validity ascribed to such figures based on 

their apparent objectivity as ‘entirely spurious’.

None of this is to decry student feedback surveys 

per se. They have their place, and offer useful windows 

into our students’ thinking and assumptions, insights 

and blindspots, as well as our own, while providing us 

at times with helpful, practical ideas for innovation and 

alternative practices. Increasingly, however, they are 

being accorded the status as the absolute arbiters if 

not straightjackets of educational quality, and publicly 

so. As Atkinson (2000) observes, ‘a narrow focus on 

‘what works’ belies the complexity of the art and sci-

ence of teaching’ (p. 322, emphasis in original). A chal-

lenge now is perhaps for managers and administrators, 

particularly those who aspire to be publicly judged in 

this way on a six-monthly basis, to defend this practice.

Of sunshine, heat and mansuetude:  
possible alternatives?

The coda or moral often attached to the Aesop fable 

at the beginning of this paper is that of gentleness. 

What the wind couldn’t achieve by force, the sun did. 

It seems that coercive forms of productivity or per-

formance improvement overlook an important factor: 

human motivation. 

If we profess that ‘good’ education centres on 

(knowledge of) the learner’s needs, and engenders 

deep, long-lasting thinking and change, why do we 

not apply this wisdom to the teacher-as-learner? Curry, 

Jaxon, Russell, Callahan and Bicais (2008, p. 3 [online 

version]) observe that, ‘teachers learn through situ-

ated and social interactions with colleagues who pos-

sess distributed expertise and with whom they have 

opportunities for sustained conversations related to 

mutual interests’ (emphases added). 

Having simple measures to determine quality in edu-

cation is highly compelling and seductive. Our quest 

for meaning and causality can lead us into oversimpli-

fication and error. As Slee and Weiner (2001) point out, 

the abandonment of a belief in a single cause or set of 

causes of quality education ‘unsettles our explanatory 

frames’ (p. 94). 

As intimated earlier, the reductionist preoccupation 

with numbers is reminiscent of scoring a talent quest 

or perhaps a dance-off. Hole (2001) muses that teach-

ing is akin to doing a rain dance; you never know if 

you’re successful until or unless you get rained on. He 

goes on to say (p. 84),

I’m beginning to understand how futile it is to mimic 
the chants and movements of the rain dancer. Even 
if I could get the steps right, could I bring forth the 
rain? … being a rain dancer is so much more than 
just knowing the dance.

I would add that even if rain ensues, one should 
be diffident in ascribing cause and effect. Moreo-
ver, superficial aping of behaviours is a particularly 
dangerous model for teacher education. As Russell 
(2010b) observes, ‘learning to think pedagogically 
is at the core of learning to teach, just as learning 
to think mathematically is at the core of learning 
mathematics’ (p. 1).

I am gradually learning in my teaching that there 
are times when I need to ‘relinquish control to gain 
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influence’ (Senese, 2002, p. 51). This is perhaps one 
such time for university managers. This is not to say 
that there is no place for guiding (perchance chid-
ing?), supporting and otherwise assisting teaching 
staff in value-adding to their pedagogy.

What metaphor might we ascribe to teachers? Nei-

ther performing seals, impressing the crowd with their 

antics, nor walking encyclopaedias, full of knowledge 

to impart. A more apt metaphor might be that of the 

catalyst, precipitating a response (except that teachers 

are consumed by the process). This is not necessarily 

pretty. It is not unfailingly agreeable or comfortable. 

I contend that good teaching, especially in my field, 

social and environmental education, should ‘get under 

your skin’ at least to some extent. Any process that 

encourages us to cower from this is, I believe, toxic 

to good teaching, and will lead us to a safe, soporific 

sameness, an uninspiring and uninspired future that 

dignifies neither teaching nor teachers. Effective, qual-

ity management supports and exhorts its teachers in 

marshalling and mobilising the vision, energy, creativ-

ity, confidence and courage necessary for educational 

renewal. Surely this lofty aspiration outperforms a 

regression to the mean.
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Introduction

During the last decade, transnational higher educa-

tion provision increased dramatically right around the 

globe. In fact, by 2010, more international students 

were taking UK higher education programmes outside 

of the UK than in it (Universities UK 2010). The term 

‘transnational education’ refers to educational pro-

grammes in which learners are located in a country 

other than the one in which the awarding institution 

is based (McBurnie & Ziguras 2007, p. 21). Transna-

tional programmes are delivered in one of three ways: 

distance education, partner-supported delivery or a 

branch campus. This article, however, is concerned 

only with branch campuses located in the Arab Gulf 

States, hereafter referred to as the Gulf States.

An international branch campus may be defined 

as an educational facility that has its own premises 

(which normally include teaching rooms, a library and 

a refectory, and sometimes also recreational facilities 

and student accommodation) where students receive 

face-to-face instruction in a country different to that of 

its parent institution. The branch operates under the 

name of the parent institution and offers qualifications 

bearing the name of the parent institution. It usually 

offers courses in more than one field of study, has per-

manent administrative staff and usually permanent aca-

demic staff too (ACE 2009). 

International branch campuses can be owned solely 

by a foreign university or jointly between a foreign 

university and a local partner. Ownership structures 

of international branch campuses vary considerably, 

and they can be quite complex. For example, whilst 

the intellectual property of degree courses taught at 

Murdoch University International Study Centre Dubai 

remain with Murdoch University in Perth (Australia), 

ownership of the physical assets in Dubai reside with 

its academic infrastructure provider, Global Institute 

Middle East Limited, which also employs the academic 

staff. Middlesex University Dubai was also established 
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as a joint venture, between Middlesex University UK 

and an entity called Middlesex Associates in Dubai. 

The situation where teaching is provided by a local 

partner (usually operating under their own name) and 

not the institution that is awarding the qualifications is 

usually regarded as partner-supported delivery rather 

than a branch campus operation (McBurnie & Zigu-

ras 2007, p. 27). Foreign-backed universities that have 

been established as, or developed into, independent 

institutions, such as the British University in Dubai, are 

also not usually regarded as international branch cam-

puses (Verbik & Merkley 2006, p. 4).

The Gulf States have been the largest recipients of 

transnational higher education globally, whilst Aus-

tralia, the UK and USA have been the largest provid-

ers. However, amongst the Gulf States, different forms 

of transnational provision dominate in different 

countries. For example, the Sultanate of Oman has no 

international branch campuses, but does have private 

higher education institutions (higher education insti-

tutions) that have foreign partners, whilst Qatar and 

the United Arab Emirates (UAE) have many branch 

campuses. In fact, the UAE hosts over 40 international 

branch campuses, which represents almost a quar-

ter of all international branch campuses worldwide 

(Becker 2009, p. 7). 

The possible benefits that international branch cam-

puses might deliver to students, to host countries, and 

to the institutions owning them, have been suggested 

in the literature (Hatakenaka 2004; Knight 2006; Verbik 

& Merkley 2006; Olds 2007; Fox 2008; Becker 2009; 

Maringe 2009; Naidoo 2010), but as yet there has been 

little published empirical evidence to support the sug-

gested benefits. This study aims to identify the stake-

holders that might benefit from transnational higher 

education in the Gulf States, particularly in the UAE 

and Qatar, and to examine the extent to which those 

stakeholders are actually benefiting from it. 

Transnational higher education in the Arab 
Gulf States

Saudi Arabia

Amongst the Gulf States, only Oman and Saudi Arabia 

have no international branch campuses (Becker 2009), 

but it is only in Saudi Arabia that face-to-face transna-

tional higher education is not available. However, there 

is evidence that Saudi Arabia’s leading universities are 

moving towards a policy of increased international 

collaboration (Onsman 2010). This is most evident at 

King Abdullah University of Science and Technology 

(KAUST), established in 2009. It has entered into col-

laborative ventures with 27 universities globally and 

created five international academic excellence alli-

ances (Corbyn 2009). 

The benefits for foreign universities can be huge. For 

example, in return for advising on equipment require-

ments and staff selection, providing master’s syllabuses 

in materials science and chemical engineering, and 

participating in collaborative research, Imperial Col-

lege London will receive US$25 million over five years 

(Corbyn 2009). It seems, therefore, that international 

collaboration might result in a win-win-win situation 

for KAUST, its foreign partners and for the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia. KAUST will benefit from international 

expertise and will become a partner in cutting-edge 

research, the foreign partners will also benefit from 

the research undertaken as well as from the funding 

received, and, as a nation, Saudi Arabia will move closer 

to achieving its objective of becoming a knowledge-

based economy. 

Bahrain and Kuwait

There are only a handful of transnational higher edu-

cation providers in Bahrain and Kuwait. New York 

Institute of Technology established a campus in Bah-

rain in 2003, and in 2009/10 it had over 1,200 stu-

dents on a range of undergraduate and postgraduate 

programmes. In 2006, the Economic Development 

Board in Bahrain announced that it would develop, 

with a Kuwaiti investment company as its partner, 

a ‘higher education city’ in Bahrain, where interna-

tional branch campuses would be established. It is 

not yet known when this planned hub for transna-

tional providers will open. 

Box Hill Institute, based in Melbourne, Australia, has 

had a campus in Kuwait since 2007, where a range of 

foundation and diploma programmes are offered only 

to women. It is still common in the Gulf States for men 

and women to be educated separately, although most 

of the international branch campuses deliver teach-

ing to mixed sex classes. The Kuwait Maastricht Busi-

ness School was established in 2003, supported by the 

Maastricht School of Management (The Netherlands). 

Since then, it has had over 1,000 students, and it plans 

to move to a newly constructed campus in 2012. In 

2007, the University of Bangor (Wales, UK) signed a 

partnership agreement with the newly established 

British University of Kuwait, but the new institution 

has yet to admit its first students. 
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Oman

In the Sultanate of Oman, a Royal Decree was issued 

in 1996 to promote the development of private higher 

education institutions. The government offers plots of 

land for the construction of new campuses, loans with 

subsidised interest rates, grants for acquiring learn-

ing resources, and it pays the tuition fees of national 

students from families receiving social welfare. The 

government’s incentives have enabled private higher 

education institutions to increase access to higher edu-

cation as well as improving the quality of their provi-

sion (Al Lamki 2002, p. 79). By 2009, 24 private higher 

education institutions had been established, with 

enrolments totalling over 33,500, which represented 

27 per cent of the total number of students in higher 

education in the country 

(Al Shmeli 2009, p. 4). Of 

these institutions, five are 

universities. 

Most of the private higher 

education institutions in 

Oman are joint enterprises 

owned by Omani citizens, 

or the Omani government, 

and foreign higher edu-

cation institutions, mostly from Australia, New Zea-

land, the UK and the US (Donn & Al Manthri 2010, p. 

111). They focus on providing programmes that are 

required by the labour market, such as business, com-

puter sciences, engineering and health sciences, which 

therefore contribute to the country’s economic devel-

opment as well as reducing youth unemployment. Pro-

grammes are generally delivered in English, and almost 

80 per cent of students require additional English lan-

guage tuition in their foundation year of study (Donn 

& Al Manthri, p. 113). It might be argued that it is not 

really necessary or appropriate for most programmes 

to be taught in English, rather than Arabic, the native 

language. For example, Wilkins (2002, p. 150) observed 

that in vocational training, the greatest barrier to learn-

ing and understanding for most Omanis was their weak 

ability to comprehend and communicate in English. 

Qatar

In Qatar, the Qatar Foundation was established in 1995 

as a not-for-profit organisation with the threefold mis-

sion of promoting education, scientific research and 

community development. Qatar Foundation’s flagship 

project is Education City, a 1,000-hectare campus just 

outside the country’s capital, Doha, which is home 

to a number of education and research institutions. 

In order to satisfy Qatar’s urgent need for graduates 

in subjects such as medicine and engineering, it was 

decided by the Qatar Foundation that it would be 

more efficient to bring a world-class higher education 

institution directly to Qatar rather than establishing 

institutes from scratch. 

Qatar Foundation’s original aim was to recruit one 

foreign higher education institution that was regarded 

as ‘top 10’ in a number of priority disciplines. It had con-

sidered the University of Virginia, but then concluded 

that there was no suitable higher education institution 

that was best at everything (Witte 2010a, p. 18). The 

result was that the Qatar Foundation decided instead 

to recruit a number of universities, each to specialise in 

a different discipline. At the 

start of 2010, six US-based 

universities had a branch 

campus at Education City, 

which included Weill-Cor-

nell Medical School, Texas 

A&M University, to provide 

a range of engineering pro-

grammes, and Carnegie 

Mellon University, to pro-

vide programmes in business and computer science. 

In July 2010, the Qatar Foundation recruited the 

French business school HEC Paris to Education City, 

where it will offer MBA programmes, executive and 

short certificate programmes, corporate-specific 

training, as well as engaging in business-related 

research. Then, in October 2010, University Col-

lege London announced that it will also establish a 

campus at Education City, to conduct research and 

deliver programmes in archaeology, conservation 

and museum studies (Gill 2010).

United Arab Emirates

The first foreign university to be accredited by the 

UAE Ministry of Higher Education was the University 

of Wollongong (Australia), which has been operating 

in Dubai since 1993. At the start of 2010, the Univer-

sity of Wollongong in Dubai had over 3,500 students 

enrolled on a range of undergraduate and postgradu-

ate programmes. Private higher education institutions 

in the UAE are required to be licensed by the Com-

mission for Academic Accreditation (CAA), and then to 

have each of their programmes individually accredited. 

In October 2010, the CAA had 66 licensed private insti-

tutions, offering 479 (active) programmes (CAA 2010). 

Most of the private higher education 
institutions in Oman are joint enterprises 
owned by Omani citizens, or the Omani 

government, and foreign higher education 
institutions, mostly from Australia, New 

Zealand, the UK and the US
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However, there are several free zones across the UAE, 

where CAA accreditation is not mandatory. 

The largest free zone is Dubai International Aca-

demic City (DIAC), which is home to over thirty institu-

tions including the University of Wollongong, Murdoch 

University (Australia), and Heriot-Watt University and 

Middlesex University (UK). At DIAC, foreign higher 

education institutions enjoy 100 per cent foreign own-

ership, no taxes and 100 per cent repatriation of prof-

its. Although higher education institutions in the free 

zones might escape the requirements of the CAA, each 

individual emirate has its own licensing and accredita-

tion requirements and its own quality assurance pro-

cedures. In the emirate of Dubai, the Knowledge and 

Human Development Authority (KHDA) and its Uni-

versity Quality Assurance International Board (UQAIB) 

regulate foreign higher education institutions.

Private higher education institutions in the UAE are 

owned by local individuals, organisations or govern-

ments (of individual emirates), or by foreign higher 

education institutions. For example, the ruler of Sharjah 

established the American University of Sharjah in 1997 

as a private not-for-profit institution, and the Dubai 

Chamber of Commerce and Industry owns the Univer-

sity of Dubai, which was also established in 1997 as 

Dubai Polytechnic. More recently, the Abu Dhabi gov-

ernment has funded the establishment of two inter-

national branch campuses: Paris-Sorbonne University 

Abu Dhabi, which started operations in 2006, and New 

York University Abu Dhabi, which admitted its first stu-

dents in September 2010. Whilst international branch 

campuses in Dubai recruit the vast majority of their 

students from the local expatriate communities (with 

the Indian, Pakistani and Iranian communities being 

among the largest), New York University Abu Dhabi 

recruited its students globally, in order to obtain the 

highest-calibre students who satisfied its stringent 

entry requirements (Foderaro 2010). 

The beneficiaries of foreign universities in 
the Arab Gulf States

Economic and human development

The discovery and production of oil and gas since the 

1960s enabled the Gulf States to achieve rapid eco-

nomic development and to provide generous levels 

of social welfare for their citizens. They are currently 

among the world’s wealthiest countries. All six Arab 

Gulf countries rely on imports and foreign labour to 

meet domestic demand (Donn & Al Manthri 2010, 

p. 34). With oil and gas resources due to become 

depleted over the next two decades, the development 

of knowledge economies, less reliant on the oil and 

gas industries, has become a key economic objective 

of governments across the Gulf region. 

At the turn of the century, Saudi Arabia and the UAE 

had the most diversified economies, but they still over-

relied on expatriate labour (Wilkins 2001, p. 155). For 

example, in the UAE, expatriates accounted for nearly 

90 per cent of the labour force, and participation of 

UAE nationals in the labour force was only 54 per 

cent, and across the entire Gulf region youth unem-

ployment was a problem (Wilkins 2001). As a result, 

the Gulf States have embarked upon programmes of 

labour market nationalisation, known as ‘Emiritisation’ 

in the UAE, and ‘Omanisation’ in Oman. 

Increased participation in higher education has 

been regarded as one of the major catalysts to achieve 

labour market nationalisation and increased diversity 

in economies. Between 1994 and 2008, there was 

a threefold expansion of the number of students in 

higher education in the Gulf countries (Donn & Al 

Manthri 2010, p. 99), and private sector institutions 

provided much of this increase. All of the Gulf States 

have encouraged the establishment of private sector 

higher education institutions as this policy has relieved 

them of some of the costs of expanding capacity. With 

the exception of Saudi Arabia, it is also foreign higher 

education institutions that have enabled the Gulf 

States to increase capacity and participation in higher 

education, whether through the provision of branch 

campuses, joint ventures, collaboration, the provision 

of accredited programmes, or the provision of support 

for independent higher education institutions, such as 

the British University in Dubai. 

The provision of programmes by foreign universities 

that match the demands of private sector business and 

industry has enabled countries such as Bahrain, Oman 

and the UAE to achieve labour force nationalisation 

targets in some sectors, such as commercial banking, 

and to make substantial progress in others, such as 

insurance, human resource management, tourism and 

hospitality (Mashood et al. 2009). Although all of the 

nationalisation programmes involve targets or quotas, 

some focus on industries and others on positions/

levels in organisations.  

As the Gulf States have always had insufficient 

higher education capacity, several thousand students 

have each year enrolled at universities overseas. Most 

have gone to the US, UK, Australia or to other Arab 
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countries outside the Gulf region. However, since 

international branch campuses have been established 

in the Gulf States, more nationals have decided to 

study at home. For example, approximately one-third 

of UAE national undergraduate students studying in 

the UAE are enrolled at a private institution rather than 

at one of the three federal institutions, and in the emir-

ate of Dubai, the number at private institutions actu-

ally exceeds the number at federal institutions (Ahmed 

2010a). In December 2009, 13.4 per cent of the stu-

dents at the University of Wollongong in Dubai were 

UAE nationals. As more students have decided to study 

at international branch campuses rather than going 

overseas, the massive currency outflows associated 

with overseas study have been reduced. 

When Gulf nationals choose to study at international 

branch campuses in their home countries, national 

governments benefit in that they do not have to bear 

the cost of those students’ education, as they do not 

usually pay the tuition fees or any of the associated 

costs of study. The governments do, however, assist 

students from poor families. For example, at Education 

City in Qatar, the Qatar Foundation offers need-based 

loans and merit-based scholarships. Students who 

decide to undertake higher education in their home 

countries are less likely to consider emigration, and 

therefore the ‘brain drain’ of Gulf nationals is reduced, 

and local economies can benefit from the knowledge 

and skills acquired by these students.

Whereas Education City is focusing on meeting the 

needs of its local population (Witte 2010b), some of 

the other higher education hubs, such as DIAC, the 

Academic City in Dubai, have much bigger ambitions. 

DIAC was established as a regional hub, with the inten-

tion that it would cater for 40,000 students recruited 

from a large area that includes the Middle East, South 

Asia and Africa (Bardsley 2008). To date, the majority 

of students at DIAC have come from local expatri-

ate families. For example, Murdoch University Dubai 

recruits only five per cent of its students from outside 

the UAE, but as branch campuses grow and their repu-

tations improve, it is expected that more students will 

be recruited from overseas. 

When foreign students come to the UAE to under-

take higher education they also demand other goods 

and services, which provides a boost to the national 

economy. Foreign universities that set up in free zones 

such as DIAC provide revenue to the governments 

and organisations that own them in the form of rents. 

Rents at DIAC, on a square-foot basis, are twice as high 

as rents in other popular city locations, such as on the 

Sheikh Zayed Road.

