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Introduction


The reconstruction of higher education in Australia through the creation of the Unified National System at the end of the 1980s is commonly seen as a watershed. It brought new ways of funding, directing and organising universities, expanding their size, reorienting their activities and setting in train a far-reaching transformation of the academic enterprise.


The design and effects of the Unified National System have attracted a very substantial literature that analyses the changes and contests their merits. For the most part, such studies have been conducted at the system level, concentrating on particular aspects such as teaching, research and institutional management.


In this series we examine the changes holistically at the institutional level, in four studies prepared and conducted to a common framework. They cover two old universities (Melbourne and Sydney), one newer, pre-1987 university (Griffith) and one formed as a result of reconstruction (the University of South Australia). They also cover four states, allowing us to consider how the amalgamation process set in train by John Dawkins as the Commonwealth Minister for Employment, Education and Training in the Labor government was undertaken in different jurisdictions. Each study examines the changes that were made, their initiation, contestation, implementation and effects from the publication of the Green Paper at the end of 1987 to the change of government at the end of 1996.


The changes introduced by Dawkins have been usefully summarised by Grant Harman:




	
• abolition of the binary system, with its clear differentiation between universities and colleges of advanced education, and replacement by a Unified National System of higher education


	
• consolidation of institutions through amalgamation to reduce their number and to secure larger and stronger institutions


	
• substantial increases in enrolments and attention to student progress rates to secure an increased output of graduates


	
• greater concentration on particular fields of study, such as computer science, business studies and engineering, which were seen to be crucial to economic growth


	
• a more selective approach to research funding, with a greater emphasis on national priorities, and substantial increases in the total amount of research funds


	
• changes in institutional governance to make institutions more flexible and efficient, and to give greater power to chief executives


	
• changes in staffing to increase flexibility and improve performance


	
• greater autonomy to institutions within negotiated funding agreements, and efforts to increase institutional effectiveness and efficiency (including further reduction of unit costs per student, improved credit transfer, and rationalisation of the provision of courses by distance education)


	
• shifting some of the financial burden for higher education to users and encouraging higher education institutions to generate income to supplement public funding.1






This summary has the advantage that it was made at the time, and is therefore not subject to the subsequent tendency to attribute changes in higher education to Dawkins that were not part of his reconstruction. In many accounts there is a danger of succumbing to the post hoc, propter hoc fallacy, seeing Dawkins as responsible for all that followed. Some of the changes were already under way before he created the Unified National System, while others are apparent in countries that did not follow the Australian path.


One purpose of these four studies is to trace the consequences of what he set in motion, another to consider institutional responses. We are interested in the proposals set out in the Green and White Papers that were not implemented, as well as those that were. The universities were not passive instruments of government policy: they resisted some components of the Unified National System and grasped others, and in each of them there was substantial contestation of how it should respond.


Nor, despite its homogenous characteristics, was the creation of the Unified National System ever likely to result in a uniform national system. Each of the universities was distinctive in location, orientation and aspiration. In adapting its organisation and practices to the reconstructed system of higher education, each sought to use some of these inherited characteristics to its best advantage. Accordingly, each study concludes by turning back to the nine components identified by Harman and indicating the outcomes that were reached by 1996.


Notes


1 Adapted from Grant Harman, ‘Institutional amalgamations and abolition of the binary system in Australia under John Dawkins’, Higher Education Quarterly, vol. 45, no. 2, 1991, pp. 182–3.




CHAPTER 1


A difficult transition


By the mid-1970s the significant post-war Commonwealth investment in the Australian university system had reached its peak. The result of considerable Commonwealth support to fund the expected demands of a transformed post-war economy, as recommended by the 1957 Murray Report, it was further propelled by the three-volume 1964 Martin Report’s recommendation for a significant expansion in the Australian higher education system.1 There were now more universities than ever, more students, more academics and even more buildings, some reaching soaring heights and outfitted with the latest gadgets that would have challenged the sensibilities of even the most progressive nineteenth-century professors. This transformation was especially true of the University of Sydney.2