Given that only two universities in the Gulf States 

- King Saud University and King Fahd University of 

Petroleum and Minerals, both based in Saudi Arabia - 

appear in the Shanghai Jiao Tong ranking of the world’s 

top 500 universities (McGinley 2010), attracting world-

class higher education institutions to establish branch 

campuses can be seen as a strategy to raise the pro-

file and prestige of host countries. The Qatar Founda-

tion has been adamant that institutions at Education 

City must be ‘top 10’ in the disciplines they offer. The 

benefits for host countries of attracting world-class 

universities to establish branch campuses can extend 

beyond higher education provision. For example, Abu 

Dhabi will establish branches of the Guggenheim and 

Louvre museums to complement the campuses of 

New York University and Paris-Sorbonne, so that it can 

develop into a cultural hub in the Middle East as well 

as a knowledge hub, where cutting edge research will 

be achieved.  

Increased access to higher education and 
employment

Foreign universities have, through various forms of 

transnational provision, increased higher education 

capacity in the Gulf States by over 30,000 places. This 

has made higher education available to many Gulf 

nationals who would otherwise not have had access 

to it, especially among those who would not have 

been able to study overseas due to lack of financial 

resources or because of family or work commitments. 

A high proportion of foreign institutions in the Gulf 

States offer part-time study, which allows local stu-

dents to continue working full-time while they study, 

whereas the number of hours a student is allowed to 

work overseas is usually limited. International branch 

campuses have introduced innovative and flexible 

modes of delivery. For example, Murdoch University 

Dubai’s MBA programme uses a trimester system, 

which allows students to spread their work over three 

study periods a year. Rates of participation in higher 

education have increased to 32.1 per cent in Bahrain, 

30.2 per cent in Saudi Arabia, 25.2 per cent in Oman 

and 22.9 per cent in the UAE; however, the rates in 

Kuwait and Qatar are still only 17.6 per cent and 15.9 

per cent respectively (World Economic Forum 2009). 

The World Bank’s gender parity index (GPI) for 

tertiary enrolment is an indicator of gender equity. 

By 1970, the number of women in tertiary education 
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exceeded men in Bahrain and Kuwait, and by 2000, 

Oman and Saudi Arabia had also reached gender parity 

in tertiary education (Luomi 2008, p. 50). Not only did 

the Gulf States achieve gender parity far before the 

other countries in the Middle East and North Africa 

(MENA) region, they also have rates of women par-

ticipation in tertiary education significantly above the 

global average of 1.08 females for each man. 

In 2008, Qatar had the highest GPI in the world, with 

6.05 women for each man enrolled, while the UAE 

was in seventh place with 2.05 women for each man 

(World Bank 2010). However, these statistics are dis-

torted to some extent by the fact that men in the Gulf 

States are more likely to go overseas for their higher 

education. Nevertheless, with more Gulf nationals 

deciding to undertake higher education in their home 

countries (Bristol-Rhys 2008, p. 100), the increase in 

higher education capacity provided by foreign univer-

sities has ensured that women continue to have access 

to higher education.

Many of the largest employers in the Gulf States 

recognise the value of higher education provided at 

foreign higher education institutions, and they provide 

support and assistance to institutions in many differ-

ent ways, such as offering advice on curriculum design, 

help with the development of learning resources, and 

by providing internships for students. When the British 

University in Dubai was established in 2003, a range 

of leading organisations including the Emirates Group, 

Dubai National Gas Company (DUGAS), Dubai Cable 

Company (DUCAB) and the Emirates Foundation pro-

vided funding for the appointment of staff, funding or 

opportunities for research, and scholarships for stu-

dents (Lock 2008, p. 130). 

Foreign universities in the Gulf States have improved 

the knowledge and skills of young people entering the 

labour market. Graduates benefit by quickly achieving 

secure and well-rewarded positions that offer career 

advancement. Employers benefit by not having to 

invest as much time and finance in training and devel-

opment, and by recruiting graduates who can make a 

quicker and better contribution in the workplace. 

All of the Gulf States have large expatriate popula-

tions, and in the UAE, for example, expatriates account 

for over 80 per cent of the country’s population. Expa-

triates are not usually able to attend federal universities 

(although Zayed University recently started admitting 

foreign students), and before private higher education 

institutions were established, expatriate families living 

in the Gulf States had to send their children overseas 

to obtain a higher education. International branch 

campuses enable Gulf expatriates to acquire a high 

quality, internationally recognised degree at lower cost, 

since the tuition fees at branch campuses are usually 

lower than at parent campuses, and without the stu-

dent having to leave their home or family. 

About 90 per cent of the students at Murdoch Uni-

versity Dubai consider their domicile to be outside the 

UAE, and so it is important for them to gain a ‘portable’ 

qualification that they can rely on when they eventu-

ally leave the Gulf region. Some 28 different nation-

alities are represented on Murdoch’s MBA programme 

in Dubai, which has approximately 180 students. The 

multicultural communities found at branch campuses 

in the Gulf States offer opportunities for working, 

sharing and networking among expatriates and also 

expatriates with Gulf nationals. Outside education, it 

is unusual for Gulf nationals to mix socially or profes-

sionally with expatriate communities.

Students prefer international branch campuses

UAE nationals who study at a UAE federal institution do 

not pay tuition fees, but if they enrol at private higher 

education institutions then they pay the full tuition 

fees just like any other student. A director at the UAE 

Ministry of Higher Education recently reported that 

many Emirati students preferred to study at private 

higher education institutions rather than federal insti-

tutions (Ahmed 2010a). Motives for wanting to enrol 

at a private higher education institution include the 

opportunity to study subjects not offered at federal 

institutions; the possibility of gaining a more highly 

respected foreign degree, boosting future employment 

prospects; and the opportunity to study in a multi-

cultural environment, interacting with students from 

other cultures.

International branch campuses often facilitate an 

increase in mutual understanding between people 

from different cultures, and this may enable students 

to become global citizens. For some Gulf nationals, 

study at a private institution might have provided their 

only opportunity to obtain a higher education if they 

did not gain entry to a federal institution. Most of the 

foreign higher education institutions that offer under-

graduate programmes also offer foundation or bridg-

ing programmes, which benefits students who need 

language or general academic development before 

embarking on undergraduate study. At Education 

City, Qatar, an Academic Bridge Programme is offered, 

which provides students with up to two years of pre-
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paratory work to enable them to satisfy the admission 

requirements of the US-based branch campuses (Witte 

2010b).  In addition, foreign higher education institu-

tions offer a diverse range of sub-degree level, voca-

tional and professional programmes. 

The costs per student on many programmes at Edu-

cation City are exorbitant, but as the Qatar Foundation 

is paying all operating expenses, this is not a major 

problem for the US universities established there 

(Witte 2010a). Despite being fully funded by the Qatar 

Foundation, the US universities at Education City are 

given autonomy in operational decision-making and 

full control over the curriculum, academic matters and 

quality. A result of the institutions applying the same 

entry criteria that they do at home is that most class 

sizes are very small, which many students find benefi-

cial to their learning. Class 

sizes at New York Univer-

sity and Paris-Sorbonne in 

Abu Dhabi are also consid-

erably smaller than those at 

the home campuses.

Achieving international 
standards

It may be argued that for-

eign universities have 

helped bring the higher 

education systems of the Gulf States up to interna-

tional standards, by providing competition for federal 

institutions and by encouraging Gulf governments to 

improve their accreditation and quality assurance pro-

cedures. All foreign higher education institutions are 

expected to adhere to the standards of their parent 

organisations and the policies and regulations applica-

ble in their home countries. In addition, the increas-

ingly large number of HE providers in some of the Gulf 

States has a positive effect on quality, by forcing institu-

tions to compete by improving their programmes and 

the employability of their graduates.

All of the Gulf States have bodies responsible for 

accreditation and quality assurance at private higher 

education institutions. The standards for institution 

accreditation cover all of the main activities and func-

tions of an educational institution, and are generally 

based on foreign models. For example, the standards 

implemented by the Commission for Academic Accred-

itation in the UAE are based on a US model. Even in the 

UAE’s free zones, where regulation is often assumed 

to be lighter, local bodies still strictly enforce quality 

requirements. In April 2010, a review of the University 

Quality Assurance International Board in Dubai led to 

the withdrawal from the emirate of two institutions 

– Mahatma Gandhi University and the International 

Institute for Technology and Management – as their 

operations did not satisfy the requirements of the regu-

lator (Ahmed 2010b). The regulation provided by qual-

ity assurance bodies in the Gulf States offers a degree 

of protection to students, who increasingly expect 

high international standards at branch campuses. 

Benefits for foreign universities

The importance of embracing the opportunities pre-

sented by internationalisation has been recognised by 

most Western universities, and nearly all institutions 

refer to their international dimension in mission state-

ments (Kehm and Teichler 

2007, p. 262). Altbach and 

Knight (2007, p. 292) claim 

that earning money is a key 

motive for all international 

projects in the for-profit 

sector and for some tradi-

tional non-profit universi-

ties, especially when faced 

with declining state fund-

ing. For example, McBurnie 

and Pollock (2000, p. 333) 

observed that since 1999 it has been a strategic aim 

of Monash University (Australia) to become more self-

reliant and less dependent on state funding. Murdoch 

University expects to earn a return from its Dubai 

campus in the form of a royalty. Critics of Western 

universities that have established international branch 

campuses often accuse them of ‘selling out’ to the 

highest bidder (Krieger 2008; Lewin 2008). The direc-

tor-general of Paris-Sorbonne admitted after the insti-

tution opened its campus in Abu Dhabi that it would 

probably go to any city where all of its expenses were 

paid (Krieger 2008). 

A survey by Knight (2006) found that the main 

motivations for internationalisation of traditional non-

profit universities are usually to enhance research and 

knowledge capacity and to increase cultural under-

standing. These would appear to be among the primary 

motives of Western universities that have entered into 

collaborative ventures with KAUST and other universi-

ties in Saudi Arabia. New York University considers its 

campus in Abu Dhabi as being part of its strategy to 

establish itself as a global higher education brand. 

Critics of Western universities that have 
established international branch campuses 

often accuse them of ‘selling out’ to the 
highest bidder. The director-general 
of Paris-Sorbonne admitted after the 

institution opened its campus in Abu Dhabi 
that it would probably go to any city where 

all of its expenses were paid

A U S T R A L I A N  U N I V E R S I T I E S ’  R E V I E W

vol. 53, no. 1, 2011 Who benefits from foreign universities in the Arab Gulf States?, Stephen Wilkins    79



In the US, there is now a greater desire amongst stu-

dents, parents and employers, for both students and 

academics to gain increased international experience 

through study or teaching abroad. The UAE campus 

of New York University is expected to contribute to 

increasing the proportion of its US-based students who 

participate in study-abroad from 42 per cent to over 50 

per cent (Krieger 2008). Murdoch University has a ‘Dis-

covery Exchange Programme’, which allows students 

at its home campuses in Australia to study for a semes-

ter or trimester in Dubai, and Dubai-based students can 

also spend time in Australia.

By diversifying modes of delivery and establishing 

international branch campuses, Western higher edu-

cation institutions might be spreading their risks, so 

that they are less dependent on particular categories 

of student, and less at risk of sudden shocks or shift-

ing economic and socio-cultural trends that result 

in reduced enrolments of international students at 

home campuses. It is increasingly important for some 

universities to establish or develop a global brand in 

order to achieve their growth objectives and to attract 

international students and research income. In addi-

tion to its campuses in Australia and Dubai, Murdoch 

University currently has a presence in Japan, Malaysia 

and Singapore.

Professor John Grainger, Pro-Vice Chancellor of 

Murdoch University Dubai, explains the institution’s 

success in the UAE:

‘We have developed a high tolerance of ambigu-
ity necessary for living and doing business in the 
UAE. We treat our students with respect… We insist 
on the highest possible standards of teaching and 
learning – all our materials are developed by fac-
ulty in Perth, and updated with the latest research 
findings from across the world. Our faculty and 
administration pay attention to detail, actively par-
ticipating in quality assurance initiatives.’ (State-
ment given to author).

By offering high quality programmes in subjects 

demanded by local students at an affordable price, 

Murdoch University Dubai increased student enrol-

ments by 100 per cent in 2010-11. The institution is 

now committed to expanding its facilities in Dubai 

and introducing new courses. Murdoch University 

Dubai recently launched undergraduate programmes 

in Information Technology & Business Information 

Systems and Environmental Management & Sustain-

able Development, the latter course being highly rel-

evant locally given that the UAE has the highest carbon 

footprint in the world and consumes more water per 

person than any other nation. In January 2011, it intro-

duced a Master programme in Education.

Employee benefits

Academics at international branch campuses often 

work in modern, purpose-built premises resourced 

with the best equipment. They can gain new research 

opportunities and valuable teaching experience, often 

leading to the development of new curricula and 

teaching materials for both home and branch cam-

puses, and increased international research collabora-

tion. Although some academics fear that working at 

branch campuses in the Gulf States may hinder their 

research and career progression, in some cases foreign 

universities are prepared to offer earlier promotions, 

e.g. to professor, as an incentive to encourage high cali-

bre staff to work at their branch campuses. 

Working in the Gulf can offer academics excitement 

and glamour in their lifestyles. The financial packages 

offered to expatriate academics in the Gulf States can 

be very attractive, especially as accommodation is usu-

ally provided, salaries are tax-free, free medical insur-

ance is provided, and the school fees of dependent 

children are paid. International branch campuses also 

provide employment opportunities for Gulf nation-

als, especially in managerial, administrative and sup-

port roles. As more Gulf nationals achieve PhDs, it is 

likely that the number taking academic positions at 

branch campuses in the Gulf States will also increase, 

thus contributing to the achievement of further labour 

market nationalisation across the region. 

Criticisms of foreign universities in the Arab 
Gulf States

The literature reveals many critics of the international 

branch campus concept, and authors have examined 

particular problems and issues associated with the 

internationalisation of higher education (Altbach 2001; 

Naidoo 2003; Altbach 2004: Naidoo 2007; Becker 2009; 

Romani 2009; Altbach 2010; Donn & Al Manthri 2010; 

Wilkins 2010). Altbach (2001; 2004) and Naidoo (2003; 

2007) observe that higher education has become a com-

modity to be sold for commercial gain. Naidoo (2003, p. 

256) argues that the effects of commodification indicate 

that in the present context, the historic trends of ineq-

uity and declining quality in large segments of higher 

education systems are likely to be exacerbated. 

Donn and Al Manthri (2010, p. 96) suggest that while 

the products of Western universities may be of the 
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highest quality in their home countries, they do not 

necessarily ‘travel well’ or serve the interests of higher 

education in the Gulf States. Some institutions may be 

tempted to deliver at international branch campuses 

‘off-the-shelf’ standardised products with generic con-

tent that were developed at their home campuses, and 

as a result they may be irrelevant or inappropriate in 

the Gulf region (Naidoo 2007, p. 8). Since commodi-

fied systems tend to be lean systems that emphasise 

cost minimisation, investment in libraries, learning 

resources and social facilities might fall below interna-

tional norms (Naidoo 2007). 

Altbach (2004, p. 9) suggests Western universities 

can be seen as the new neocolonists, seeking to domi-

nate not for ideological or political reasons but rather 

for commercial gain. He argues that the trend of glo-

balisation of higher education is likely to lead to fur-

ther inequalities, whereby the leading universities in 

English-speaking countries and in some of the larger 

European Union countries grow stronger and more 

dominant, while universities in smaller and develop-

ing countries become increasingly marginalised (Alt-

bach 2001). Adopting Altbach’s concept of centres and 

peripheries, Donn and Al Manthri (2010, p. 155) sug-

gest that the Gulf States are on the periphery, becom-

ing increasingly marginalised, as the ‘centres’ grow 

stronger. They further argue that the Gulf States could 

easily fall into the trap of becoming only consumers of 

knowledge rather than producers of it (p. 124). 

In the UAE, the higher education marketplace has 

become very competitive and among private sector 

providers there is currently over capacity. Wilkins 

(2010) found that several institutions were failing to 

achieve their student recruitment targets or to break-

even. As a result, some institutions have been unable to 

undertake planned investment and expansion, unable 

to increase their tuition fees in line with increases in 

costs and unable to run all planned/advertised pro-

grammes/modules. 

The quality of regulation of foreign universities varies 

across the Gulf States, and even within individual coun-

tries. For example, after the review of the University 

Quality Assurance International Board led Mahatma 

Gandhi University and the International Institute for 

Technology and Management to withdraw from Dubai, 

both institutions simply relocated to a free zone in Ras 

al Khaimah, just 87 kilometres away. It should be noted, 

however, that foreign universities from Australia, the UK 

and US, are generally regarded as being of high quality 

by local quality assurance agencies.

In Qatar, some have questioned the connection of 

Education City with the rest of Qatari society, suggest-

ing that it is elitist and operates in isolation, and that it 

is encouraging neglect of the federal Qatar University, 

where over 90 per cent of nationals receive their ter-

tiary education (Witte 2010b). Despite being wholly 

funded by the Abu Dhabi government, it is expected 

that only a small proportion of the students at New 

York University Abu Dhabi will be UAE nationals (Witte 

2010b). If, over time, this does not change, resentment 

and social unrest amongst nationals might eventually 

occur, especially if young people do not achieve places 

at other higher education institutions that they con-

sider to be of high quality. 

Conclusion

Donn and Al Manthri (2010, p. 15) argue that higher 

education in the Gulf States may come to be seen as 

a baroque arsenal, a valuable economic and political 

cargo for the sellers/exporters but of little educational 

value to purchasers/importers. Foreign universities in 

the Gulf States have, however, added much needed 

capacity to local higher education systems, and have 

thus helped significantly increase the participation of 

young people in higher education. 

This study has revealed that higher education in 

the Gulf States is helping to transform Gulf societies, 

by increasing labour market nationalisation, reduc-

ing youth unemployment, reducing the emigration 

of highly skilled labour, reducing currency outflows 

caused by nationals studying overseas, and by contrib-

uting to the creation of more highly diversified, knowl-

edge-based economies. Young people are acquiring at 

international branch campuses the knowledge and 

skills needed for employment in innovative, knowl-

edge-based organisations.

Donn and Al Manthri (2010, p. 124) also suggest 

that the Gulf States could fall into the trap of becom-

ing only consumers of knowledge rather than pro-

ducers of it. However, during the last two to three 

years, many of the Western-based international branch 

campuses in the Gulf States have strengthened their 

research bases by appointing heads of research, by 

establishing research centres and by introducing doc-

toral programmes. 

It is clear that funding organisations such as the 

Qatar Foundation and the Abu Dhabi Education Coun-

cil expect foreign higher education institutions to take 

the lead in driving their strategies to achieve their 
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goals of transforming their nations into innovation-

based, knowledge producing societies. Foreign higher 

education institutions that are not directly funded by 

Gulf governments or organisations are also likely to 

undertake research, so that they can each develop their 

reputation and local standing with students, employers 

and regulatory bodies. It is clear that at the present 

time mutual benefits are derived from the operation of 

foreign universities in the Gulf States, with the institu-

tions themselves benefiting as well as a range of local 

stakeholders.

Dr Warren Fox, Executive Director, Higher Education, 

at the Knowledge and Human Development Authority 

(KHDA), Dubai describes how he sees higher educa-

tion developing in the emirate:

‘We will continue to grow, but I think we will be 
levelling off; instead of lots of new institutions, we 
need to expand the number of programmes in insti-
tutions that are already here (currently there are 
409 programmes in Dubai). We want to broaden 
the programmes available over the next five years; 
this will make the (branch) campuses more sus-
tainable… We will also see more postgraduate and 
doctoral programmes, too. In 20 years, the land-
scape will probably look a little different; our cam-
puses will be here, and we expect that they will 
have expanded.’ (Statement given to author).

Stephen Wilkins was formerly Director of Professional 

Management Programmes at Dubai University Col-

lege, Dubai, UAE. He is currently a PhD candidate at the 

International Centre for Higher Education Management, 

University of Bath, UK.
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One of the outcomes of the Bradley Report (Bradley 

et al. 2008) is that Australian universities have a new 

incentive to enrol students from low socio-economic 

status. Consequently, a flurry of (mostly administra-

tive and pedagogical) interest is growing around 

knowledge concerning the targeting, recruitment and 

retention of low socio-economic status (SES) students 

(CSHE 2008; Priest 2009). Some academics from work-

ing-class backgrounds recognise, in the current debate, 

an opportunity to break a long silence—or rather to 

challenge the ways that we have been persistently and 

sometimes insidiously silenced. For me, at least, this is 

both political and personal: ‘political’ because access 

to education is a fundamental social good that is at 

present distributed in very uneven ways (Furlong and 

Cartmel 2009) and personal, because I am a university 

teacher who was once an low SES student.