Under its ‘steely and skilled’ Vice Chancellor Bruce Williams (1967–81; to become Sir Bruce on his knighthood in 1980), the University of Sydney had flourished, despite the turmoil and tumult of radical student and staff movements of the late 1960s and early 1970s.3 The University had grown significantly under his leadership, fuelled by increasing Commonwealth investment. By 1975 Sydney had 18 368 student enrolments—around 16 000 Equivalent Full-Time Student Units (EFTSU)—and 1220 academic staff, making it the largest university in the country. In terms of external research funding, the University was significantly ahead of its rivals. By the mid-1970s, although competitive research funding for the Australian university system was relatively small, Sydney received on average 35 per cent more than its major rivals, the universities of Melbourne and New South Wales; ANU, with its special Commonwealth research funding, was excluded from participating in such nationally competitive schemes.4 Sydney’s research reputation at this time was greatly enriched by the presence of such figures of international renown as physicists Robert Hanbury Brown, the first to measure the diameter of stars, Bernard Mills, inventor of the Mills Cross radio telescope, as well as pioneering statistician Oliver Lancaster, who first drew the correlation between latitude and melanoma, philosopher David Armstrong, classical archaeologist Alexander Cambitoglou and theoretical chemist Noel Hush.5 The University’s standing was further publicised by the presence of the captivating head of the School of Physics (1952–87) Harry Messel, whose fund-raising, outreach and capacity-building efforts were legendary.


Bruce Williams, Melbourne born and educated, was an economist who, after a distinguished twenty-year career in the United Kingdom, was appointed Vice-Chancellor of Sydney in 1967. He had been Professor of Economics at Manchester, where he became a highly regarded expert on science policy, industry and investment. He also had a career in Whitehall, having been an adviser to the Ministry of Technology and the Prices and Income Board. He arrived at Sydney with excellent credentials—a clear understanding of fiscal issues, insight into technology, education and public policy and experience in working with and through university and government bureaucracies.


The Chancellor for much of Williams’ term of office at Sydney was Sir Hermann Black (1970–90), also an economist. Together these two astute and adroit university politicians navigated some of the University’s most difficult challenges. Black was a Sydney man through and through; educated at Rockdale Public and Fort Street Boys’ High, he won a teachers scholarship to Sydney where he graduated BEc (1927) and MEc (1937) and, after a brief stint of teaching, was appointed to an assistant lectureship in Economics at Sydney in 1933. Black’s brand of economics borrowed more from Joseph Shumpeter’s approach to the entrepreneur as hero than Keynes’ call for state intervention in the boom and bust cycles of liberal democracies. Sir Hermann saw the benefit of an economics degree as the application of economics to practical issues rather than its theorising. He remained at the University in various roles until his death in 1990.


Black, like Williams, however, was not captive to the ‘ivory tower’. He had extensive networks in successive New South Wales governments, often as adviser to premiers and ministers and to the State public service, and contributed to important public policy forums and organisations such as the Australian Institute of International Affairs. He was committed to bridging the gap between ‘town and gown’ and devoted much of his time to ensuring that the University met the needs of the community and that the community in turn supported the efforts of the University. Although his academic output was modest, even by the standards of the day, he was a brilliant speaker, possessing a ‘vibrant, cultivated and mellifluous’ voice, which he used to great effect in the frequent radio broadcasts that made him a household name. He was appointed Chancellor in 1970, holding this position till his death in 1990.6


While on one level the steady flow of Commonwealth income through the 1960s fuelled necessary expansion and growth in research with comparative ease, the University of Sydney, like Monash, La Trobe, Flinders and the University of Queensland, was also challenged by student and staff unrest. As the oldest university in Australia, Sydney was often the focus of particular attention by the emerging New Left. The list of major disruptions and protests at Sydney is impressive. In addition to more wide-ranging protests over conscription and the Vietnam War, there were struggles over the nature of the University itself; the creation of the Free University in 1967 (where students and staff attracted to theories of Marxism and later feminism were taught off-campus by radical staff), the petitions and sit-ins protesting library fines (1967), a dispute over the University’s student admissions policy and the powers over student discipline, struggles in favour of continuous assessment rather than formal examinations, the protest over the refusal of the University to admit a Macquarie University student (Vicky Lee) to Sydney, despite the fact that she had passed Sydney’s first-year Anthropology course as an external student (1970), the philosophy strike of 1973 (demanding the right to teach feminism as a legitimate subject) and the agitation for a separate department of political economy (1974–76). Some of these involved clashes between radical staff and students and police, occupations of university buildings, including the Vice Chancellor’s office, and picketing of lectures. Among staff there was also considerable agitation for a greater say for non-professorial staff in university governance, a challenge to the ‘god professor’.7


Williams, supported by Black once he became Chancellor in 1970, handled these major disruptions with a mixture of toughness and adroitness. He remained calm throughout—refusing heavy-handed security interventions while ensuring the safety of person and property as well as possible in the circumstances, issuing discussion papers that canvassed viewpoints from both sides and engaging protestors in polite argument. He also acted decisively when he thought protestors had ‘gone too far’, suspending the worst offenders when he felt the occasion demanded. His dignity under pressure impressed many and quietened some of the noisiest offenders, although it did not stem the flow of radical protest. Equally important, Black and Williams worked to limit significant disquiet on the University Senate, which if given public voice would have only incited more dissent. They also needed to secure Senate acquiescence to their proposed reforms aimed at accommodating and defusing student and staff demands.8 The reforms were far-reaching. Williams instituted the transition of the Professorial Board to a new Academic Board with elected non-professorial staff, brought in more liberal admission, disciplinary and assessment practices, split the philosophy department in two, so that radical philosophers could govern their own academic programs while leaving the traditionalists in charge of theirs, and approved the creation of a separate political economy stream of courses in Economics to appease radical staff and students. It worked, although some of Williams’ successors felt the legacy of divided departments was less than ideal. By the late 1970s, relative calm had been restored and many of the radical demands had been incorporated into university structures, policies and processes.9


By 1980, however, he had been in office for nearly fourteen years. More pressing was the health of his wife Roma and the need to devote more of his time to looking after her, a difficult undertaking while holding such onerous office. Reluctantly, it seems, he indicated to the Chancellor his intention to retire.10 In February 1981 Sir Hermann established the appropriate joint Senate and Academic Board committee to search for a replacement, chaired by the Chancellor with the Deputy Chancellor, Chair of the Academic Board, Fellows of Senate, such as Rodney Cavalier (Member for Fuller in the New South Wales Legislative Assembly and later Minister for Education in the Wran and Unsworth Labor governments), and prominent professors, as its members. The committee received forty-seven expressions of interest for the position and debated the merits of each candidate over the course of ten meetings. An international candidate was even flown to Sydney.11 The search proved fruitless. One university senior officer of the period, but not on the committee itself, believes that the preferred international candidate declined the offer and the committee was left with no suitable candidate.12 It was certainly the case that the external search proved fruitless.


In this context the obvious internal candidate was the then longest serving Deputy Vice-Chancellor, Michael Taylor (1975–91), a distinguished physiologist who had held a number of senior appointments at the University, including chair of the Professorial Board (1969–73). Remembered by his colleagues as a ‘kind, generous and tolerant person’, Taylor was equally at home in the worlds of scientific research and the arts. He played the piano, composed an opera and frequented gallery, museum and literary events.13 Puzzling is why Taylor was neither officially encouraged to apply or appointed Acting Vice-Chancellor while the search continued. One member of the committee thinks that Sir Hermann believed Taylor was unsuitable.14 Instead, the committee opted for the other Deputy Vice-Chancellor appointed just two years before in 1979, the Challis Professor of History, John Manning Ward.


Ward was a surprising choice. He was the same age as Williams, had health difficulties, was looking forward to his forthcoming retirement and seemed genuinely surprised by the offer. Born in 1919, a member of staff for nearly forty years and Challis Professor for thirty, Ward was clearly approaching the twilight of a distinguished career. He had been chair of the History Department for many years, dean of the Faculty of Arts (1962), last chair of the Professorial Board (1974–75) and first chair of the new Academic Board (1975–77), before taking up the position of Deputy Vice Chancellor.15 To friends and colleagues he intimated his intention to retire in the hope of spending more time on research and writing.16 Taylor was seven years younger than Ward and perhaps more likely to commit to a long career at the helm if he were offered the position. Nonetheless, on 13 April 1981 the University asked Ward whether he would consider taking on the role of Acting Vice-Chancellor. Ward, ever the good university citizen, responded favourably to the suggestion, believing that he had things to contribute, although he alerted the University to the fact that his health prevented him from travelling by air: he had a long-standing hearing condition that required a hearing aid, and had been warned by doctors to avoid air travel. He wanted to inform the University officially of this fact to ensure that it was considered in the decision process. Moreover, he had no intention of staying in the role long. Ward had not applied for the position because ‘if I had been appointed my term of office would necessarily be a short one. I would have the advantage of knowing the University well and being immersed in its problems, but another Vice-Chancellor would have to be chosen soon.’17