I know that my experience as an erstwhile low SES 

student affects my teaching and interactions with stu-

dents, but it also influences the way I interpret ideas 

about the implementation of policies regarding uni-

versity access and equity. At a recent conference, for 

example, I heard a lot of discussion about raising the 

aspirations of low SES students. It seemed that every 

speaker thought this needed to happen at an earlier 

age, until eventually the debate settled on how to 

embed a sense of entitlement to and enthusiasm for 

higher education in primary school children. The 

following reflections consider my own experience 

in relation to two strategies advocated as means to 

increasing the enrolment share of low SES students: 

first, raising aspirations (as early as possible), and 

second, familiarisation programs. Sad to say, I doubt the 

kinds of familiarisation or aspiration-raising activities 

being currently advocated would have helped smooth 

my own academic path. Having said that, I would not 

care to imply that such programs are never useful, or 

that they should not be implemented. I’m sure that my 

story isn’t typical. (But then, whose is?)

I never thought of our family as ‘poor.’ We weren’t 

poor. There were lots of things we didn’t have, but food 

and shoes and a warm bed were guaranteed, and I took 

them for granted. Never being destitute—and never 

being denied something that really mattered—was one 

factor among many that slowed any sense I had of class 

consciousness. My intelligent, capable parents offered 

measured encouragement for whatever interested us, 

having had little opportunity or support themselves. 

My mother finished a year 10 commercial stream, and 

in her family was considered over-educated. When my 

siblings and I started school, mum worked part-time—

first in a mechanic’s office, and then as a teacher’s aide 

at a local primary school—again, as a part-time, casual 

employee. In school holidays, she earned nothing at 

all. My father started a year of ‘technical school’ after 

primary school, but hated it and left to work as a mes-

senger boy at the port. He served in the Navy during 

the latter part of World War II, and when the war 

ended, worked as a shoe salesman. Later, after he’d met 

my mother, he joined the Commonwealth Public Ser-
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vice under a scheme to support returned servicemen, 

and worked there (very unhappily, suffering chronic 

mental health problems) for most of the rest of his 

life. He remained at ‘entry-level’ in the public service 

for many years because he had not completed high 

school. In order to move up to the next salary band, 

he completed adult matriculation, but never moved far 

up the wages ladder. In the long run, stealing money 

was more appealing to my dad than earning it, and he 

initiated a number of wildly clever, lucrative ‘schemes’. 

He never did manual labour for a living, so maybe we 

weren’t unequivocally ‘working class’ after all. But I 

know that my parents thought of themselves as work-

ing class, and money was always tight. 

My mum and dad started with nothing, and did the 

best they could. They were, however, streets ahead 

of their own parents, who had worked in flour mills, 

on railway gangs, and cleaning other people’s homes. 

My parents modelled self-improvement through adult 

education—my mother attended myriad Workers’ 

Education Association evening courses, and my father 

taught himself astronomy and navigation. Dad took 

my older brother, sister and me to the council library 

every Thursday evening. We didn’t have bookshelves 

at home, but the library was a place I knew and loved 

well. I know my parents had educational aspirations 

for my siblings and me, even though they knew next 

to nothing about what tertiary education involved. I 

knew, nonetheless, that I had the intellectual capacity 

to attend university, and I understood that I could go.

But, ten years after I left school, none of us had 

graduated. My sister had started a teaching course, and 

dropped out after a couple of years. She got married, 

had three kids, and worked as a cleaner in a shopping 

centre. (She’s a health professional, now, but that’s 

another story.) By the time he left school, my brother 

had a more substantial criminal than academic record, 

and a sizeable drug habit. His heartbreaking life ended 

soon after his 25th birthday. And me? I was the most 

thoroughly ‘prepared’ of all of us. At my (state) primary 

school, I’d done well enough in a music aptitude test 

to be one of six in my year to be offered free violin 

lessons. I was lent an instrument and allowed half an 

hour of group tuition, with a visiting music teacher, 

every week. No-one in my family had ever had music 

lessons before. Having those violin lessons confirmed 

my parents’ idea that we were surely rising through 

the class ranks. 

Thinking about my father’s response to my violin-

playing touches me deeply. Every six months or so, 

he’d bring home a classical record. The first was a 

K-Tel record of Strauss waltzes. He played it, loudly, 

at our highly dysfunctional dinner table. I think I sus-

pected, even then, that it wasn’t ‘right’: I sensed that 

my father’s effort to bring home some cultural capi-

tal in fact exposed our lack of taste. That K-Tel record, 

with its bright purple cover, would be recognised by 

most people as a piece of classic 70s kitsch, but to us it 

was high-class dinner music—it was what we thought 

rich people did. (Even now, I have no faith in my ability 

to differentiate ‘real’ art and kitsch, especially where 

those in the know adopt an ironically embracing atti-

tude to the latter. I can never tell whether they’re being 

sarcastic or not.) I didn’t take to Strauss. Those lurching 

waltzes still set my teeth on edge. But later records—

including a boxed set of Mozart wind concertos, and 

David & Igor Oistrach’s rendition of the Bach double 

violin concerto—were childhood treasures. Having a 

knowledge of classical music is great class camouflage. 

Much later, at various times when I thought it prudent 

to try and ‘pass’ as middle class, knowing Beethoven 

from Brahms was a shibboleth.

I loved classical music, but as a teenager I followed 

my older brother and sister in all matters of taste. 

There were only three-and-a-half years between us, 

and my brother’s knowledge about everything that 

mattered, in high school, meant that I never became 

a music nerd. Every day after school we’d have Iggy 

Pop, Led Zeppelin, Lou Reed and Bob Dylan blasting 

at full volume in the lounge room. At school I did the 

minimum required—which, for me, was very little. My 

grades were so poor that I was threatened with having 

to repeat year 11. When the Principal relented and pro-

moted me to year 12, I made a point of scoring straight 

A’s in the first term, after which my normal, negligi-

ble effort resumed. (No wonder my teachers were so 

infuriated by me.) My parents had so much on their 

plates—what with my brother’s offending, my father’s 

mental health, and their own divorce—that I was more 

or less excused from accounting for my falling grades. 

Nobody at school counselled me about what I was 

doing, and no-one suggested that I consider anything 

other than a career in music. I probably wouldn’t have 

listened, in any case. 

I stayed at school only because I wanted to continue 

with music—not so much the violin, but a new love, 

the bassoon. I had been awarded a scholarship each 

year since I was 14 to take bassoon lessons at the con-

servatorium. My teacher, Mr Wightman, would smoke 

cigarettes throughout the hour; sometimes, when I 
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went into his office late in the afternoon, he would 

be napping in an armchair. We got on famously. When 

I sat next to Mr Wightman in the Conservatorium 

orchestra most Saturday mornings, together we were 

the oldest and youngest players. The Conservatorium 

was part of the University of Adelaide. My visits, twice a 

week during the school year, constituted an extensive 

familiarisation program: in theory, at least, it is hard to 

imagine a better preparation for tertiary music study. 

But one-on-one lessons and orchestral practice did not 

really prepare me at all for what was to come.

I left home the same week I left school, and not a 

moment too soon. I was 17 and moved into a share 

house, taking a room my brother vacated when he 

left the state, as he frequently did. The rent was $55 a 

week, and there were five of us there. Rent of $11 per 

week sounds like a bargain, and (even back in 1981) it 

was, but my weekly income was only $17, so I supple-

mented it as well as I could.  

Even two months in, I was finding it difficult to make 

classes at the conservatorium. Mr Wightman retired, 

suffering lung cancer, and I disliked his replacement. 

As a single-study scholarship student, I’d only attended 

personal lessons and orchestra rehearsals, but as an 

undergraduate there were many more classes required, 

and the cultural differences between me and my 

fellow students became more and more pronounced. 

The vast majority of music students were from the 

wealthy, inner eastern suburbs. Their parents thought 

nothing of investing in a better clarinet for young 

Hugh or Simone, even at $5000. My parents could no 

more have bought a professional-level instrument for 

me than fly me to the moon. Mr Wightman lent me a 

decent bassoon, and I played that. I ate leftovers off 

other people’s plates in the refectory while my class-

mates talked about what kind of car or house their par-

ents were buying for them. I was very out of place, but 

I no longer experienced not fitting in as a failure on my 

part; I no longer wanted to fit in. So, with ‘F’s buzzing 

like flies around my academic record, I left. 

Over the next ten years, I worked in cafes, restau-

rants, fast food retailers, and (occasionally) as a musi-

cian. Sick of my chaotic life, and still freshly bereaved, 

I finally accepted a ‘proper’ office job. Armed with a 

more robust sense of who I was and where I stood, I 

enrolled in a Bachelor of Arts degree at Adelaide Uni-

versity. Going back to the same university wasn’t easy. 

Throughout the whole of my part-time study there, I 

was scared that someone would discover my previous 

record of failure and disqualify me from my course. 

What’s more, I had thoroughly internalised the oppres-

sive equation that rich people are somehow ‘naturally’ 

smarter than others, and my confidence was very low. 

But I had a decent job that allowed unpaid time off to 

attend certain classes (a fact which relieved me of the 

burden of actually choosing topics), a loving partner 

and a safe home. 

Even more crucially, at 25 I had endured loss, betrayal 

and bereavement. I had a strong sense that there was 

nothing any university boffin could do to me that 

would hurt worse than the troubles I’d already suffered. 

I neither wanted nor needed friends at uni. My social 

life—my friends, family, and partner—remained mark-

edly working class. I was strangely, newly respectable 

to them, in the same way I knew I was exotically disre-

spectable at uni, (not that I showed it, if I could help it). 

I was weirdly intellectual in one part of my life, and a 

closet bogan in the other. Juggling these identities was 

sometimes uncomfortable, but the pleasure and pride I 

experienced in learning, and in learning to excel, made 

up for that. Not quite fitting in within either realm even-

tually settled into an uneasy kind of balance. 

My father was in prison the year I completed hon-

ours, and continued his sentence while I went on to 

postgraduate study. My partner’s best mate was in 

the same prison at the same time. I associated with 

them, and other credentialed criminals, as much as I 

did law scholars and politics professors. It is difficult 

to describe the experience and effects of my inhabit-

ing these clashing cultures, except to say that I remain 

acutely aware of the distance between them. At one 

point in my PhD candidature, I doubted (as most of 

us do) my ability to finish my thesis. My already tenu-

ous self-confidence had been shaken when a fellow 

student jokingly announced, in front of my supervisor 

and other esteemed academics, that she was, appar-

ently, officially ‘White Trash’. She explained that she’d 

just come across a new definition of the term. To be 

classed White Trash, she said, you had to have a relative 

in jail. And, she went on, because her sister’s husband’s 

cousin’s son was doing time for theft, or possession, 

(or something), she fit the bill. The murmurs of amuse-

ment that followed were whimsically ironic – to the 

people around me, this was a quaint, slightly silly con-

versation about categorisation. For me, it was an occa-

sion of corporeal betrayal: my face and ears flushed 

red, and my heart pounded so hard that I could hardly 

speak. Not that I said anything—there was nothing to 

say that wouldn’t frame me as hard done by, ashamed, 

or spiteful, and I was none of these. 
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I recounted all of this to one of my partner’s football 

team-mates. We were in the local leagues club after a 

cold Saturday match, drinking red wine. He rallied me. 

You don’t want to worry about that! You will finish 

your schoolwork, you’ll get your PhD. You wanna 

know why? Because you can, that’s why.’ He was right: 

I could, and did.

I know, however, that going to a university campus 

as part of a year 9 school excursion, or being encour-

aged to ‘aim high’ from a younger age would not have 

seen me graduate any earlier or easier. As an under-

graduate student, what I needed, above all else, was 

a financially secure environment, along with a modi-

cum of material and ‘moral’ support for my efforts. As a 

low SES school-leaver with criminal connections, and 

an attitude problem, that was (almost by definition) 

what I did not have. Indeed, 

I cannot see how it would 

have been possible for me 

to succeed in tertiary study 

while the most basic cir-

cumstances of my life were 

so difficult. For me, being 

25 was a lifetime older than 

17. That eight-year age dif-

ference meant that I could 

listen to university lectur-

ers and tutors without sus-

pecting them; it meant that I had a greater investment 

in, but less fear of knowledge. 

For what it is worth, my experience suggests several 

ways that low SES school-leavers might be encouraged 

to access university. The first, perhaps paradoxically, is 

that the desirability of moving directly from school to 

university should be open to question: not just for rich 

kids on family-funded ‘gap’ year travels, but for every-

one (Furlong and Cartmel 2009, p. 72). Asking low SES 

students to move directly from school to university, 

without all the invisible supports that help wealthier 

students, is a hard ask. I do not mean to suggest that 

low SES students who want to move directly from 

school to university should not have every opportu-

nity to do so—and perhaps one way to facilitate this 

for some would be to offer low SES students access to 

‘halls of residence’ accommodation at discounted rates. 

But if students do not have the resources to eat well, 

sleep well and live safely, they cannot be expected to 

study effectively. The same goes for those low SES (and 

other) students who begin university, but find them-

selves out of their depth—whether socially, academi-

cally, or otherwise. (Mistakes arising out of immaturity 

seem to have fewer consequences for the rich.) The 

option to suspend study should not be interpreted 

as failure (Furlong and Cartmel 2009, p. 73), and re-

entry to the same or a different course should not be 

penalised. Most importantly, those people who were 

low SES school-leavers but who did not go directly to 

university should be encouraged over the following 

ten or twenty (or lifetime) years to keep considering 

further study. That is, the current incentives to enrol 

higher numbers of low SES students should extend far 

beyond school-leavers. 

For me, the single most important policy the gov-

ernment could enact to effect its ‘education revolu-

tion’ would be to abolish tuition fees; HECs, the ‘Higher 

Education Contribution Scheme’. Working people who 

were low SES school-leav-

ers find it difficult to see 

how a university education 

will advance their finan-

cial interests, particularly if 

they are already in full-time 

work (as parents, employ-

ees, or combinations of 

both). The HECS system 

implies that there are mon-

etary rewards attached to 

university qualifications. 

While there is certainly a correlation between 

wealth and higher education, it is by no means clear 

that education—or even intelligence (Gladwell 

2008)—confers the privileges of a middle class life-

style and not the other way around. Thus, offering a 

better education to working-class people does not 

necessarily mean that they will be ‘promoted’ into 

the middle-class, or magically qualify for middle-

class incomes (Benson 2009; Kastberg 2007, p. 64). If 

opportunities for the acquisition of wealth continue 

to depend on the value of cultural capital apart from 

or beyond formal education, it is misleading to hitch 

earning potential to university study. That is not to say 

that higher education does not broaden opportunities 

and enhance life: the ability to use knowledge criti-

cally, ethically and confidently is surely desirable in 

and of itself. Education does not have to be vocation-

ally oriented to be enriching. The cost of study is cur-

rently articulated to assumed future earnings in ways 

which deter low SES school-leavers and more mature 

students, but which matter much less to students from 

well-off families.

My father was in prison the year I 
completed honours, and continued his 

sentence while I went on to postgraduate 
study. My partner’s best mate was in the 

same prison at the same time. I associated 
with them, and other credentialed 

criminals, as much as I did law scholars 
and politics professors.
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Finally, the fact that there were lecturers at my uni-

versity who recognised my scholarly talents without 

judging my life circumstances mattered enormously to 

me. If, the second time around, certain lecturers and 

supervisors had not looked beyond my class clueless-

ness, I would never have persisted with undergradu-

ate, let alone postgraduate study—in fact, I would 

never have been offered a place. I know, now, that key 

lecturers and supervisors saw elements of their own 

experience in mine. And now, as my own teaching 

and learning practices continue to mature, I recognise 

aspects of my own experience in my students’ lives. 

Most importantly of all, I take courage and strength 

from those working-class students I teach, and from 

those students and colleagues whose stories are similar 

(and yet always uniquely different) to my own (Tokarc-

zyk & Fay 1993; Dews & Law 1995; Ryan & Sackrey 

1984; Strom 2001). It is telling that, as my academic 

career has unfolded, I have felt progressively less need 

to ‘pass’ as—that is, to pretend to be—respectably 

middle-class. That my willingness to consider my own 

working-class background has intensified at the same 

time as my position as a respectable middle-class aca-

demic has become more assured is no accident. The 

irony is deep, complex, and abiding. 

Working class people in general, and low SES stu-

dents in particular, are no more or less intelligent than 

anyone else. In our under-representation at universi-

ties, however, we are sometimes wrongly positioned 

as intellectually deficient (Kadi 1996). The problem in 

extending the opportunities higher education affords 

to under-represented groups lies not in low SES stu-

dents themselves, but in the social relations that pro-

duce them as such. Looking for the first and most 

influential point of intervention is like looking for 

the beginning of a loop. Instead, we should attend to 

the wisdom and experience of those whose situation 

has some resonance with our own, and build along 

the paths their steps have already worn. Most of all, 

universities should be places where class differences, 

along with other diverse personal and cultural identifi-

cations, can be critically productive rather than sham-

ing and exclusive. And this has to start, both inside and 

beyond the classroom, now.

Heather Brook is Senior Lecturer in the Women’s Studies 

Department at Flinders University, South Australia.
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It took me 22 years to get my first undergraduate 

degree. Not that I studied for all that time, of course, 

but I first enrolled in 1976 and I didn’t graduate with 

my BA until April 1998. Why did it take so long? Was 

there something wrong with me? Was there anything 

anyone else could have done to help me get through 

university earlier? 

These questions are very much on my mind at the 

moment as programmes have been and are being put 

into place to encourage more school leavers from low 

socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds to go on to 

university. The South Australian Government’s First 

Generation Programme, Flinders University’s Inspire 

Peer Mentor Programme and the University of South 

Australia’s First Generation University Orientation Pro-

gramme are examples of such programmes designed 

because, even though participation in Australian uni-

versities has widened considerably since the 1970s, 

Indigenous students, rural students and those from 

lower SES backgrounds have been consistently under-

represented (Bradley et al. 2008, p. xii; Moodie 2008, p. 

162; Wyn 2009, p. 17). My interest in the Federal Gov-

ernment’s push to increase the representation of stu-

dents from low socio-economic backgrounds from less 

than 15 to 20 per cent by 2020 (Bradley et al. 2008) 

is both personal and academic. It’s personal because I 

was a student from a low socio-economic background, 

and it’s academic because I now teach in a university 

(albeit on a casual or contract basis). 

Not that I identified as a student from a low socio-

economic background when I first applied to go to 

university. Back then I was still a foster kid and that 

made me different, but I didn’t see myself as coming 

from a poor or working class background, probably 

because everyone around me was in a similar situ-

ation. Our neighbours across the road had parents 

both of whom worked in a factory and left for work 

in clothes I wouldn’t have been allowed to leave the 

house in, but generally the mothers were at home and 

the fathers worked elsewhere. My foster father had 

worked for the same company for 40 years, gradually 

working his way up from factory shift work to becom-

ing a supervisor. There was some awareness of status I 

suppose but that was primarily in relationship to the 

medical profession. Marrying a doctor was promoted 

as the ideal, and I remember my foster mother becom-

ing indignant when a neighbour who said he worked 

at the Royal Adelaide Hospital was discovered to be 

the gardener there; she forever after treated him with 

considerably less deference! 

The kids at school tended to be from Australia-born 

Anglo backgrounds, but I recall a few Indigenous Aus-

tralian children, as well as migrants from English and 

European backgrounds. Forty years later Blair Athol 

still has a majority Australia-born population, although 

29 per cent of the State’s refugees from Africa and the 

Middle East live in that suburb and the adjacent one 

of Kilburn (My School 2010). These days 66 per cent 

of children attending Gepps Cross Primary School, 

where I went for 7 years from 1962, come from back-

grounds in the lowest quarter of the Index of Com-

munity Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) with 99 

per cent in the bottom half of that Index (My School 

2010). It may have been similar when I was a kid and 

perhaps the below national average numeracy and lit-

eracy skills were similar too.  