Ward was appointed Acting Vice-Chancellor from 1 July 1981, with every expectation that his term would be short given that there was an active search underway for someone to succeed Sir Bruce.18 At the September meeting of the University Senate, however, the selection committee reported that after an extensive search and the consideration of a number of candidates and referee reports, the recommendation was to appoint Ward as Vice-Chancellor. In the view of the committee, Ward was ‘well liked and trusted … regarded as a man of great integrity … has an impressive understanding of academic policy and administration … [and] he is competent and possesses the necessary detailed knowledge to make what may be difficult and unpleasant decisions’. The committee did not consider his lack of training in ‘financial matters’ an obstacle to appointment as he ‘has the ability and competence to manage the affairs of the University’. In the first instance Ward clearly stuck to his intention to be an interim Vice-Chancellor, accepting a contract of three and a half years, although the committee was hopeful that once he was in place he might be persuaded to stay longer.19


But Ward remained Vice-Chancellor for nine years, not retiring until 1990. The flow of events carried him forward, making it difficult to leave the position of Vice-Chancellor at a time of profound change in Australian higher education. Ward had to manage a significant financial crisis as Commonwealth funding declined throughout the decade and then, from 1987, the challenge of the proposed Dawkins’ reforms. Ward was eager to return to ‘writing history’, as he informed close confidants, but whether as a consequence of enjoying the role as Vice-Chancellor or at Black’s insistence, he stayed on after the end of his initial contract.20 Some of his colleagues believed that as an interim Vice-Chancellor, Ward did not think he had the mandate to make substantial change. By inclination, however, as a self-confessed liberal conservative much inspired by Edmund Burke’s ideas about the necessity of evolutionary change to preserve the existing order, Ward believed in incremental reform and consensus-building to maintain the status quo.21 By temperament he was unlikely to shift course unless pushed, while at the same time he recognised that change was necessary to preserve the essence of the University, if within the narrow confines of subtle adjustments and gentle innovations. Instinctively he was averse to the managerial ideas that were beginning to influence higher education administration around the world, even though he recognised that some of these ideas had merit in managing and maintaining the integrity of good universities. The reforms proposed by John Dawkins, however, were far-reaching. In late 1987, as Dawkins began to raise the prospect of change, Ward was six years into his vice-chancellorship: regardless of his private desires, he could see no prospect of retiring at such a time. As a consequence, he led the University through momentous changes, leaving a legacy that his successors still wrestle with.


Notes


1 See Hannah Forsyth, A History of the Modern Australian University, New South, Sydney, 2014, pp. 59–66.


2 Julia Horne and Geoffrey Sherington, Sydney: The Making of a Public University, Miegunyah Press, Melbourne, 2012, pp. 223–4.


3 Malcolm Brown, ‘Steely and skilled, vice-chancellor had a talent of bureaucracy’, Sydney Morning Herald, 25 August, 2010.


4 Figures supplied by the Australian Research Council, ‘ARC historical research funding data 1971–1996’. We are grateful to Aidan Byrne and Alex Watt for this invaluable material.


5 Notes on leading researchers supplied to the authors by Professor Max Bennett, 4 November 2015.


6 Brian Fletcher, ‘Sir Hermann Black (1904–1990)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 17, ed. Diane Langmore, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 2007, pp. 104–6.


7 See Horne and Sherington, Sydney, pp. 188–90, and Hannah Forsyth, ‘The ownership of knowledge in higher education in Australia 1939–1996’, PhD thesis, University of Sydney, 2012, pp. 141–67. For some histories of student radicalism at Sydney, see for example Gavin Butler, Evan Jones and Frank Stilwell, Political Economy: The Struggle for Alternative Economics at the University of Sydney, Darling Press, Sydney, 2009; Michael Hogan, Cradle of Australian Political Studies: Sydney’s Department of Government, Connor Court, Ballarat, Vic, 2015, pp. 135–49; Lewis d’Avigdor, ‘Let the lunatics run their own asylum: Participatory democracy at the University of Sydney’, hons thesis, Department of History, University of Sydney, 2011; Alan Barcan, From New Left to Factional Left: Fifty Years of Student Activism at Sydney University, Australian Scholarly Publishing, Melbourne, 2011; Alison Bashford, ‘Return of the repressed: Feminism in the Quad’, Australian Feminist Studies, vol. 13, no. 27, 1998, pp. 47–53; Jean Curthoys, ‘Memoirs of a feminist dinosaur’, Australian Feminist Studies, vol. 13, no. 27, 1998, pp. 55–61; and John Docker, ‘“Those halcyon days”: The moment of the New Left’, in Brian Head and James Walter (eds), Intellectual Movements in Australian Society, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1988, pp. 289–307. For the idea of the ‘God-Professor’, see Geoffrey Serle, ‘God-professors and their juniors’, Vestes, vol. 6, no. 1, 1963, pp. 11–17.


8 For his account, see Bruce Williams, Making and Breaking Universities: Memoirs of Academic Life in Australia and Britain 1936–2004, Macleay Press, Sydney, 2005, pp. 79–123.


9 See W.F. Connell, G.E. Sherington, B.H. Fletcher, Cliff Turney and Ursula Bygott, Australia’s First: A History of the University of Sydney, vol. 2: 1940–1990, Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, 1995, pp. 350–62.


10 Williams, Making and Breaking Universities, pp. 195–7.


11 Report of the committee to consider an appointment to the position of Vice-Chancellor, Senate Minutes, 7 September 1981, University of Sydney Archives G1/30/81/220.


12 Interview with Stephen Harrison, University Bursar in the 1980s, 6 July 2015.


13 William Burke, R. Dampney and M. O’Rourke, ‘Obituary: Emeritus Professor Michael Gleeson Taylor 1926–2006’, University of Sydney News, 22 February 2006.


14 Conversation with Daphne Kok, former Fellow of Senate, 26 November 2015.


15 Julia Horne, ‘John Manning Ward’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 18, ed. Melanie Nolan, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 2013, pp. 555–7.


16 Even in his acceptance letter Ward refers to his desire to return to writing history. J.M. Ward to Peter Westlake, Associate Registrar, 27 April 1981, J.M. Ward Staff File, University Archives, 135/0001/11611.


17 Ibid.


18 K.W. Knight, Registrar, to J.M. Ward, 2 June 1981, J.M. Ward Staff File, 135/0001/11611.


19 Minutes of the Meeting of Senate 7 September 1981, J.M. Ward Staff File, 135/0001/11611.


20 J.M. Ward to Jill Ker Conway, 28 December 1988, Ward Family Papers, University of Sydney Archives, 1254/P181/16 Box 16.


21 J.M. Ward, ‘What is a liberal conservative?’, University News, 28 June 1988.




CHAPTER 2


Changing times


Taking the helm


The election of the Hawke Labor Government in 1983 soon signalled a shift in higher education policy. In 1984 John Manning Ward was invited by the Institute of Public Administration to give the R.N. Spann Memorial Oration and used the opportunity to reflect on the current challenges in Australian higher education. It was a classic jeremiad, canvassing the possibility of a ‘disastrous revolution’ in higher education that universities had a responsibility to avert. The sources of ‘disaster’, in Ward’s view, were twofold: the ‘increase in government intervention in academic matters’ and the ‘tremendous growth of academic responsibilities’, by which he meant the exponential rise in knowledge, technological innovation and the growing aspiration for tertiary education, placing pressure on governments and universities to expand. Ward feared that such political demands for relevance and short-term economic gain would damage the role of universities as the engine for the production and transmission of knowledge. This creeping utilitarianism, he argued, might subject universities to fruitless surveys and forms of bureaucratic accountability that wasted precious resources and diverted attention from the core activities of teaching and research. It would create an insidious uniformity in a system in which robust health depended on diversity. Government intervention, he believed, was predicated on the erroneous assumption that universities lacked engagement with the wider community—they were ‘ivory towers’. Ward disputed this assumption, pointing to the many ways in which universities were already involved with industry and the community. But his message was clear. If universities were to avoid the impending disaster of further government intervention, they must begin the process of reform: doing more with industry, raising more funds from the community, expanding enrolments to meet demand, becoming more fiscally responsible and, in a prescient comment, even amalgamating with other institutions. Universities should reform themselves to avert a ‘revolution’ imposed by governments. These were themes that subsequently echoed throughout his efforts to adapt to Dawkins’ blueprint for change.1


Ward prided himself on his international outlook. He was by training an historian of British imperialism, particularly nineteenth-century colonial policy, and throughout his career spent considerable time in both Great Britain and North America. It was natural for him to keep an eye on what was happening in Great Britain, the United States, Canada and South Africa, and in doing so he sensed a shift in tone and emphasis in higher education thinking internationally that might also shape developments in Australia. In 1987 Ward informed the University Senate of the changing international environment that he believed would begin to shape public policy in Australia. He cited the recent British inquiry into tertiary education, conducted at the behest of British vice-chancellors and principals by Sir Alex Jarrett, former businessman and senior public servant and Chancellor of the University of Birmingham. The report was widely discussed in the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee, having been introduced by Ward and Peter Karmel, the former head of the Australian Universities Commission, its successor, the Commonwealth Tertiary Education Committee (CTEC), and then Vice-Chancellor of the ANU. Ward noted a new emphasis on business and commercial language to justify higher education, ideas that he felt were influencing Australia’s Labor Government.2
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