I thought I was pretty smart until I went to High 

School, where the practice of streaming determined 

I was only average. Maybe that’s the reason I chose to 

go into the commercial stream the following year; I’d 

accepted my fate of a vocational education, the sort 

that had been provided for with the mass expansion 

An interrupted pathway
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of secondary education from the 1950s which was 

intended to skill up workers for the boom industries 

of the time - agriculture, manufacturing and business 

(Branson and Miller 1972, pp. 59-60; Wyn 2009, p. 3). I 

don’t recall why I then suddenly decided in fourth year 

that I wanted to go to university. This was a decidedly 

odd, even deviant (Branson & Miller 1979) thing for a 

kid like me. Research shows that State kids are far less 

likely ‘to continue their education beyond the mini-

mum school leaving age’ (Bromfield and Osborn 2007, 

p. 8) and no-one in my respectable working class foster 

family had been to university, nor even finished sec-

ondary school for that matter. (I was to find out much, 

much later that nobody in my ‘white trash’ (Wilson 

2002) birth family had either). But it was the 1970s 

and there was considerable talk of free university edu-

cation so perhaps I’d imbibed something of that from 

those exciting Whitlam days. 

Doing Year 12 was my first experience of coming 

unstuck educationally. That commercial stream edu-

cation had prepared me well for becoming a secre-

tary but not adequately for fifth year, and some of 

my grades plummeted. I also felt a bit lost and lonely 

for part of the year as I was only one of four girls 

to go from the commercial stream into fifth year and 

the only one to make it through to final exams. I no 

longer had regular contact with the two teachers 

who had cajoled and encouraged me for three years 

either. When I didn’t receive the place at the Univer-

sity of Adelaide I wanted, I deferred the offer from 

the still new Flinders University. Reflecting back now, 

I think that final year at high school undermined my 

self-confidence considerably, but I was also experi-

encing significant conflict at home. I moved out the 

following year, not long after I’d received my letter 

from the Welfare Department telling me I was no 

longer a Ward of the State. Instead of feeling free of 

family constrictions when I left home, however, I felt 

so lost, alone and unsupported that I began the first 

search for my birth family.

Two years later I did start doing a BA at the Univer-

sity of Adelaide. By then I had accrued a little cultural 

and social capital, something kids from middle and 

upper class backgrounds have in abundance (Power et 

al. 2001; Kendall 2002; Devine 2004) and a friend was 

able to ring a friend at Adelaide and organise a place 

for me there. Without those social connections I would 

not have gone to Adelaide, but it was presented to me 

as the ‘better’ university because it had been estab-

lished for longer than Flinders. I had no concept of it 

being an elite university; after all for most of its life it 

had been the only university in South Australia. When I 

arrived on campus it wasn’t long before my little bit of 

confidence ebbed away and I struggled with the work, 

struggled feeling overwhelmed and out of place, strug-

gled to make friends, even to speak up in a tutorial. I 

was so intimidated by the Barr Smith Library I bought 

books instead of borrowing them! 

If only I had known back then what I know now. 

According to a number of studies, students from poor 

and working class backgrounds come from distinctly 

different cultural backgrounds than middle and upper 

class students, even though Australian born non-Indige-

nous Australians are usually regarded as mono-cultural 

and therefore seen as having equal access to educa-

tional opportunities (Jackson & Marsden 1962; Willis 

1977; Branson & Miller 1979; Dwyer et al 1984; Tokarc-

zyk & Fay 1993; Miner 1993; Zandy 1995; Lucey & 

Walkerdine 2000; Livingstone 2006; Furlong & Cartmel 

2009). Because of the dominant middle to upper class 

culture at university, however, poor and working class 

students are likely to begin to feel ashamed of their 

backgrounds, to feel like ‘cultural outsiders’ in what 

Sennett and Cobb (1973 cited by Granfield 1991, p. 

336) have called a ‘hidden injury of class.’ They can also 

begin to doubt their academic abilities, feel as if they 

shouldn’t be at university, that they don’t belong, or 

even wonder what the point of a university education 

is (Jackson & Marsden 1962; Granfield 1991). Making 

friends is also difficult for these students, unless they 

are able to link up with students from similarly mar-

ginalised backgrounds (Tokarczyk 2004; Stuart 2006; 

Walker 2007). Poor and working class students may 

even put energy into learning how to ‘pass’ as middle 

class, mimicking the behaviour, speech and clothing of 

their middle and upper class classmates in order to fit 

in, which not only makes for a double load of learn-

ing but which can also isolate the students from their 

family and non-university going friends (Granfield 

1991; Jensen 1997).

My memory of that first year at Adelaide was that 

I was a failure. I didn’t fit in, I couldn’t speak in class, 

nor did I have any idea of what I was supposed to do, 

of what a university education was all about, of what 

I’d do at the end of it. My results, however, show that 

I was a competent to good university student, but the 

feelings of being a failure, of being inadequate, of not 

belonging, prevailed and I dropped out during my 

second year. The excuse I gave myself and others was a 

good working class one - I needed to earn money. 

A U S T R A L I A N  U N I V E R S I T I E S ’  R E V I E W

vol. 53, no. 1, 201190   An interrupted pathway, Dee Michell



After a sojourn working fulltime using some of those 

‘commercial stream’ skills I’d learned in High School 

and with ten years in the corporate sector where I 

worked my way up into management, I finally went 

back to the University of Adelaide in 1991. By then I 

knew I’d come from a low socio-economic status back-

ground although I didn’t have the cognitive understand-

ing I do now of the ways in which social class infuse 

our behaviour, expectations, feelings and thought 

processes (hooks 2000, p. 103). In the elite corporate 

environment I’d instinctively learned to manage what 

I said about my background (Granfield 1991) in order 

to avoid being looked on with pity and/or contempt. 

I’d also learned to mimic my middle class associates 

and ‘passed’ skilfully and effortlessly as middle class 

preferring that to being seen as ‘too rough, too loud, 

too dirty, too direct, too 

‘uneducated’’ (Zandy 1995, 

p. 2), i.e., as from a working 

class or ‘white trash’ family. 

The psychic cost of ‘pass-

ing’ was enormous though 

(Jensen 1997). 

I suffered regular and 

debilitating bouts of 

depression which would 

have had to do with unresolved childhood trauma as 

well as with ongoing performances to hide the lower 

class status of my birth and childhood. I’d accumu-

lated more cultural capital, however, and knew that a 

university degree would transform that lowly status, 

not that this was my motivation to study; personal 

fulfilment has always been the driving force behind 

my academic career. 

Still, I learned quickly that even being a student was 

better than saying I did ‘home duties’ or was caring for 

children fulltime, and there was no stigma attached to 

being on the Austudy student welfare Programme as 

there was if I had been on the dole (McDowell, 2003, 

39). I also had a few more inner resources in my 30s, a 

spiritual tradition which taught me that I had inherent 

worth far beyond the humble status of my birth, and 

emotional support from a husband who thought I was 

brilliant. According to Werner’s (2005) longitudinal 

study these are factors which often promote recovery 

in adulthood for those who’ve suffered as children, but 

I also felt at home in Women’s Studies where I began to 

connect my personal experiences to oppressive social 

structures and cultural practices. Studying part-time 

while juggling parenting responsibilities, having two 

more children and doing paid work part time, however, 

meant finishing that degree took a damn long time.

By the end of my BA I knew I wanted to study the-

ology, and I also knew I wanted to do a field of study 

from the beginning and without interruption so I 

signed up for another undergraduate degree, a BTh at 

Flinders. This time round I was a much more confident 

student; even with all the juggling I still had to do I 

managed consistently high grades, first class Honours 

and a scholarship to do my PhD. 

I’ve always thought that my meandering, inter-

rupted, at times tortured pathway through higher 

education reflected badly on me: I didn’t know 

what I wanted, I couldn’t figure out how university 

worked, I clearly wasn’t as smart as other people. At 

some level I must have assimilated the myth that Aus-

tralia is a classless society, 

as well as its corollary that 

an individual’s lack or sur-

plus of talent determines 

their place in society and 

therefore if they strug-

gle academically it’s their 

fault (Dwyer et al 1984, 

p. 32; Kadi 1993, p. 94; 

Tokarczyk and Fay 1993, 

p. 4; Miner 1993, p. 74; Fieldes 1996, p. 27; McHugh 

& Cosgrove 1998, p. 37; Ball and Vincent 2001). The 

latter of course perpetrates the longstanding myth 

that those who are poor are also stupid (Brothe 2005, 

p. 19). Small wonder I often felt stupid, learned to 

‘pass’ as middle class in order to survive, and dropped 

out of university in my early twenties. According to 

American and British research, students from low SES 

backgrounds are four times more likely to have inter-

rupted pathways compared to students from families 

with more resources including parents who went to 

university themselves. Even if they fail subjects, the 

latter students are more able to find out about and 

negotiate complex procedures which allow them 

to sit supplementary exams or apply for extended 

extensions (Power et al. 2003, pp. 86-87; Goldrick-

Rab 2006, p. 69; Furlong & Cartmel 2009).  

Much has changed for university students these 

days. There are student learning centres to visit and 

learn the formula for doing essays, library tours, oppor-

tunities to get counselling and even Programmes 

which encourage  high school students to familiarise 

themselves with the campus before they enrol. The 

experience of first year students is now recognised as 

At some level I must have assimilated the 
myth that Australia is a classless society, 

as well as its corollary that an individual’s 
lack or surplus of talent determines their 

place in society and therefore if they 
struggle academically it’s their fault
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crucial to their ongoing success and perseverance and 

a number of universities, such as Charles Darwin Uni-

versity, have asked first year students what they need 

in order to learn more effectively. However, the First 

Year Experience Programmes appear to treat students 

as a homogenous group all needing clear directions 

on assessment criteria, and all needing to belong for 

example. That it might be more difficult for a student 

from a marginalised social class to belong appears not 

to have been considered. 

All of those initiatives may have helped me as a 

student to persevere had I been able to overcome 

my self-consciousness, anxiety and shyness in order 

to access them. Probably what I most needed, how-

ever, was to not feel ashamed and stigmatised by my 

background but to know that my personal struggles 

were connected to the wider social structures and 

different cultural background I came from. It would 

have helped, too, to not feel so alone, a feeling that 

might have been alleviated by being connected with 

both students and staff from similar backgrounds 

who could offer understanding, friendship, encour-

agement and know-how (a point also made by Green-

wald & Grant 1999, p. 29). What a difference it might 

have made if the First Generation Stories Project 

(First Generation 2007) at California State University, 

Fresno, which makes provision for first generation 

university staff to write their stories, had been avail-

able then. Or if first generation university students 

from poor and working class backgrounds had been 

encouraged to form an organisation to support each 

other as well as write their stories, as students at the 

University of Michigan (The Michigan Story Project 

2010) now do.

A university education for many middle and upper 

class students is all a bit ho-hum, a quite usual tran-

sition into an independent adult working life. For 

those of us from poor and working class backgrounds, 

however, it’s far from usual. By my reckoning, fewer 

than three per cent of Australians from low SES back-

grounds would have a university degree; even fewer 

will have postgraduate qualifications. Surely this means 

that rather than having joined the ranks of the elite, 

we are a unique group of people with resilience, cour-

age, perseverance and determination who have over-

come any number of barriers – not of our making - in 

order to be successful educationally in an environ-

ment which reproduces middle and upper class privi-

lege. Our knowledge and experience should therefore 

be called upon in order to inspire, promote, mentor, 

befriend and encourage current and prospective stu-

dents from similar backgrounds, but this appears not 

to be happening in Australia, even though, as I’ve said 

above, it is beginning to occur in the United States.  

Would I recommend university education for other 

people who come from similar backgrounds to mine? I 

do, all the time! Once I did get settled in, took subjects 

that appealed to me and balanced strategic and deep 

learning, I felt enriched, nourished at the very core of 

being. I still cringe when I think about how far better 

off financially we would be if I’d not taken this path 

though. Between the enormous debt I have from tui-

tion fees (HECS) and other financial supplements, and 

the money I haven’t earned over the years because of 

studying, the financial cost has been a constant strain, 

and I’ve yet to see any returns on the ‘investment’. I still 

think it’s been worthwhile, however, not only because 

I love my life now, but also because I’ve demonstrated 

that you don’t have to be an academically gifted high 

school student from a low SES background to get a 

PhD – being average will get you there too.

Dee Michell is an independent scholar who has worked on 

a casual and contract basis in all three South Australian 

universities since she was awarded her PhD in 2008. 
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Introduction

We’ve racked our brains, as much as is left of them, to 

figure out what happened in Australian post-secondary 

education over the last fifty or so years; and to predict 

what sort of arrangement our great-grandchildren, and 

great-great-grandchildren, will encounter fifty years 

hence. To put this modest project another way: what 

in 2060 might a historian (assuming there are, then, 

historians) write about our topic over the previous 

one hundred years?  

Then, as now, she/he would know that society and 

study are a two-way stretch: education is embedded in 

and gives layers of expression to prevailing socio-polit-

ical conditions. As these alter, or stay relatively unal-

tered, so does the shape, size, content and direction of 

education; and so also does the language used to hatch 

and cross-hatch bits of it. Raymond Williams (1976) 

sagely reminds us of the historically shaped senses in 

which certain keywords are used.  We have in mind 

the variable ways in which ‘advanced’, ‘higher’, ‘sector’, 

‘system’, ‘technical’, ‘technological’, ‘tertiary’, ‘training’ 

and ‘vocational’ have been associated with use of the 

word ‘education’. We say more about that later.

To help provide a testamentary source for a future 

historian, we’ve picked out three intertwined social 

and educational phases over the last fifty and-a-bit 

years, starting around 1957 and ending now. Then we 

make some guesses about the social order in 2060, and 

therefore about how Australian post-secondary edu-

cation might be in that year. We best say now that it 

won’t be a pretty picture but, as one of Murphy’s Laws 

says, ‘Smile … Tomorrow Will Be Worse’. 

The past

In January 1957 a conservative Prime Minister, Robert 

Gordon Menzies, set up a committee chaired by a Pom 

to inquire into the future of Australian Universities.  Its 

report instituted a shift to federal direction and fund-

ing by way of successive States Grants (Universities) 

Acts, to endorsement of and support for new universi-

ties and increases in the sizes of old ones, and to  the 

establishment of an advisory grants committee to pro-

vide continuing advice to governments about universi-

ties (Murray, 1957).

Menzies catered for a demand. Susan Davies, a first-

rate historian of these and later events, says:

The years from the late fifties to the middle sixties 
marked the second phase of post-war expansion of 
tertiary education in Australia. From a low point in 
the mid fifties, student numbers grew in colleges 
and universities. The systems of technical educa-
tion – in particular in New South Wales, Victoria 
and Western Australia – underwent rapid expan-
sion. Existing institutions increased in size and new 
technical colleges were established in rural and 
metropolitan locations. The number of teachers in 
training doubled and trebled in some instances. In 

Looking back into the 
future
Arthur O’Neill & Bob Speechley

Having worked for many decades at the hopeless task of administering higher education institutions, these two old codgers regurgitate 
their experience for the benefit of new chums and speculate about the next half century. This paper is based on one presented at the TEM 
Conference, 3-6 October 2010, Melbourne.
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every Australian State at least one new teachers’ 
college opened its doors in this period (Davies, 
1989, p. 15).

Not only was the expansion brought on by popula-

tion growth but also it indicated altered expectations 

about continuing formal education beyond second-

ary schooling. Menzies catered to the ambitions of 

a rapidly increasing Australian middle class; and the 

changes he instituted had a knock-on effect, leading 

to further demand. In short order, revised estimates of 

enrolments led the advisory grants committee – called 

the Australian Universities Commission and chaired 

by Sir Leslie Martin – to recommend what amounted 

to a review of the structure of post-secondary educa-

tion and the disposition of component institutions. A 

binary system of colleges of advanced education and 

universities emerged from 

the review (Martin, 1964-

65). ‘System’ was employed 

to convey the idea that 

colleges and universities 

were articulated to form 

a whole; and that ‘tertiary’ 

or ‘higher’ education’ (the 

adjectival forms were used 

interchangeably) referred 

to the sum of these two 

parts rather than solely to universities. In turn, this sum 

was called a ‘sector’, meaning a component of a larger 

whole, namely the organized educational activities 

that were on offer after secondary schooling. Susan 

Davies’ comment about the origin of the binary system 

is pertinent. She says:

… Menzies acted to contain future costs by the 
creation of places of higher or tertiary education in 
non-university institutions. It was an act of politi-
cal expediency … Almost certainly Menzies did 
not believe the sophistry at the heart of the binary 
policy, namely the separation of pure from applied 
study and research. He had no illusions about what 
would happen to the colleges given adequate gov-
ernment support: they (some of them at any rate) 
would develop into universities (Davies, 1989, p. 
170).

In an indirect way, the binary arrangement did afford 

some recognition  of trade and technical education as 

another segment of the post-secondary orange, though 

‘training’ was often used to distinguish what went on 

in technical and trade schools from ‘education’. Terms, 

you see, are plasticine in the hands of those who shape 

them to preferred social ends.

We who lived through these changes were less com-

pelled by advocacy for the proper existence of equal 

but different sorts of institutions than by concurrent 

happenings: the alignment of students and socialists 

in revolt, first in Paris, spreading to other French cities 

and thence to the western world; and opposition to 

engagement in the war in Vietnam. If you were young 

in the late 1960s and 1970s then it was not all about 

sex and drugs and rock ‘n roll. There was resistance – to 

the State and authoritarian institutional structures, to 

rampant capitalism dressed up in pietistic gab, to patri-

archy, to orthodoxy in all its guises – and there were 

emergent movements: conservationism, feminism, alter-

native medicine, alternative lifestyles; and there were 

changes to the organisation and conduct of educa-

tion, especially in new institutions such as, in Australia, 

Deakin and Griffith Univer-

sities. It was a good time to 

be alive, unless you were 

drafted to fight in Vietnam 

or were punched up by the 

cops at an anti-war protest 

or on a university campus 

under siege. 

While Murray and Martin 

had no brief to cover tech-

nical education in their 

inquiries, ‘technological education’ was another and 

rather clouded matter. A University of Technology 

had been established in Sydney in mid-1949 but exist-

ing Central Institutes of Technology in the Australian 

States were incorporated in the new tertiary sector as 

advanced education colleges. It pushed the bounda-

ries of sense to maintain that, for example, their engi-

neering students and teachers were different sorts of 

animals from those in universities. Their courses had 

to satisfy professional bodies in this and many other 

overlapping areas. Still, ‘technology’ had an inconven-

ient ring about it and in this and later cases when uni-

versity status came (think of Victoria University) the 

‘of Technology’ bit appeared in smaller and smaller 

case until it was put out of legislative existence, or was 

reduced to a capital, as in UTS and RMIT University.

Our second phase begins in 1987, some twenty 

years after implementation of the binary scheme. By 

then another sector, Technical and Further Education, 

had been defined and had prospered. But its moment 

was still to come. The emphasis now was on efficiency 

and effectiveness, the idea being that the tertiary edu-

cation machine could be improved and its pace quick-

If you were young in the late 1960s and 
1970s then it was not all about sex 

and drugs and rock ‘n roll. There was 
resistance – to the State and authoritarian 

institutional structures, to rampant 
capitalism dressed up in pietistic gab, to 
patriarchy, to orthodoxy in all its guises
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ened by adjusting the levers of input, throughput and 

financing. John Dawkins said when announcing his 

December 1987 Green Paper that a new approach 

was essential if our higher education system is to 
cope effectively with future growth while main-
taining quality and increasing equity … We need 
significant growth in higher education to support 
opportunities for economic growth and create 
places for the increasing number of young people 
leaving school. We are currently well behind the 
best in the world. To be more competitive interna-
tionally the number of graduates from our higher 
education system would need to rise significantly 
(Dawkins, 1987).

A consequence of his shift of gears was promotion of 

diversity and competition; and a   ‘market rules’ preoccu-

pation took hold in the executive management suites of 

universities. But some thought Dawkins was a commo 

rather than a free marketeer. David Penington, who was 

Vice-Chancellor of the University of Melbourne at the 

time, says in his autobiography that Dawkins’ model of 

a Unified National System of higher education ‘had less 

the flavour of Adam Smith than that of the later econo-

mists, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, let alone of the 

political economist Vladimir Lenin’ (Penington, 2010, p. 

245). Professor Penington – we call him ‘Surfer Dave’ on 

account of the photo of him on the dust jacket of his 

book, titled Making Waves – did not want to ride his 

board alongside bolshie staff and students. He says that:

The top-down administrative-law approach [to 
university management] was, in my view, seri-
ously flawed with respect to both our education 
and research functions, but ‘democratising’ with the 
University Assembly [an elected student and staff 
consultative body started at Melbourne in 1974] and 
extensive committee-based decision-making on all 
issues in academic departments was also seriously 
flawed (2010, p. 216).

We should mention that Surfer Dave had a less than 

enthusiastic view of goings-on in earlier years. He men-

tions ‘student unrest’ and continues: ‘Tom Lehrer’s song 

“The old dope peddler” reflected the rising use of can-

nabis, a symbol of dissent’ (2010, p. 213). So do elders 

misapprehend the pleasures attendant on rebellion.’ As 

Paul Rodan notes in his review of Surfer Dave’s opus:

This brings us of course to his clashes with reform-
ing Education Minister John Dawkins, covered in a 
chapter headed ‘The Dawkins Problem’ (which sits 
nicely with ‘The Problem of Illicit Drugs’ chapter 
and elevates the Minister to the level of the drug 
menace) (Rodan, 2010, p. 79).

In the wash-up, realisation of Dawkins’ unified 

national system turned out to mean that a much smaller 

number of much larger institutions had to do much 

more with much less. Removal of statutory boards and 

commissions meant that governments no longer were 

constrained by their advice. Opening the market led 

to the appearance of a large number of much smaller 

private colleges, many of which now offer accredited 

Bachelor, Diploma and Certificate courses. Some have 

been contracted to run outsourced service programs, 

like courses in English for overseas students. The enrol-

ment of overseas fee-paying students became a finan-

cial relief valve: on 2007 figures, Australian universities 

had a little over 7 per cent of the world market for 

international students and ranked fifth in the top six 

countries in this field (The Economist, 2010).

On the ground, the unified system remained seg-

mented along old lines. A friend of one of us employed 

in an administrative position in a re-named university 

of technology did not have her appointment con-

firmed after probation. Her supervisor reported that 

she had difficulty in understanding the prevailing 

organisational culture. She was told that she might be 

better suited to an organisation that was less pragmatic 

and less risk-averse, one that placed more emphasis 

on theoretical constructs in problem solving. Many of 

those working in the newly-minted universities lived 

out such claims to distinctiveness: they proclaimed 

(and believed) that theirs were places for the real 

world; they brought knowledge to life; experience 

was the difference; they offered a new way to think, a 

new school of thought.  In contrast, the dismissed staff 

member exemplified what were held to be character-

istics of ‘old’ universities – their caution, conservatism, 

abstract emphasis, impracticality. She was being invited 

to get in touch with her inner self and go back to work 

for one of them. There were horses for courses.

Now

Our final phase starts in 2008. By then, students had 

turned away from activism, having been scared out 

of their wits by the spectre of unemployment. Secur-

ing economic benefit from education was now in the 

forefront of student minds; and of the collective mind 

of a review panel chaired by Denise Bradley. It pro-

posed increasing rates of participation in higher edu-

cation, extra federal money to accomplish that and to 

remedy, at least in part, earlier funding shortfalls (Brad-

ley et al., 2008).  Who could argue against such worthy 
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objectives? The trouble is, government cannot at once 

support most of the recommendations in the Bradley 

Report and not provide adequate funding to give effect 

to them. At least, its credibility suffers when, as Vin Mas-

saro cogently argues in a recent paper, ‘[t]here is a major 

shortfall in the means of achieving the higher educa-

tion revolution … ‘(Massaro, 2010a). Not that he (or we) 

reckons that government policy will bring on revolu-

tion in any accredited sense of that word.

One feature we want to pull out of the Bradley 

Report is the response given to a term of reference 

about ‘establishing the place of higher education in the 

broader tertiary education system, especially in build-

ing an integrated relationship with vocational educa-

tion and training (VET)’ (Bradley et al., 2008, p. 179). 

The review panel starts by converting this broader 

tertiary education system into what it calls a ‘tertiary 

education and training system’. So are changes rung: a 

tertiary or higher education system had been made out 

of universities and advanced education colleges in the 

mid 1960s. In the late 1980s and early 1990s a unified 

national system of higher education had been realised 

by collapsing colleges of education into universities. 

Twenty years later, another system comes about by 

assigning higher education and VET as its two secto-

ral components (Bradley et al., 2008, p.200). Meanings 

shift as authoritative bodies, or Humpty Dumpty, make 

words mean what they choose them to mean.

What is higher education? The Bradley Report tells us:

Higher education is defined in this report as Aus-
tralian Qualifications Framework qualifications 
at associate degree and above and diplomas and 
advanced diplomas accredited in the higher educa-
tion system (Review of Australian Higher Educa-
tion, 2008, p. 2, n. 2).

This is like grading eggs by weight, without refer-

ence to what the chooks are fed and how they are 

accommodated. We need a wider and deeper under-

standing of what is meant by education, not one that 

resurrects an equal but different slogan in contrasts of 

‘higher’ and ‘vocational’ on the one hand and ‘educa-

tion’ and ‘training’ on the other.

As an eminent (if unreconstructed male) historian 

who also fancied himself as an economist once said: 

‘The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a 

nightmare on the brain of the living’. It is the past that 

has us in thrall and we repeat it – ‘the first time as trag-

edy’ he says, and ‘the second as farce’ (Marx, 1954, p. 10).  

We may be repeating binarism by designating universi-

ties and vocational education and training as sectors of 

a tertiary education and training system.  The trusty Vin 

Massaro thinks that this could be an unintended conse-

quence of the Bradley Report (Massaro, 2010b). Other 

important recommendations in the Report flag arrival 

of the moment for TAFE institutions by moving towards 

parity of treatment across the sectors. 

The future

We are not taken by the idea that improvement is 

the general tendency in human affairs; and that social 

formations evolve or unfold in accord with their 

inherently progressive characters.  Experience has 

undermined our native optimism.  A cause for our 

worry is the absence of debate about qualities to be 

fostered by education, about the manner of prepar-

ing cultivated human beings, and about philosophies 

informing the educational project. Instead, betterment 

turns on providing more of the same. The Vice Chan-

cellor of Monash (Byrne, 2010, p.21) ends a recent 

article by saying that ‘To develop a smart Australia, 

we need great people, and that is what great univer-

sities deliver’. He continues: ‘University leaders crying 

in the wilderness will not get us there. It is time for 

both sides of politics, the business community and for 

all who have benefited or hope that their children or 

grandchildren will benefit from university education 

to speak up, because the future of Australia’s universi-

ties is the business of all of us’.

That’s a nice bit of tub thumping. It conjures the 

poster image of a vanguard of orthodontists, divorce 

lawyers and assorted other graduates striding forward, 

their arms linked with politicians and businessmen 

of all stripes. They know what’s best for the great 

unwashed trailing behind: giving more dough to uni-

versities.  Does the Vice-Chancellor have any other 

ideas? Yes. He tells us: ‘Beyond the economic benefit 

that individuals enjoy as a result of higher education 

is the ability to follow their dreams and make a differ-

ence. Of the last 10 Australians of the Year, for example, 

six have completed PhDs’ (Byrne, 2010, p.21). 

What education nightmares will weigh on the brains 

of Australians fifty years hence?  We can be pretty sure 

our successors will be tossing in institutional hulks 

and twisting to free themselves from chains that our 

generation and the one before have forged for their 

captivity. We are saddled with the belief that the 

‘investment return’ of education is all that matters; and 

with the commodification of education. So far has this 

gone that advertising hype is the staple of public utter-
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ance. Courses of study are products made in factories 

and sold by the gross.  Phoney surveys – ranked in the 

top one hundred universities in the world, voted the 

best Business School in the Southern Hemisphere – are 

used to show that the goods are worthy of purchase.

Simon Marginson and Mark Considine say in the 

concluding chapter of their book, The Enterprise Uni-

versity, that: 

It is, to say the least, ironic that an era in which 
the ‘client’ and ‘customer’ have been foregrounded, 
and universities are more open to the external 
world than before, their larger purposes have been 
obscured. There is a corrosive tendency to treat 
these larger purposes merely as feints or marketing 
ploys. In the long term this might fatally undermine 
public support and public investment in the univer-
sity (2000, p.243).

If ‘ironic’ is the least that can be said about it then 

what would be to say the most?  It’s downright tragic 

that puff substitutes for making plain that the high 

intellectual demands of courses are their attraction.  

Instead, staff are induced, on pain of retrenchment, to 

offer stuff that will garner high enrolments. As a letter 

writer to The Times Literary Supplement rhetorically 

put it: ‘Are we going to allow market forces to deter-

mine the nature of British Universities in the twenty-

first century?’ (Josipovici, 2010, p.6). I fear the answer, 

there and here, is ‘yes’; and, increasingly, labourers in 

the vineyard of higher education are treated (in the 

ironic coinage of a former boss of one of us many years 

ago) as ‘academic peons’.

We’ve come to think that the growth of managerial 

imperatives and the decline of academic collectives 

can be laid at the door of Dawkins. His policy led to 

the appearance of very large, multi-purpose, multi-

campus universities that of necessity are organised 

and managed in ways that emphasise executive con-

trol and decision-making; that require the designation 

of performance measures and targets; and that con-

ceive mission statements in the manner espoused by 

public relations advisers. Also, it is paradoxical to have 

a federal government promoting the goal of diversity 

in higher education when its own emphasis is on 

devising and applying uniform policies and practices. 

Another paradox undermines the advocacy of Margin-

son and Considine for what they call ‘changed forms of 

governance, including a national policy that [amongst 

other things] discourages conformism …’ (2000, p. 19).  

This is to look to the very instrument of conformism, 

central power, for remedy.  

As mentioned earlier, the Bradley Report maintains 

the equal value of higher education and vocational 

education and training while holding fast to sectoral 

differences, just as Martin did so long ago with his uni-

versity and college of advanced education sectors. On 

one version of the future, these sectors will converge 

and perhaps combine to form a unitary system. It is a 

possibility explored by Leesa Wheelahan in a significant 

recent paper (2010).  If there is a repeat performance 

of a binary system then there could well be a repeat 

performance of a Unified National System, leading to 

the full consolidation of TAFE institutions in fully multi-

purpose universities. Where is the next John Dawkins?

We could be looking twenty-five years ahead for this 

to happen; and the result would be an even smaller 

number of even larger universities. Even if it came to 

pass, we think there are signs of a countervailing ten-

dency whose slow motion over fifty years could lead 

to a quite different arrangement. We reckon big insti-

tutions will collapse under their own weight. In their 

place will be a large number of free-standing colleges 

and schools, each with a subject focus. Research will 

be further concentrated in show-piece centres and 

arms-length institutes. There will come to be as many 

academies, public and private, as there now are sec-

ondary schools. 

What about the capital invested in large institutions? 

Their buildings are ripe for unit redevelopment – think 

of all the high-rise flats to be put into the Menzies 

building at Monash University. Selected bits of the real 

estate will be fenced off and put to continued educa-

tional use but most academies will be located hither 

and yon, for we will come to see the virtue of disag-

gregating and dispersing portions of the education 

behemoths. Many of the new small places will enter 

joint servicing agreements and other forms of partner-

ship, securing for them what Arnold Bennett called the 

‘mutual independence as regards wardrobes’ enjoyed 

by the two young heroines in his novel, The Old Wives’ 

Tale, who had one each in their shared room above the 

family’s drapery shop in Bursley (1938, p. 27).

We don’t know what will happen about the educa-

tion of educators. The intellectual worth of current 

programs is at best derivative and more often bank-

rupt, reminding us of a comment about the transfer of 

teacher training (yes, it was called ‘training) from col-

leges to universities in England in the 1960s: ‘Unseemly 

haste to be the first with the B. Ed. Degree drew, in 

one place, the melancholy reproof , “We have made 

our B. Ed. and now we must lie about it” ’ (Dundonald, 
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1968, p. 124, f. n. 1). Those who would be teachers 

deserve better preparation than they now obtain and 

better students have to be attracted to teaching. We are 

inclined to think these ends are best served by doing 

away with Faculties of Education and by assigning the 

education of teachers to subject schools in the Arts, 

Humanities and Sciences. 

Needless to say, what might happen in education 

is derived from our views about the future conduct, 

or misconduct, of capitalism and about the fate of 

nation states. We are attracted by the ideas of Zygmunt 

Bauman in his Does Ethics have a Chance in a World 

of Consumers? (2008). He says that shifts towards the 

disaggregation and dispersion of central authority are 

in train, and that fluidity and collectivity are becoming 

characteristic of social exchange. It is the beginning of 

the era of the ‘liquid modern’.

That is an optimistic prediction but maybe tomor-

row will see us further along a downhill slope. Twenty-

five years after his Brave New World appeared, Aldous 

Huxley wrote: ‘The most distressing thing that can 

happen to a prophet is to be proved wrong; the next 

most distressing thing is to be proved right’ (1959, 

p.230). Huxley’s distress was double-edged because he 

reckoned some things were turning out to be worse 

than, and others were just as bad as he projected. His 

dystopia did not go far enough. 

We are about to leave you, dear brethren, with words 

taken from that eminent economist mentioned earlier. 

‘It is the same with human history as with palaeon-

tology’, he writes to ‘Dear Fred’, his main collaborator. 

‘Even the best of minds fail to see – on principle, owing 

to a certain judicial blindness – things that lie in front 

of their noses. Later, when the moment has arrived, one 

is surprised to find traces everywhere of what one has 

failed to see … Then they are surprised to find what is 

newest is what is oldest …’ (Marx, 1975, p. 189).

What is in front of our noses? A not so imperceptible 

shift of sands below our social and economic order; 

intimations of the emergence of different world views, 

of other ways of imagining ourselves in the world; and 

education will have its part in unmaking the old and 

making the new.  

Arthur O’Neill is a pensioner and Bob Speechley is 

Honorary Fellow at the Australia Centre, University of 

Melbourne.
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Feisty raconteur and journalistic scourge of politicians 

left and right, Mungo McCallum, recently described 

Australian Prime Minister Julia Gillard as a frame wait-

ing for a picture. A similar observation was once made 

of the former British Prime Minister, the dour John 

Major, who was so bereft of personality that a Polar-

oid photograph of him failed to produce an image. 

This sort of representational vacuity reminds me of 

the reaction generated by the Times Higher Education 

(THE) World University Rankings. 

To be sure, there was some level-headed commen-

tary from the likes of commentators such as Steven 

Swartz, Simon Marginson and the Australian newspa-

per’s Julie Hare, but on the whole, the tenor of debate 

has been dismal, bordering on the banal. And why 

wouldn’t it, given that most public comment has come 

from university mandarins and academic apologists 

who believe that the ranking system has some empiri-

cal validity. I was heartened though to learn that many 

(perhaps most?) Australian academics consider rank-

ing mania as, at best, a bad joke, and that some insti-

tutions in Canada have refused to participate in this 

farcical exercise. Hope springs eternal! 

It’s not simply that the methodologies adopted 

by the main rankers (rhyming slang, surely!) – Times 

Higher Education (THE), QS and the Shanghai Jiao Tong 

University – are diverse and open to the usual inter-

pretation, but there appears to be a significant leaning 

towards the Anglo-American scene with no fewer than 

18 American and British universities figuring in the 

top twenty of the THE ranking, with the exceptions 

being the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology Zurich 

(Roger Federer must surely have something to do with 

this) and the unassuming but almost Anglo-American 

University of Toronto. The first Asian university, Hong 

Kong University, squeaks in at 21 followed by six 

other Asian institutions in the top 50 (and remember, 

Asia is a very big place!). The only other universities 

in Europe outside of the UK are the Ecole Polytech-

nique, (39) and Ecole Normale Superieure in France 

(42), the University of Göttingen, Germany  (=43),  and 

the Karolinska Institute (Sweden) (=43). Over half of 

the universities in the top fifty are American with the 

same country holding 72 spots in the world’s top 200. 

In short, no African, Middle Eastern, or Latin American 

universities are among the top 100 THE universities. 

Now, if I were a Vice Chancellor at one of the leading 

universities in Iran, Iraq, Syria, Kenya, Morocco, India, 

Peru, Mexico, Costa Rica, Thailand, Malaysia, Cambo-

dia, Vietnam or New Zealand I would want to know 

what is going on here. I would certainly be looking 

very closely at (and well beyond) the measures used 

to rank universities (namely; teaching, research, cita-

tions, industry income and international mix).  I would 

also want to check out how Harvard got a near perfect 

score for its teaching (no one gets near perfect student 

feedback!) and who cites the published work of Har-

vard academics – the US has got hundreds of higher 

education institutions and a lorry load of journals 

which means, does it not, that self referential US aca-

We’ll support you ever 
more!
Joseph Gora
University of Ardnox
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demics have more scope to get their work published 

and cited than, say, scholars in Bangladesh or Finland. 

And then there’s the small matter of Harvard’s world’s 

largest $27.4 billion financial endowment, which is 

always handy when it comes to buying up high achiev-

ing scholars.

But hey, cashed up institutions, cultural preferences, 

linguistic imperialism (the English language) and the 

North-South divide aside, if you’re going to have a rank-

ing system then make sure it works for you. The fact 

is that in the competitive marketplace that is inter-

national higher education, these things matter. When 

you’re trying to flog your wares to prospective stu-

dents, reputation and image is everything. This is why 

universities go to extraordinary lengths to clamber up 

the greasy pole. It’s also why there is such panic when 

an institution falls short of 

expectations.  The pathetic 

performance of Australian 

universities in the latest 

THE ranking headed by the 

University of Melbourne 

(36), Australian National 

University (43) (17 last 

year) and the University of 

Sydney (71) (36 last year), 

has for now at least, put the skids under the tertiary 

‘education revolution’. 

Perhaps a clue as to how our despondent universi-

ties can improve their standing on the global stage is 

to be found in the goings on at the predatory Univer-

sity of Technology, Sydney. Not satisfied with languish-

ing in exile, the school of finance and economics has 

embarked on a mission to crank up its previously 

modest reputation. Ranked as the top economics outfit 

by a US ranking system, the school has successfully 

recruited a number of leading academics from; guess 

where, the US of A. How so? Well, first, so it is reputed, 

by beefing up the salaries as compared with other 

Aussie universities and then granting them almost 

total autonomy in an island-institute. It’s not the first 

time of course that a university has gone on the prowl 

in search of reputable scholars. But the way things 

are going this sort of tribal head-hunting is likely to 

increase, especially among those universities aspiring 

to be king-pins. 

But in order to have a more open and competitive 

system that truly reflects the new culture of public 

transparency that is the ‘My University’ website, I sug-

gest that Australia develops a more innovative approach 

to its own internal system of rankings by adopting the 

league table system of the English Football Association. 

I suggest a Foster’s Universities Premier League com-

prised of eight universities, and the rest placed in Austar 

Champion’s League, Coles-Myer Division One, and BHP 

Division Two. Each year two universities will be pro-

moted and two relegated and the university topping 

the Foster’s Premier League will be declared champi-

ons and the respective vice-chancellors ensconced in 

Sudan chairs and paraded before an assembled House 

of Representatives. Points will be allocated on the basis 

of citations in respected journals, student evaluations 

and research grants. The system also allows for transfers 

of academics from one university to another, although 

a strict salary cap will have to be imposed to avoid 

the grossly inflated salaries offered by overly ambi-

tious universities. Just think 

of the income generating 

possibilities! For instance, 

Universities Australia could 

establish an online gaming 

facility whereby bets could 

be placed on university 

performance and the pro-

ceeds used to pay for all 

those senior managers.

Yes, this is the way to go. I can already hear the 

chants on the terraces: ‘there’s only one JCU’, ‘oh Bal-

larat, we love you, ‘Ade, Ade Adelaide’, ‘we are the cham-

pions’, ‘old MacQuarie had a farm’... etc.

But hey, cashed up institutions, cultural 
preferences, linguistic imperialism (the 
English language) and the North-South 
divide aside, if you’re going to have a 

ranking system then make sure it works 
for you. 
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The English Language Growth (ELG) Project, was con-

ducted in five Australian universities in 2008-09 to 

address the on-going English language development 

of international students from non-English speaking 

backgrounds. Using an online survey inviting both 

qualitative and quantitative responses, 798 interna-

tional students provided a rich source of data. Students 

provided information on their attitudes, motivation 

and beliefs about language learning, their strategies 

for improving their language skills, and their strate-

gies for academic learning. These data were correlated 

with the participating students’ grade point averages 

or similar academic measures. Many participants took 

considerable time and effort in responding to the sur-

vey’s open-ended questions, and a small number volun-

teered to be interviewed.

Demographic profile

A summary profile of the participants who completed 

the questionnaire is described below: 

•	 There was a relatively even distribution of students 

from the five participating universities: Monash 

(n=189), Edith Cowan (n=161), Macquarie (n=156), 

Melbourne (n=154) and Deakin (n=138). 

•	 The sample was relatively young (around 80 per 

cent aged between 21-30 years).

•	 There was some bias toward female respondents in 

the sample (61 per cent). 

•	 Many of the participants had a Chinese ethnic back-

ground (52 per cent had a Chinese dialect as their 

first language).

•	 The top five countries of birth were China 37.6 per 

cent, Malaysia 9.0 per cent, Indonesia 7.5 per cent, 

Hong Kong 6.1 per cent and India 4.8 per cent. 

•	 There was a relatively even balance between under-

graduate (47 per cent) and postgraduate (53 per 

cent) participants. 

•	 The sample was dominated by students enrolled in 

Commerce/Business Studies (57 per cent). The next 

largest disciplinary groupings were in Society & 

Culture (includes media, linguistics and languages) 

(10 per cent), Health (9.3 per cent) and Education 

(includes TESOL) (5 per cent), with the remaining 

19 per cent spread across 6 other discipline areas. 

•	 67.7 per cent had been required to produce an 

IELTS score for visa entry to Australia, however only 

50.6 per cent used IELTS for course entry and just 44 

per cent of the latter students (n=178) provided us 

with details of their IELTS scores. 

•	 The bulk of students (62 per cent) were in their 

second or third year of study in Australia; 22.3 per 

cent were in their fourth or fifth year; 7.8 per cent 

were in their first year; and 7.9 per cent had been 

studying here for 6 years or more.

Findings

Our study shows that students employ a considerable 

range of academic and language learning strategies to 

The English Language 
Growth Project
Judith Rochecouste, Rhonda Oliver, Denise Mulligan & Martin Davies

International students from non-English speaking backgrounds dominate our tertiary sector. What do we really know about them and 
their English language learning needs?
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improve their English. Of the academic learning strate-

gies we have noted evidence of social strategies, such 

as creating or joining study groups and participating 

in tutorial discussions. However this positive feedback 

was tempered by many references to the debilitat-

ing effects of shyness, fear of ridicule, and a sense of 

intolerance, which suggests that our universities are 

not always offering comfortable and secure learning 

environments. 

Numerous cognitive learning strategies were offered 

by our participants, ranging from simply making lists 

and learning by rote, to reading as widely as possible 

and preparing for classes. Memorisation was both sup-

ported and rejected in the feedback from our students 

suggesting that the range of learning strategies among 

international students is as varied as those among local 

students. 

The metacognitive strategies of organisation, plan-

ning, and self-evaluation were less frequent in our 

qualitative data which suggests a need to promote 

these strategies within university support services and 

within faculties. 

Advice both from the many international students 

who completed our survey, and from the decades of 

research on language learning emphasises the impor-

tance of affective variables. Confidence, for example, 

is important. Learners need to overcome any fear of 

making mistakes, that is, to keep trying and taking risks, 

and to expect that they will need a period of adjust-

ment to become comfortable with a new language 

and a new learning environment. On-going motivation 

and positive thinking are also fundamental, as learning 

another language is a life-changing experience. 

As the old adage goes: Practice makes Perfect, so 

English should be used often and widely. For inter-

national students this will mean moving out of their 

comfort zones—even their first language living arrange-

ments—in order to think, speak and live in English. 

Social immersion in an English-speaking environment 

is important, whether created at home, at university, 

at work or in the community. Many students noted 

that their English language development has involved 

understanding the cultural conventions and linguistic 

subtleties of the host country, many of which can only 

be learnt by communicating with native speakers. 

The findings from our study strongly suggest the fol-

lowing:

•	 Learning environments should be supportive of 

students. For this to happen we recommend that 

both teaching and support staff work to cater for 

the needs and interests of all students through being 

cognisant of the students’ backgrounds, opportu-

nities, skills and understandings and by providing 

appropriate teaching and learning resources. Teach-

ing and support staff should develop and provide 

learning opportunities and provide adequate and 

appropriate resources (in a timely manner) so that 

this can be achieved. 

•	 The value of the daily use of English by international 

students cannot be overestimated. However, stu-

dents need opportunities for this to occur. Our study 

shows that many students are so overwhelmed with 

their academic workload that they are unable to 

take on this additional, yet effective, learning oppor-

tunity. Moreover, many courses do not allow time for 

students to integrate.

•	 Tutorial classes should be used to enhance com-

munication between students, over and above the 

traditional format of discussing subject content. 

Numerous ice-breaking games and interaction tasks 

can be remodelled to enhance content learning and 

communication and which can help interlocutors to 

relax and develop friendships. Some examples might 

be activities where students match terminology and 

definitions, activities where student groups recre-

ate topic sentences or a new title from a reading in 

their own words, or where students work together 

on concept maps thereby developing their language 

as they negotiate and contribute to the creation of 

a map. 

•	 The value of social support groups and functions 

for international students is critical. At the university 

level, it is important that funding continues for these 

activities. It is important that students are encour-

aged to join such groups where they can overcome 

anxiety with regard to speaking. Lecturers and tutors 

should be informed of social activities on their cam-

puses and encourage their international students to 

attend. Social activities involving small unit enrol-

ments are also an option. A list of clubs and societies 

and recommendations for membership can be part 

of the unit guide. Social activities can be advertised 

on the unit or course website and students can be 

advised on the value of social learning strategies.

•	 Unit coordinators should make a serious attempt at 

embedding academic support into their units. This 

can be done by working closely with academic skills 

development staff and with teaching and learning 

development staff at the curriculum development 

stage.
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•	 Students need to understand about learning, what 

strategies suit them, what strategies are available, 

and what strategies other students are using. This is 

a further role for learning advisors, but also one that 

can be taken on board by academic staff.

•	 Meta-learning knowledge (or metacognitive strate-

gies) should be developed. This can be done with 

information on and/or links to learning strategy 

advice on unit or course websites and in unit guides. 

It can also be the subject of discussion in an early 

tutorial. 

•	 Preparation is critical. Unsurprisingly, preparation 

before classes/lectures and attendance at classes/

lectures was linked to academic success in our study. 

There is a need for staff to carefully construct their 

material so that students can adequately prepare 

before class, and that they construct their classes in 

such a way that students are motivated and under-

stand the need to attend. 

•	 Cultural knowledge is critical to English improve-

ment. International students in our study recognised 

the importance of learning about Australian culture 

in order to understand and operate in Australian Eng-

lish and society. At the same time, many would like 

to have their own cultural experience and expertise 

acknowledged. We suggest that internationalisa-

tion of the curriculum involves a two-way process 

whereby academics explicitly demonstrate and 

compare the cultural components of their discipline 

areas on a local and on a global scale. Academic staff 

should provide explicit ways for international stu-

dents to connect the new knowledge of their units 

with their prior cultural experiences. 

•	 Affective variables are critical in student learning. 

From the data, several beliefs showed some small 

relationship with academic success, the importance 

of cultural understanding for improved English, and 

the belief that one’s speaking should not be hin-

dered by making mistakes.

•	 Lecturers should be attentive to students’ listening 

skills. Students expressed concern about their listen-

ing abilities, particularly in the face of the range of 

accents they meet in an Australian higher education 

context. It is the obligation of the lecturer to make 

him/herself understood. This responsibility can be 

enhanced through the use of resources such as lec-

ture notes, recorded/videoed lectures, podcasts and 

online powerpoints, and visuals. Lecturers should 

take steps to ensure that students understand the 

content of the lectures. This can be done by speak-

ing clearly and at a pace whereby notes can be 

taken, avoiding colloquial speech, explaining analo-

gies and metaphoric expressions, providing objec-

tives and alerting students to each objective as it is 

addressed, and using directive discourse markers. It 

is also beneficial to provide rest points at approxi-

mately 20 minute intervals.

•	 Students’ English should be graded. The data shows 

a significant relationship (although weak) between 

academic achievement and receiving marks for 

good English in assignments. Obviously good Eng-

lish expression will enhance any grading of a 

written assignment, but this result suggests that if 

students’ awareness of the value of their English is 

judged, then better results will occur. We are aware 

that many academic staff are reluctant to judge the 

quality of English in their students’ assignment, feel-

ing untrained to do so. However, the combination of 

clear organisation, affective cohesion and coherent 

argumentation will render a better mark regardless 

of the assessor’s skills and it seems that knowing this 

has a relationship with students’ efforts. 

•	 The relationship between reading and subsequent 

writing is important. Without adequate reading 

skill development we create in students an instant 

dependence on the very words of a written text i.e., 

we set them up to plagiarise. Our research highlights 

the advantages of developing students’ reading to the 

point where they have the ability and confidence 

to infer meaning from the context. Many students 

are arriving at university with an ongoing reliance 

on dictionary use which makes reading and writ-

ing time-consuming and often inexact. It is recom-

mended that students are introduced to terminology 

in context rather than simple word lists/glossaries, 

although lists of content terminology should be 

readily available as part of the course materials. 

International students contribute significantly to 

the Australian higher education sector in a number of 

ways, not least of all financially. The development of 

English language skills is critical to their success while 

they are studying and for subsequent employment. 

Without a clear understanding of the English language 

learning needs of international students we abrogate 

our responsibilities as educators.

The English Language Growth Project was funded by an 

Australian Learning and Teaching Council Grant. 
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This book deserves a wide readership. I believe it has 

some important messages and explanations for us all that 

go well beyond curriculum development considerations. 

Let me state at the outset that I am a physicist by 

education and an academic aerospace and mechani-

cal engineer by occupation. Dr Wheelahan is a social 

researcher in educational theory. Part of the fascina-

tion in reading the work for this review is discovering 

the contrasts in argument, evidence and vocabulary 

between our two fields. 

I took on this review expecting to hear about debate 

concerning the amount of knowledge that should be 

present in curricula and perhaps some advice on how 

to choose large chunks of the stuff for inclusion in 

the same. These topics are the subject of perennial 

debate amongst engineering educators. It came as 

quite a shock to find that (a) the debate amongst social 

researchers concerns whether or not knowledge has 

a place in curricula and (b) the news that the affirma-

tive team’s arguments are a rearguard action or, if we’re 

feeling optimistic, a spirited counter attack.

A comforting patch of commonality is our close 

agreement on the definition of the term “theoretical 

knowledge” which we agree is knowledge backed by 

careful experiment interpreted by critical analysis. 

Wheelahan goes further in defining theoretical knowl-

edge to be knowledge of phenomena beyond the 

immediate experience or needs of the student. I will 

not quibble with this except to say that phenomena 

that make up the stuff of every day experience can 

often be the subject of theoretical knowledge that can 

escape the attention of the casual observer or student. 

Forces accelerated objects in full view of every human 

being who lived before Isaac Newton. His great contri-

bution to theory was to extract from the experience 

the famous relationship between the two expressed in 

the equation F = ma. Only applicable for speeds much 

less than that of light, I hasten to add, though you have 

to give it to Newton that he, and we, never travelled 

at anything but extremely “low” speeds so how could 

he know of this limitation before Michelson, Morley 

and Einstein? Hence, the realisation that knowledge 

is never finalised but, then, that doesn’t mean that it 

should be dismissed or ignored. This is also a substan-

tial part of Wheelahan’s arguments. 

Part of the problem that Wheelahan is addressing is 

that for the general public, the term “theory” has come 

to mean “that which would work in a Perfect World but 

which fails when tested in the Real World” rather than 

what Wheelahan and I and almost all our colleagues 

mean, which is “that which we know works very well 

in the Real World because it has been tested exten-

sively there”. Almost opposites. 

Wheelahan’s main point is that we all need to know 

about what others have deduced from the careful 

observation of the behaviour of this World in order to 

participate actively in debate about, well, all aspects of 

our lives and what is happening around us. This seems 

blindingly obvious to me as an engineer, but Wheela-

han reports that there is significant and influential 

opposition to this view from Social Constructivists and 

Technical-Instrumentalists. 

According to Wheelahan, Social Constructivists 

believe that a student learns best by being engaged 

with his or her own immediate environment in its 

present form. Consequently, curriculum designers sub-
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scribing to this philosophical framework limit expo-

sure to theoretical knowledge to that relevant to the 

students’ immediate surroundings in the here and now. 

Technical-Instrumentalist curriculum designers also 

impose restrictions on the breadth of knowledge intro-

duced in courses by limiting it to the knowledge they 

see as identifiably “useful” for their students’ foresee-

able future employment. 

Many readers of this review may think that engi-

neering education is largely made up of a mixture of 

these two competitors for Wheelahan’s Social Realist 

approach to curriculum design. I can assure you all that 

all the engineering educators I know would back Wheel-

han’s view that students should be exposed to knowl-

edge well beyond their perceived immediate needs and 

environment and beyond what can be predicted about 

what they will need to practise engineering.

I do know a large group of Social Constructivists and 

Technical-Instrumentalists in my Engineering School – 

the bulk of the students. They have strong tendencies to 

believe that anything they learn has to be down-to-earth 

and immediately applicable. Many also believe that 

the knowledge they will need as practising engineers 

already exists, that it is possible to predict what they 

will need and that its application needs little further 

thought. We, their lecturers, say “wrong on all counts”. 

We seem always to be fighting them to broaden their 

horizons and we sometimes wonder why anyone would 

want to join a profession so boringly predictable as the 

one they imagine as engineering.

A third stream of curriculum designers Wheelahan 

mentions – the Conservatives - are said to believe that 

there is a fixed and unchanging set of facts (knowl-

edge) which must be passed on to the students. It 

seems to me that this group has few followers because 

part of the demise of respect for theoretical knowledge 

seems to stem from its rapid development. The reac-

tion to this is to set aside theoretical knowledge on the 

grounds that it will soon be superseded. The latter is 

thought to be proof that the knowledge was incorrect 

in the first place. As Wheelahan points out, the con-

stant refinement of knowledge expands its applicabil-

ity rather than contradicting the earlier forms.

I believe the book has implications well beyond the 

area of secondary and tertiary education curriculum 

design. I believe that Dr Wheelahan has produced a 

significant contribution to the understanding of wider 

cultural and intellectual changes and issues in Australia 

and elsewhere over the last several decades. Wheela-

han explains in detail at least some of the reasons why 

esteem for theoretical knowledge has reached such a 

low ebb in current public debate.  

The resulting lack of interest in, and even disdain for, 

theoretical knowledge also largely explains why the 

opinions of researchers and others with deep knowl-

edge in a field seem to be on a par, in the public mind, 

with those of just about anyone else. 

A current example is the debate over climate change 

and our response to it. This was the main topic of dis-

cussion earlier this year at the Science Meets Parlia-

ment gathering hosted by the Federation of Australian 

Scientific and Technological Societies (FASTS). There 

the feeling was that the ill-informed but well-publi-

cised views of a few were winning the public debate 

against the well-informed, quite well publicised views 

of the many. Researchers in the field overwhelmingly 

believe that the effects are real and dangerous and 

something must be done. A few dispute this view. This 

disagreement seems to have caused a sizable portion 

of the public to give roughly equal weight to the two 

opinions. Certainly, the high qualifications and greater 

numbers of the climate change believers seem not to 

be a deciding factor in swaying opinion in their favour. 

I can’t resist mentioning some of the contrasts 

between Wheelahan’s methods of argument and evi-

dence and those used in engineering. Her arguments 

are intricate, highly esoteric and take many pages to 

unfold. They are delightful to follow (supposing that 

I did follow them). Engineering argument is shorter, 

more direct and never strays far from experimental evi-

dence. Speaking of evidence, there seemed not to be a 

great deal of evidence presented in the work. I found 

the arguments very convincing but I realised after a 

time that the evidence I was comparing her theory 

with was what I had observed over the years rather 

than what the author brought to me. 

Finally, I wonder what audience the book is aimed 

at. Wheelahan is presenting an argument that respect 

for theoretical knowledge ought to be re-established 

in curriculum but she is using a highly articulate and 

complex theoretical argument to make her case. Are 

non-believers going to accept such arguments or is it 

only Enlightenment people, such as me, who already 

believe that theoretical knowledge is of great value 

who will respond to her call? 

Neil Mudford is deputy head of the School of Engineer-

ing and Information Technology at the Australian Defence 

Force Academy, ACT, Australia and is a member of the AUR 

Editorial Board
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In Australia we promote the ‘Education Revolution’. 

We promote notebooks for all.  We build new school 

halls to ensure the economy does not slip into reces-

sion and debate whether $16b is too much, too little 

or whether the money should be spent on something 

else.  In Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia the discus-

sion centres not on school halls, or even computers, 

but on participation: how to achieve ‘Education for 

All’.  We take it for granted that our children can attend 

school.  For many of the world’s poor opportunities 

for even basic education continue to be either con-

strained or non-existent.  

Public education systems have failed across the 

developing world.  In response to this failure, the 

number of private schools in a range of developing 

countries is growing at a rate which far outstrips that 

of, frequently moribund, public systems.  Most new 

private schools in developing countries target the 

children of low income households.  This growth is 

fuelled, not by social policy favouring private provi-

sion, but by parental demand for access to basic edu-

cation for their children.   

Private Schooling in Less Economically Developed 

Countries contributes to the debate of the role of pri-

vate schools in ameliorating the chronic and seemingly 

intractable constraints to the provision of an adequate 

basic education for the children of poor families in 

developing countries.  

The contributors offer a range of perspectives, from 

skepticism, to cautious support, to enthusiasm.    James 

Tooley and Pauline Dixon (pp 15-40) commence the 

discussion and occupy the enthusiast’s corner, dis-

cussing their research into for-profit schools in sev-

eral developing countries.   The authors’ argue private 

schools produce educational outcomes comparable to, 

or better than, those of government schools.  Therefore 

the promotion of private schools and the provision of 

adequate supervision is a better policy approach than 

continually trying to develop a public system with 

inadequate resources.  

Arrayed against this are a range of perspectives 

which, whilst acknowledging a role for private schools, 

question either the quality of learning outcomes, or 

the wisdom of investing in private systems against evi-

dence that countries which have succeeded in increas-

ing living standards have also successfully developed 

public school systems.  Keith Lewin (pp41-66), in a 

discussion of private schools in sub-Saharan Africa pro-

vides data which demonstrates that private schools do 

make a significant contribution to education in many 

of these countries.  However, Lewin also notes that, 

whilst the secondary school infrastructure is com-

monly inadequate, there are enough places at state 

primary schools to enroll most but not all school-aged 

children. Pauline Rose and Modupe Adelabu (pp67-88), 

examine private sector contributions in Nigeria and 

conclude private schools do not provide opportuni-

ties for the children of the very poor and commonly 

have facilities which are no better than those of state 

schools. Igor Kitaev (pp89-110) examines the impor-

tance of regulation and practice, particularly in respect 

to funding, teacher certification and inspection in 

several developing and transitional countries.  Colin 

Bangay (pp111-129) describes work done by NGO’s 

in Bangladesh and argues that the division between 

state and private provision is likely to become increas-

ingly blurred in the future.  Santosh Mehrotra and P.R. 

Panchamukhi (pp129 – 152) discuss the role of the 
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private sector in universalising primary education in 

India and argue the emergence of private schools is 

primarily a response to the failure of the Indian public 

sector to provide adequate education.  Prachi Srivas-

tava (pp152 – 186) examines the challenges faced by 

private schools in low income communities, in particu-

lar issues resulting from low salary levels, lack of train-

ing and high staff turnover.  The concluding chapter 

by Martha Caddell (pp187-207) examines issues conse-

quent on the politicisation of private schools in Nepal. 

Each contribution provides valuable insight and 

contributes to the discussion. There can be little doubt 

that the growth of private education results from of a 

combination of factors:  dissatisfaction with the per-

formance of the public system, the politicisation of 

the public system, and in the case of the very poor, 

an inability to access the public system.  There is also 

little doubt private schools play an increasingly impor-

tant role in providing education in poor communities.  

That a well functioning public system can produce 

excellent educational outcomes is not in dispute.  The 

question is whether, across sub-Saharan Africa and 

the Sub-Continent, governments are able to provide 

adequate education for the children of the poor, or 

whether they are even interested in the provision of 

universal education. If not, what is the role of the pri-

vate schools?

 All contributors acknowledge a potential role.  The 

real question, which the discussions do not adequately 

address, even when acknowledging the persistent 

failure of public systems, is how to support private 

schools in order to enhance the educational opportu-

nities for the children of the poor.  Whether the role of 

private schools is interim or longer term is a function 

of governments’ ability to develop their public systems.  

Whether there will ever be adequate public systems in 

these countries is a matter of conjecture. As several of 

the authors acknowledge, there is a fundamental lack 

of good data.  

The politics and preferences of the editors are evi-

dent in the ordering of the chapters.  By commenc-

ing with Tooley and Dixon’s advocacy for private 

provision and then presenting a range of arguments 

contesting this position, the potential role for private 

schools is continuously challenged and undermined.  

An equally valid approach would have been to present 

the papers examining the failure of the public systems 

and the role being played by private schools and to 

then present Tooley and Dixon’s perspective as a pos-

sible alternative.  A well funded and resourced public 

education system may simply be beyond the capabil-

ity of many developing countries.  The debate surely is 

how to leverage the entrepreneurialism of the private 

sector in order to better support achievement of the 

real education revolution: ‘Education for All’.

Jonathan Sibley in a research associate of Central 

Queensland University’s Learning and Teaching Education 

Research Centre and lectures at CQU’s Melbourne Campus
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Despite the rather off-putting title and dull cover this 

multi-authored and edited departmental history of Mel-

bourne economics, one of Australia’s oldest and most 

celebrated economic departments, is a good read even 

if you are not a graduate of that place. For proud Mel-

bourne commerce graduates who specialised in eco-

nomics it would be, I hope, a ‘must have’. One hopes 

that Gen Y entertain some interest in their instructors 

and their research interests as I did with my lecturers 

at Monash in the seventies.  

Economists and historians of economic thought, 

too, will find it an excellent history not just of Mel-

bourne economics but also as a guide to the formation 

of economic discipline and the rise of the econom-

ics profession within Australia. It was two Melbourne 

school economists, D. B. Copland and L. F. Giblin that 

advocated that the arms of the state, namely the Com-

monwealth public service, hire graduates instead of 

just ex-servicemen. While it did not officially become 

an economics school or department till 1944, there 

was a lineage stretching right back to William Hearn 

who wrote one of the earliest economic tracts in this 

country in 1863. 

In 1924, with the establishment of the Faculty of 

Commerce, Melbourne took a big step to becoming pre-

eminent in economics even though Hobart and Sydney 

already had established chairs in economics. Melbourne 

did not actually establish a chair in economics till 1944. 

Under the inspirational leadership of the first Dean of 

the Faculty Douglas Copland, an émigré economist from 

Timaru, the Melbourne school made strides. With influ-

ential business and political connections Copland set 

out to make the Faculty of Commerce ‘the Cambridge 

of the southern hemisphere’ with graduates fitted out in 

‘Cambridge blue’ gowns. By November 1930 it could be 

said he had probably succeeded in his ambition just as 

another import from Timaru, Phar Lap stormed home at 

Flemington to take the Melbourne Cup. Melbourne had 

by then became the fountainhead of the Economic Soci-

ety of Australia and New Zealand. The Society released 

its own flagship journal, The Economic Record and Cop-

land other Melbourne economists were to dominate its 

editorship. 

In the public forum Copland and Giblin were to 

prove their mettle by being ‘called in’ to help the 

Scullin Government face the greatest economic crisis 

Australia has ever faced. Copland was singled out for 

special treatment from the press because he urged a 

comprehensive response to the economic maladjust-

ment the Australian economy found itself in.  Much 

later it was Melbourne, too, that hosted the first 

national Conference of Economists in May 1970. And, 

in the modern game of departmental research rank-

ings, Melbourne comes tops if publishing articles in 

North American economics journals is the criterion. 

The book’s publication means that only two of the 

Group of Eight’s departments of economics - Monash 

and UNSW - have yet to commission their depart-

mental histories. Ross Williams’ institutional history 

of Melbourne economics contributes to filling in the 

history of economics education in this country. The 

book features contributions from academics that have 

worked or still work at the school. Each was given the 

task of writing about a period of time, usually a decade. 

Marjorie Harper, though, had the more daunting brief 

of writing about the early years of 1855 through till 

1944 including the compelling drama of the depres-

sion decade. Joe Isaac resumes the commentary for the 

post-war years and the slumbering 1950s.  Peter Drake, 

founding Vice Chancellor of the Australian Catholic 

University, covers the sixties. The evergreen Neville 

Norman focuses on the swinging seventies lamenting 
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though the decline of the fellowship and fun in aca-

demic life today.  

In the post-war era, indeed, right up to the seven-

ties the ‘Lucky Jims’ of academe only had to bear the 

pressure of administrative and teaching load. Research 

was purely voluntary. It was a time, too, when the Com-

monwealth was actually pumping extra resources into 

higher education. The seventies, though, was a time 

when Melbourne was research-wise put in the shade 

by the Monash department. However the plain fact 

was that of the seeds that led to the intellectual fer-

ment and outpouring at Monash originally came from 

Melbourne. In the previous decade many of the Mel-

bourne staff had been pirated away to join the newly 

established Monash University. 

The book hardly discusses another act of piracy in 

1991, when Monash enticed Dr. Peter Dixon, the then 

Director of the Institute of Applied Economic and 

Social Research and his team of econometric model-

lers to shift to the Centre of Policy Studies at Monash. 

 Today the rules of the game are making do with less 

but also having their efforts monitored by teaching 

evaluations and the dreaded KPIs (key performance 

indicators). In addition, certainly at Melbourne, there 

is an incessant and somewhat unnerving pressure to 

publish in A-starred journals on usually some esoteric, 

indescribably boring problem. The Melbourne school 

of economics has been able to lift both its research 

productivity and overall teaching standards. Peter 

Lloyd, Jeff Borland, John Freebairn and Robert Dixon 

complete the ensemble of authors with Lloyd taking 

care of the eighties and Borland from the 1990s up 

till the present. The latter makes especial note of the 

fact that Melbourne did not enter into amalgamation 

with any other tertiary providers thereby saving itself 

from possible enfeeblement. In that context, the Mel-

bourne school of economics completely avoided the 

dissipation of energies that their counterparts at the 

University of Sydney endured over the struggle about 

introducing political economy units into the syllabus. 

Of course the Melbourne-Sydney rivalry about which 

has the best school in economics has always been a 

perennial point. Each can boast a glittering alumni and 

academic celebrities. It was interesting, too, that both 

departments put out their respective histories in the 

space of a few months (Millmow, 2010).

John Freebairn, the current Ritchie Professor of 

Economic Research, one of the few research chairs 

in Australian economics looks at how the Melbourne 

school contributed to the furthering of national eco-

nomic policy by making critical contributions in social 

policy and equity, trade policy, macroeconomic stabili-

sation, public finance and microeconomic reform. In 

the last chapter Robert Dixon lists some of the seminal 

intellectual contributions emanating from Melbourne 

including Hearn’s Plutology (1863) Giblin’s multiplier 

(1930) Brian Reddaway’s systematic interpretation of 

Keynes’s General Theory (1936) to Ian McDonald’s 

work with Robert Solow on why real wages are rigid 

(1981). He concludes by stating that much of the work 

on theory at Melbourne today that revolves around the 

issues of trade, labour and economic growth were also 

those that intrigued the likes of Copland and Giblin. 

Alex Millmow is a senior lecturer at the University of Bal-

larat, Victoria, Australia and President of the History of 

Economic Thought Society of Australia.  
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How do we choose our first university? For undergrad-

uates lacking any experience of tertiary education’s 

realities or of its pedagogical tides and social magni-

fications, which alignment of factors tell us what and 

where to study? When offerings at many mainstream 

institutions appear to be fractured into specialised 

irrelevance or brain-numbing vocational clones, how 

then do we select one degree programme out of the 

multitude, or one institution over another? In a text 

which takes a behind-the-scenes look at the modus 

operandi of university experience in the UK, Improv-

ing what is learned at university provides a discourse 

on how the commonalities and diversities of subjects, 

students and socio-economics play a vital role in this 

most critical of decisions. In three main sections we 

are given a précis of (i) the institutions themselves; 

(ii) their differing cultural and reputational aspects, 

and (iii) the implications these differences may have 

for the future. This book examines not so much what 

universities do (i.e. what they teach), but rather how 

their structural similarities and differences frame and 

mediate a student’s learning. 

Many and varied are the narratives which remark 

upon or parody the British university experience, rang-

ing from the Open University working-class drama of 

Educating Rita (1983), to the real-life challenges of 

Harold Abrahams at Cambridge (cf. Chariots of Fire, 

1981). In a less theatrical tone, this book begins with 

an analysis of how widely differing universities manage 

to do almost the same things and how a comparabil-

ity of student experience may be expressed through a 

variety of models. In contrast with their more egalitar-

ian cousins across the Atlantic where, beyond the Ivy 

League, the national model tends towards a flattened 

matrix, British universities offer a distinctly hierarchi-

cal structure athwart its higher educational institu-

tions. In the UK it is not simply a matter of what you 

choose to study, but of the place where you undertake 

this study. There is an enormous difference in ‘doing 

a Bachelor of Accounting’ at one of the ‘new universi-

ties’ (emergent since the polytechnic rebadging of the 

1992 Further and Higher Education Act), and ‘reading 

English’ at Oxbridge. To capture a traditional feel and 

mood of universities in the UK, one need only turn to 

E. M. Forster who once wrote: “Oxford is -- Oxford: not 

a mere receptacle for youth, like Cambridge. Perhaps 

it wants its inmates to love it rather than to love one 

another,” (Howards End, 1910). So: which is better? It 

depends on what you want to study and what kind of 

university experience attracts you the most. Are these 

studies an element in a long-term search for knowl-

edge, or will a degree qualification enhance your 

future prospects and career development?

Chapters one and two focus on identifying com-

monalities among British universities as well as the 

things that make them distinct. The authors ask a very 

sensible question at this point: how does a particular 

institutional model affect what is taught and what is 

learned? (p. 6). Of the four identified university struc-

tures, i.e. academic; collegiate; vocational and non-con-

formist (p. 25), which model is most suited to teach 

certain areas of knowledge? Conceptions of learning 

are painted with a broad brush as the book investi-

gates how ‘tribes’ of educators and students in certain 

subject areas (biosciences; business studies and sociol-

ogy) experience the teaching and learning in that field 

at their respective institution. Several student orienta-

tion typology mechanisms are discussed (Clark-Trav, 

Dubet’s) which look at how a reflection of the wider 

influences of higher education is likely to inform their 
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learning. Is a student studying business better off at an 

academic university or a vocational one? Is the answer 

as obvious as it might seem?

In the second section of the book, 15 institutional 

case studies are examined along the axes of structural, 

cultural, environmental and reputational vectors. How 

do each of these, often nebulous, institutional quali-

ties impact on a student’s ability to learn and learn 

well? Imagine studying politics at UCBerkley in the 

60s, or medicine in pre-war Edinburgh – how does 

the mood and feel of the place affect, either directly 

or indirectly, the quality of the learning? Chapter four 

takes an interesting stroll around the ‘territories’ of 

different academic subjects where some increasingly 

generalised knowledge areas have infringed upon all 

manner of courses, as in the case of Sociology and 

Business studies. Then there are ‘closed’ fields such as 

math and science which of necessity remain within 

fairly discrete boundaries. There is an exploration of 

both institutional and staff differences (does Langtoft 

achieve better results than Givendale?) followed by a 

breakdown of differences between the students them-

selves: their backgrounds, lifestyles and different forms 

of engagement. Discovering there are commonalities 

and diversities between the students is not a major 

insight, but discovering patterns of student study 

behaviour across universities and fields of endeavour 

is a most useful observation calling for further peda-

gogical research.

Chapters six and seven present an exploration of 

what students learned at university and then, intrigu-

ingly, what else they learned at university. While not 

precisely an examination of social skills development, 

this section does indeed consider the diverse percep-

tions of both students and staff along the pathways 

of student maturation. Thus not only does this text 

consider academic learning as an element of student 

prowess, but also that of the extraneous development 

of individuals and members of a common society. 

This is probably the area that will be most subject 

to further enquiry as institutions of higher education 

around the world seek to impart the most productive 

and advantageous academic, vocational and personal 

student experience.

The book’s final section focuses on implications for 

the future of higher education in Britain. In chapter 

nine, we are advised of the potential variables affect-

ing first year undergraduates. Other than pedagogical 

issues (the form and environment of academic studies), 

the authors have also considered the effect of organi-

sational culture upon learning, as well as informal sup-

port for students as they embark on their ‘studentship’ 

(p. 177). Is a residential experience of greater holistic 

value to the individual than a non-residential one? 

Does a general institutional competence and a person-

alised, individualised development support equip each 

cohort with a greater capability and employability in 

the external world? There is considerable engagement 

at this point with the implications of higher education 

in the future of all our societies, especially why further 

studies are becoming ever more vital in our technolog-

ical and increasingly complex lives. Rather than arbi-

trarily eeny-meeny-moing when it comes to choice of 

place, selection of a university program is fast assuming 

the significance of a marriage proposal. In his personal 

papers, Anton Chekov was apposite on this point. “The 

University,” he said, “brings out all abilities, including 

incapability.” With this in mind university preference is 

no longer a matter of dreaming spires, but rather, con-

sideration of the edifice as a whole. Experientia Docet.

Patricia Kerslake is a Senior Lecturer in Arts and Com-

munications and an Adjunct Research Fellow at Central 

Queensland University’s Melbourne Campus.
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This little book by a former chief executive of Aus-

tralia’s CSIRO and his co-author, the current Vice-Chan-

cellor of the University of London, offers ‘advice to 

aspiring academic and research leaders’.

The authors surveyed 50 senior practitioners from 

around the world, then selected from their thoughts and 

observations to highlight lived experience and lessons 

learned at the pointy end of institutional leadership.

The result is a rich haul of quotable quotes, risks to 

consider, and thoughtful tips. Readers with an interest 

in this topic will find much to appreciate here: insight, 

candour, clarity, modesty and wit. As with leadership 

itself, these attributes lend considerable credibility to 

an inherently difficult, endlessly makeshift project. 

For those steeped in the study of leadership, or 

waist-deep in the work of it, the treatment here is 

refreshingly short and sharp. Ideas are presented in a 

language plain enough to tempt even Don Watson to 

refrain from yet another weasel-word safari. 

Garrett and Davies highlight the foibles, frustrations, 

prejudices and paradoxes leaders are likely to encoun-

ter in research enterprises where, typically, funds are 

scarce, rules abundant, changes ‘glacial’ and disagree-

ments ‘ubiquitous’. 

Their starting point is culture: these are enterprises 

staffed by ‘women and men of high intellectual abil-

ity who pride themselves on their skill at thinking and 

acting creatively and independently…if you have to try 

to co-ordinate a very difficult situation, where people 

want to do very different things, you’re herding cats.’ 

This ‘cats’ culture adds ‘intrigue and complexity’ to 

typical management tasks such as ‘setting priorities…

taking decisions…dealing with failure …managing 

performance and handling financial setbacks.’ In a 

setting where ‘command and control’ styles have real 

limits, they observe that ‘decision making – however 

sound, necessary and fact-based – can initiate what 

amounts to trench warfare’. And as they resist being 

organised by managers, well-connected cats may 

organise themselves into coalitions of the unwilling: 

‘When something…is planned…the old boys’ network 

gets unleashed and I’ll get thirty letters from around 

the world saying what a bad idea this is and how life 

as we know it will surely come to an end if it happens.’ 

The book assumes as its audience a new research 

leader, just taking office, and coming to grips with 

new responsibilities. It is set out in four main sections: 

Understanding the Culture; Getting the Job Done; Man-

aging the People; and Leading Strategically. A wide mix 

of topics is covered under twelve ‘C’ themes, offering 

snapshots of typical leadership challenges in profes-

sional workplaces (collaboration, communication etc.). 

Garrett and Davies have useful things to say about 

ways to build trust and tap enthusiasm; the need to let 

go of programs (and move people on) when they fail; 

and the need to consider when best to consult with 

people, negotiate with them, or make the decision. In 

a series of nutshells they examine the uses, abuses and 

limits of committees (to get things done, or not); of 

email (an essential tool for communication, but also a 

‘tyranny’); of performance metrics (to track progress, 

but with the risk of misdirecting effort); and of project 

management tools and professional advice (to handle 

critical projects such as new IT systems, where risks 

and costs are high). 

The longest section in the book is Managing the 

People. Here we find guidance on familiar elements 

of the human side of the organisation: recruiting, 

developing, deploying, motivating, retaining (and yes, 

removing) people in a ‘war for talent’. The main tasks 

Cat scan for dogmatic 
times?
Herding Cats: Being advice to aspiring academic 
and research leaders by Geoff Garrett and Graeme 
Davies
ISBN: 978-0-9565379-5-9 Triarchy Press, Devon, United Kingdom, 2010

Review by Geoff Sharrock
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are finding good people, creating good work condi-

tions, setting high standards, maintaining enthusiasm, 

recognising individual achievement, building teams: in 

sum, an endless balancing act as leaders attend in turn 

to enterprise, group, project, task and individual needs.

There is also a longish sub-section here on commu-

nication, the ‘baton of leadership’. This central theme 

could almost have had its own section, to bridge the 

People and Strategy sections. Then in the final Strat-

egy section we have a nice quick summary of the 

basic elements of planning strategically for the ‘One 

Minute Vice-Chancellor’ - a concept that every time-

poor, task-rich, role-splayed and email-sprayed VC 

should welcome. 

The authors close by recapping their twelve ‘C’s for 

leadership in this kind of context: Culture, Conflict, 

Collaboration, Charge, Composure, Committees, Cash, 

Colleagues, Communication, Credit, Choice, Change.

The book’s weaknesses are generally the flip side of 

its strengths. Much of its advice is not new. Manage-

ment literature has been telling us for decades why 

‘command and control’ styles don’t fit the dynamics 

of collegial, creative, and professional work cultures. 

In fact, the ‘herding cats’ analogy has wider currency 

(it has been applied to software developers, lawyers, 

politicians, astronauts, engineers, accountants, archi-

tects, and health care professionals; not to mention 

business networks, the United Nations and the Euro-

pean Union).

While mercifully free of jargon, the book offers 

no coherent theory of how to lead and manage in 

a research enterprise setting – and so fails to exam-

ine, much less resolve, some of the contradictions 

that managers live with. We are told for example, 

that people should be seen as ‘colleagues, not sub-

ordinates’; but later find that this does not preclude 

their ‘termination’ or pushing them to leave by ‘load-

ing them up with dog work’ or ‘starving them of 

resources.’ Staff unions (who don’t feature as stake-

holders here) would surely frown. 

The structural ambiguity of managerial leadership, 

which occupies a space where competing aims and 

interests intersect, is most apparent whenever the 

points made here so deftly and entertainingly are sum-

marised: ‘nurture diverse perspectives, but these need 

to be channelled. We must be competitive but work 

in partnerships, action-oriented but reflective, planned 

but opportunistic. Change is critical, but so is the sta-

bility provided by continuity. Analysis is key, but so is 

making use of your intuition. Organisationally, we can 

appropriately centralise but empower through decen-

tralisation; be big in scope and power but ‘small’ in 

terms of responsiveness.’ 

Occasionally the message is unconvincing even 

when taken as a shorthand guide: ‘While many in 

academic…life object to being considered part of a 

‘business’, many of the larger institutions of higher 

education and research [are] billion-dollar enterprises. 

In this context, we believe that… “All business is 

people business”…’ For researchers who see ‘commer-

cialism’ as inimical to their own professional aims and 

values, and those of the institutions that employ them, 

this play on different meanings of the term ‘business’ 

doesn’t really name the issue, much less resolve it. 

All in all, however, this is a highly readable, highly 

relevant ‘guidebook’. Its messages are conveyed with a 

nice blend of ironic detachment and humane concern 

for the research enterprise and the people who work 

there. It won’t answer a new leader’s every problem 

(an impossible ask). But it will help identify some of 

the risks and options for busy people trying to lead 

and manage under unusual pressure, in an unusually 

complex environment. 

So buy it and read it, for pleasure and instruction.

Geoff Sharrock is programme director for the Master of 

Tertiary Education Management at the L H Martin Insti-

tute, University of Melbourne, 16 November 2010.
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During the late 1990s and early 2000s Australian race 

relations history resembled a blood sport, where aca-

demics would be inimically wheeled out in public 

debate to have their scholarship and reputations torn 

down. This garish, partisan spectacle was captured 

by Stuart Macintyre and Anna Clark’s award-winning 

The History Wars (2003). They observe that during the 

course of this debate, political points were often won 

by attacking the integrity of the profession itself.

As a discipline, history is sensitive to its social 

purpose and relevance. Through the fields of public 

history and memory scholarship, history has intermit-

tently brought academic rigor to bear on its relevance 

within broader society. Stuart Macintyre’s contribution 

to the History Wars delivered profound insight into 

the political meanings attributed to his discipline’s 

methodology, its routines and scholarly outcomes. This 

sensitivity is a leading reason why an exploration of 

the fortunes of the social sciences in Australia is best 

served by the laureate historian. Macintyre writes his-

tory engaged in the world. His scholarship is a recur-

rent demonstration of the potential for historical 

method to address and redefine profound social issues 

and concerns.

In The Poor Relation, Macintyre turns his expertise 

to the history of key Australian social science profes-

sional peak bodies. The historical narrative episodi-

cally explores the successive organisations that have 

guided the development of the social sciences in Aus-

tralia, beginning with the establishment of economics, 

anthropology and education in the 1920s, charting the 

rise of the Social Science Research Committee (SSRC) in 

1943, its successor the Social Science Research Council 

(SSRC) in 1952, and its transformation into the Academy 

of the Social Sciences in Australia (ASSA) in 1971. 

Throughout the various incarnations of ASSA, Mac-

intyre confirms that Australian social science peak 

bodies remained small organisations ‘working with lim-

ited means’ (142), often dependent upon sponsors to 

sustain research activities. There is the contribution of 

philanthropic organisations such as the Carnegie Cor-

poration in delivering the funding impetus to develop 

foundational research projects and activities. At the 

height of its powers the SSRC supported research that 

had profound and long-lasting effects, demonstrated in 

Charles Rowley’s three-volume series The Destruction 

of Aboriginal Society, Outcasts in White Australia and 

The Remote Aborigines, and Jean Martin’s The Migrant 

Presence and Refugee Settlers. The vitality of these 

bodies also heavily relied upon the enthusiasm of indi-

vidual members. Macintyre pays particular homage to 

figures such as W. D. Borrie, H. G. Coombs, Douglas Cop-

land, Kenneth Cunningham, Keith Hancock and Peter 

Karmel. 

Nonetheless, the significance of Macintyre’s study 

extends beyond the ‘membership, structure and modes 

of operation’ of these organisations, and his history 

delves into the national infrastructure that sustains the 

relevance of the social sciences in Australian higher 

education and national research policy. Interwoven 

throughout the book is the significance of government. 

By tracking the existence of the SSRC and ASSA against 

broader social and policy conditions, Macintyre locates 

their intersections and engagements as sets of social 

relations over time. This becomes particularly pivotal 

in the penultimate chapter, ‘Persistence,’ where he dis-

penses with the fortunes of the academy to detail the 

bearing of government policy upon higher education 

during the Howard years. 

His narrative contains a sweeping history of the 

public policy environment, from the Murray Report 

(1957) to the Bradley Review (2008), and charts an 

epistemic transformation in the rationale of national 

research policy. Beginning in the 1970s, Macintyre 

captures a shift towards the prioritisation of science 

and technology, and the concentration of funding, 

Chalk and talk?
The Poor Relation: A History of Social Sciences in 
Australia by Stuart Macintyre 
ISBN-10: 0522857752 Melbourne University Press

Review by Jen Tsen Kwok
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particularly expounded after the establishment of the 

Australian Science and Technology Council (ASTEC). 

The sectoral logic which began prioritising science 

and technology, increasingly framed national research 

policy through its applicability, its social relevance and 

impact. This is finally realised with the Howard Gov-

ernment’s Backing Australia’s Ability (2004) which 

brought the scope of the ARC’s support for basic 

research down to four national priorities. 

He concludes that government policy has been 

critical in modernising knowledge creation to meet 

the market, reorienting universities as instruments 

primarily geared at lifting economic competitiveness 

and national productivity. But these imperatives lead 

to a range of unsettling conclusions about the future 

of the social sciences, and by extension the Australian 

university. Macintyre writes, ‘(T)he danger is that in 

turning the university into an instrument of national 

innovation, we lose the very qualities that make it a 

university. This is the paradox of government research 

policy,’ (335). 

Macintyre’s history of the Australian social sciences 

is important historical scholarship and timely for the 

sector in the wake of Labor’s re-election. As Minister 

for Education, Julia Gillard steered universities towards 

broader participation, she reinforced their role in 

expanding educational opportunity and developing 

skills and human capital. Strangely however, Labor’s 

education revolution has had little to contribute with 

regard to the civic agenda of universities as autono-

mous public institutions. How contiguous is the Rudd/

Gillard university with the Menzies university – ‘a 

repository of learning and a custodian of liberty’ (81)? 

Does the expansion of education opportunity and the 

lifting of productivity sufficiently capture the public 

interest and civic agenda of the Australian university in 

the 21st century?

To take seriously Macintyre’s claims would admit 

that there is more to do in terms of taking stock. This 

is about more than pulling the right policy levers. By 

recognising that government intervention and national 

innovation policy plays the most critical of roles in 

shaping Australian higher education, it lends itself to an 

existential question about the intent and proper role 

of government itself.  

Jen Tsen Kwok is a researcher with the NTEU’s Policy and 

Research Unit and a member of the AUR production team.

This book is a timely and informative examination of 

security-related issues facing international students, 

host country governments, and educational institu-

tions. For the purposes of the study, international stu-

dent security is broadly defined to include not only 

personal safety, but also ‘financial issues and work 

experiences, housing, health and welfare services, 

language problems, students’ personal and social net-

works ... and experiences with government and uni-

versity authorities’. The project team interviewed 200 

international students drawn from 34 nations studying 

at 9 Australian universities, more or less resembling the 

gender and nationality distribution of Australia’s total 

international student numbers.  

(Not just) ‘Horror movies 
on my TV...’
International Student Security By Simon Marginson, 
Christopher Nyland, Erlenawati Sawir and Helen 
Forbes-Mewett
ISBN: 978-0-521-13805-5 Cambridge University Press

Review by Grant McBurnie
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The authors state that ‘This is not a holistic survey of 

student satisfaction or dissatisfaction with international 

education, or a quality assurance exercise designed as 

a balanced assessment of strengths and weaknesses’. 

They make it clear that ‘the book is focused explicitly 

on this one aspect – deficiencies in international stu-

dent security’. Nonetheless, the volume is certainly not 

a simple catalogue of complaints and horror stories 

(though they are there aplenty). It presents a nuanced 

and generally well-balanced insight into the students’ 

experiences of university life, and the wider com-

plexities one faces as a foreigner dealing with cultural 

adjustment and the practicalities of everyday living. 

Whilst focussed on students in Australia, the book iden-

tifies problems that are applicable to other countries, 

places them into a comparative international context, 

and suggests possible strategies for improvement.

The volume is divided into four parts. Part 1 sets out 

the context, looking at the marketised nature of inter-

national education, the place of Australia in the global 

market, the legal and regulatory rights and responsibili-

ties of international students, and the characteristics 

of the students interviewed. Part 2 examines students’ 

experiences in the formal and public domain (inter-

acting with government authorities, employers and 

landlords) under the headings of Finances, Work, Hous-

ing, Health, Safety, and The Immigration Department. 

Part 3 turns to the informal and private domain, with 

chapters on Universities, Language, Family and Friends, 

Loneliness, and Intercultural relations. Part 4 draws 

together the findings with suggestions for addressing 

the problems raised by the interviewees.

Much of the flavour and interest of the volume lies 

in the student voices quoted at length, unrestricted by 

the ‘sound bite’ brevity common to much media cov-

erage. This provides a welcome depth and subtlety to 

the topics under discussion. The statistical aspect – the 

tabulated student responses to questions about their 

experiences and perceptions – also helps us to step 

back from the media spin. In response to the ques-

tion ‘Are you safe and secure in Australia?’, more than 

90 per cent of students answered ‘yes’, with an ‘over-

whelming majority’ declaring they were ‘at least as safe 

in Australia as at home’. Responses varied according 

to the sex of the student (with 93 per cent of men 

feeling safe compared with 88 per cent of women), 

the student’s home country (for example, 96 per cent 

from Indonesia felt safe, compared with 86 per cent 

from China and 81 per cent from India) and where in 

Australia the student resided (23 per cent of Sydney 

respondents felt unsafe, whereas only 5 per cent of 

Melbourne respondents felt unsafe). Note that these 

figures represent perceptions of safety, not actual expe-

rience of crime– the book reports one case of assault 

on an interviewee, and four cases of burglary suffered 

by students, whilst some students reported knowing 

of others who had been victims of crime. That is not to 

underplay the seriousness and profound impact of the 

incidence of assault and worse.

Commentators routinely note students are more 

exposed to crime by returning home late on public 

transport after completing night shift work, and news-

papers carry articles on the exploitation of student 

labour. Employment is indeed a vital factor for many stu-

dents. The authors found that 70 per cent of respond-

ents had worked while studying in Australia, with 57 

per cent currently employed and one third indicating 

that employment in Australia was their main source of 

income. Broken down by industry, educational and pro-

fessional fields accounted for more than half of student 

employment (chiefly postgraduates), with most of the 

remainder working in hospitality, retail and labouring. 

Students in the lesser-paid categories complained of 

low wages and exploitative conditions, but noted that 

they were getting paid more than in the home coun-

try. Respondents did not associate workplace exploita-

tion with racism; indeed it was observed that the more 

egregious cases involved exploitation by employers of 

the same ethnicity as the student. Nonetheless, there is 

undoubtedly scope for improvement in the provision 

of information about workplace rights. The authors 

also discuss the topic of locals being disadvantaged by 

the willingness of some international students to work 

for less than award rates.

For many, the possibility of migration to Australia was 

a key consideration in their study choice. The authors 

cite a 2007 AEI survey finding that 78 per cent of inter-

national student respondents had applied or were 

planning to apply to migrate to Australia. In this con-

text, it is interesting to note that some of the students’ 

– and indeed some of the authors’ – strongest criti-

cisms were directed at immigration authorities. Several 

students complained about bureaucratic delays and 

heavy-handed regulation enforcement. Some noted, 

however, that the bureaucracy in their home country 

was slower and more onerous. The poor English-lan-

guage skills of certain immigration department staff 

was mentioned by some respondents, who stressed the 

irony that their application was being vetted by staff 

that had themselves only recently gained residency. 
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Whilst strongly criticising what they see as inflexibil-

ity and arbitrariness on the part of the Department 

of Immigration and Citizenship (formerly the Depart-

ment of Immigration, Multiculturalism and Indigenous 

Affairs), the authors acknowledge that problems arise 

from the tension between the two roles that the immi-

gration department is required to perform: to facilitate 

the inward movement of desired citizens, whilst acting 

as a protective filter against unfettered mobility. 

The writers offer numerous suggestions for address-

ing the deficiencies they identify. One possibility is 

that education institutions could offer students a price-

differentiated choice of ‘products’.  For example, the 

basic option would be access to the teaching program 

with no additional services; a more costly option could 

involve additional English language learning support 

to a guaranteed standard; another option could offer 

one-to-one pastoral care; another the ‘full package’ 

combining all these ‘extras’. This kind of market solu-

tion is interesting to consider – and given the authors’ 

critiques of commercialisation of education, it is surely 

intended to be provocative. There may indeed be many 

students (or more especially parents) willing and able 

to pay extra for better service, and finding peace of 

mind in these options. Such an approach does raise 

several questions: is it acceptable to disadvantage those 

not in a position to pay for extras; does it imply that 

pastoral care and language support are not an intrinsic 

part of education, but just ‘frills’ for the affluent; what 

about domestic students – should they have the same 

options at the same or at a subsidised cost?

Other suggestions include: revision of the Educa-

tion Services for Overseas Students (ESOS) Act to take 

on board various security-related issues discussed in 

the book; the establishment of an independent body 

to monitor and advise on the Act; enhanced coordina-

tion between education providers, police and involved 

parts of government; improved mentoring and moni-

toring of international students, perhaps through a 

‘buddy’ system of graduate students mentoring under-

graduates; the abolition of detention for visa infringe-

ments and the expedited processing of appeals 

against visa cancellation. More generally, the authors 

urge governments and institutions to move beyond 

the perceived culture of denial and public relations 

spin (asserting that there is no problem) to a culture 

of assurance (putting steps in place to look after the 

safety of students). Looking to the future, the authors 

suggest the possibility of global regulation, picking up 

on a strand of globalisation literature arguing that the 

protection of globally mobile citizens is ‘increasingly a 

matter for the world community’. 

This book deserves to be widely read. As well its 

major contribution to understanding security issues as 

they affect international students, the book has broad 

interest as a study of international political economy 

refracted through the international higher education 

market, as well as the development and functioning 

of regulatory regimes, and the anthropology of the 

international student. It also makes an important con-

tribution to the notion of the cosmopolitan or ‘world 

citizen’. Finally, the study underlines the need for fur-

ther work to tease out the rights and responsibilities of 

globally mobile students, the countries that host them, 

the countries they hail from, and potential roles for 

international bodies such as UNESCO and the OECD.

Grant McBurnie is a Senior Associate in RMIT University’s 

School of Global Studies, Social Science and Planning. 
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Apple, Ball and Gandin, the three editors of this 

work are involved in The Freire Project (http://

freireproject.org) which is dedicated to building an 

international critical community to work together to 

promote social justice in a variety of  cultural con-

texts. This common interest drives their motivation 

in bringing this handbook to realization. The editors 

have brought together 46 of the world’s leading edu-

cational sociologists to explore and address key issues 

and concerns within the education discipline area at 

the beginning of the 21st century.  The book contains 

37 chapters that draw upon research and theory to 

present fresh accounts of contemporary educational 

processes, global trends, and changing and enduring 

forms of social conflict and social inequality. One of 

the strengths of this book is the truly international 

scope and range of the papers. Nevertheless the edi-

tors admit there is a ‘Western, Northern and Anglo-

Saxon bias’ (p.9) and propose a second volume that 

would ensure that the debates within the sociology of 

education would be even more international.

The research presented in this book reveals the 

emergence of two complex agendas, both inextrica-

bly linked, from the changes to education over the last 

quarter of a century. The first agenda is with respect to 

a clear articulation by the state of its education require-

ments. The second agenda is the promotion (at least in 

appearance) of a greater autonomy on the part of edu-

cational institutions to be able to deliver those require-

ments. The handbook analyses the manner in which 

the sociology of education has responded to these 

political agendas using three themes:

•	 Perspectives and theories where the emphasis is 

on the application of theoretical ideas or how the 

work of particular writers is used and the deploy-

ment of key concepts.

•	 Social processes and practices which concentrate 

on the critical interrogation of various contempo-

rary educational phenomena such as families, the 

middle class and university reform.

•	 Inequalities and resistances which interrogate issues 

of class, race and gender with respect to education 

and forms of social and political struggle within edu-

cation are examined. 

The Handbook of the Sociology of Education Prac-

tice clearly articulates the breadth and diversity of the 

sociology of education and the nature of recent topical 

research in this field. It is a significant resource for edu-

cators who wish to explore internationally significant, 

contemporary issues with respect to the sociology of 

education.  Additionally, it is a book that should be read 

by all educational sociologists as it will become known 

as a seminal publication in this discipline area.

A major fault with this handbook is the lack of an 

index. Given that there are 423 pages and 37 chapters 

written by 49 authors (paper authors plus three edi-

tors) an index would have made it a more user-friendly 

resource for readers when searching for particular 

topics or people. There are a few spelling mistakes and 

clumsy errors that should have been avoided, such as 

spelling George Siemens name as ‘Siemans’ (p. 92) and 

a case study description where one of the participants 

called Mary is described as being married to ‘Gary’ and 

three sentences later is referred to as owning a house 

Mapping the sociology of 
education: social context, 
power and knowledge
The Routledge International Handbook of the 
Sociology of Education Practice edited by Michael W. Apple, 
Stephen J. Ball and Luis Armando Gandin
Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, New York 2010. ISBN 0–415–48663–7 (hbk) 

Review by Jo Luck
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with a man called ‘Mike’ (p. 115).  A consequence of 

having a large number of international authors is that 

there is an array of differing writing styles though some 

readers may not like this others will find that that vary-

ing styles make the handbook more interesting to read.

The Routledge International Handbook of the 

Sociology of Education has several Australian-based 

authors which increases its appeal to an Australian 

audience. Many of the international case studies and 

discussions would translate well into the Australian 

context. For this reason it would be a very useful addi-

tion to every university and school library in Australia.

Dr Jo Luck is a senior lecturer in information systems at 

Central Queensland University, Rockhampton, Queens-

land, Australia. Her main research interest is examining 

the social and technical aspects of implementing and using 

technologies in higher education.

Errata

Lindsay, B. (2010). Rates of student 
disciplinary action in Australian 
universities, Australian Universities’ Review, 
52(2), pp. 27-32: Tables 1 and 2, p 29.

There were a number of minor transcriptional errors 

in the above paper, involving two tables and some of 

the text. None of the changes shown here make any 

change to the arguments in the paper.

p. 28, line 30, ‘1606’ to read ‘1602’

p. 28, line 62, ‘9645’ to read ‘9546’

p. 28, line 77, ‘88.29 per cent’ to read ‘88.5 per cent’

p. 28, line 83, ‘1640’ to read ‘1636’

p. 28, line 86, ‘13.29 per cent’ to read ‘13.32 per cent’

p. 28, line 88, ‘86.7 per cent’ to read ‘86.68 per cent’

p. 30, line 2, ‘94.89 per cent’ to read ‘95.13 per cent’

p. 30, line 10, ‘72.04 per cent’ to read ‘72.22 per cent’

University Plagiarism Plagiarism/all 
misconduct 
(%)

Exam 
misconduct

Other Total 
academic 
misconduct

Appeals 
(academic 
misconduct)

Summary 
action

Total 
general 
misconduct

Appeals 
(general 
misconduct)

Total 
appeals

Appeals/origi-
nal proceed-
ings (%)

A 193 90.19 12 0 205 NA NA 9 NA NA NA

B 114 76.00 78.08 4 26 144 1 4 6 
2

2 3 2

C 393 80.70 83.44 38 10 441 9 NA 30 3 12 2.55

D 118 16.39  63.44 8 55 181 NA NA 5 NA NA NA

E 123 67.58 46 5 174 0 0 8 0 0 0

F 93 56.36 61 7 161 12 0 4 0 12 7.27

G 123 51.68 28 67 218 7 0 20 0 7 2.94

All 1157 53.66 72.22 197 170 1524 29 4 82  78 5 34 2.12

Table 2: Grounds for disciplinary action and rates of appeal, selected Australian universities, 2006

University Academic 
misconduct 
(local)

Academic 
misconduct 
(central)

Total 
academic 
misconduct

General 
misconduct 
(local)

General 
misconduct 
(central)

Total 
general 
miscon-
duct

Total  
misconduct

Academic 
misconduct /
onshore en- 
rolments (%)

Academic 
misconduct 
/EFTSU (%)

Total miscon-
duct /onshore 
enrolments 
(%) 

Total  
misconduct 
/EFTSU 
(%)

A 188 17 205 NA 9 9 214 1.17 2.23 1.22 2.63

B 139 5 144 1 1 6  2 150 146 0.38 0.50 0.40   0.39 0.52  0.5

C 425 16 441 27 3 30 471 2.52 3.32 2.70 3.55

D 157 24 181 NA 5 5 186 1.30 1.85 1.34 1.90

E 174 0 174 1 7 8 182 0.44 0.64 0.46 0.67

F 112 49 161 4 0 4 165 0.42 0.58 0.43 0.6

G 190 28 218 0 20 20 238 0.67 0.94 0.73 1.03

All 1385 139 1524 33 45 82 78 16061602 0.77 1.09 0.98 0.97 1.38 

Table 1: Numbers and rates of discipline proceedings, selected Australian universities, 2006
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CALL FOR CONTRIBUTIONS TO A SATIRICAL 
BOOK ABOUT AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITIES

Australian Universities’ Review regular satirist, Joseph Gora, is seeking 
contributions from university staff about their experiences of working in 

Australian higher education.
You can write anonymously or otherwise, and any word length will do.
Joseph would like to hear about your perceptions of the daily grind, the 

funny and not so funny things that occur in universities.
What’s it like working in today’s university? Is it fun, or not, and why?  

What are some of the more quirky, strange, odd, bizarre things you have 
experienced?

What changes would you like to see? What hopes do you harbour?

PLEASE SEND YOUR CONTRIBUTION TO 
josephgora@hotmail.com
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