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On 2nd December 1996 the Council of the University of NSW accepted, by 

11 votes to 3, the recommendation of the Vice Chancellor Professor John 

Niland that '... the School of Teacher Education... be disestablished' 

and the operation of its St George Campus be closed down. 

  

In the new economic climate for universities introduced by Dawkins and 

extended by Vanstone and Kemp, what are the forces which impinge upon 

such University decision-making and what are the effects of such 

determiniations on the sector and on teacher education in particular? 

  

This paper will show how a university, driven by market forces, and 

with aspirations to become internationally renowned, enaged in a 

process which led it to: 

  

¥ dishonour its obligations declared in a Memorandum of Agreement at 

amalgamation, 

¥ take 1000 funded places out of teacher education and related courses 

and redistribute them over other more 'marketable' disciplines, 

¥ put off strong academic teams built over many years, 

¥ wind down popular programs, not lacking in applicants, 

¥ treat students very shodily in the process, 

¥ seek to sell or lease the campus ignoring strong local community 

preferences 

  

Judged on the basis of market forces, the decision seems fully 

justifiable. The social status of teaching has declined, e.g., even in 



a period of teacher surplus, minimum TERs for entry have dropped - in 

some places to 50. No-one is likely to pay full-fees to go into 

teaching. It is much better to build up commerce, arts, law. But such 

decisions have implications for the local community and the wider 

population. 

  

Furthermore, Universities usually claim to be bastions of academic 

freedom where the evidence is carefully analysed and the issues are 

openly debated with all views represented. Thus a process of open 

consultation may well be expected. 

  

This paper will look at the reasons for closing the campus, the 

strategies used in that process and the wider policy implications of 

these processes and effects. First, however, some background is 

needed. 

  

  

A. BACKGROUND 

  

1. The St George Campus began as Alexander Mackie College in Albion 

Avenue, Paddington, in 1958. It moved to Oatley in 1980 and soon after 

became part of the Sydney College of Advanced Education, being known as 

St George Institute of Education. 

  

2. The Commonwealth-funded buildings at Oatley are equipped with 

excellent, purpose-built teacher education and sports science 



facilities, including tennis courts, an oval and spacious grounds. It 

is located on the southern railway line close to Oatley Station. The 

UNSW Working Party on the Future of the St George Campus commissioned a 

Transport and Access study for the Campus (Institute of Environmental 

Studies, 1997) which reported that St George Campus is located some 75 

minutes travel by public transport from the Kensington Campus of UNSW. 

  

3. During its 40 years of operation, it has built as State Minister 

Aquilina said in Parliament 'an enviable record' for the quality of its 

teacher education and, more recently, for the strength of its sports 

science programs. And there has been strong student demand for student 

places. For example, while the total number of first preference 

applications to Australian universities declined in 1996, the 

applications for primary teaching at St George Campus (including an 

Advanced Level program) increased by 27%, i.e., there were 223 first 

preference applicants for the 100 places it offered. 

  

B. WHY CLOSE ST GEORGE CAMPUS? 

  

In his introductory speech to the University Council, the Vice 

Chancellor outlined the context within which he saw that his 

recommendations should be adopted and some guiding principles. His 

analysis was dominated by a very bleak picture of the University's 

financial position in the face of Federal Government cuts. This was 

despite acknowledged operating surpluses of $53.7 million in 1995 and 

$39 million in 1996 and retained earnings of $725 million. His aim was 



to position the University for 2000 and beyond. To this end he sought 

'vertical' rather than 'horizontal' cuts, and recommended that the 

University should 'identify and maintain desirable elements of the 

present structure.' No specific case was given to support the 

recommendations concerning the disestablishment of the School of 

Teacher Education and the closure of the St George Campus. 

In our search we have found no satisfactory answer to this question. 

Indeed, we formed the opinion that the protagonists didn't feel that 

they had to justify their decision. We did, however, find a lot of 

good evidence of the procedures one may adopt if one decides to close a 

campus. 

  

  

C. STRATEGIES FOR CLOSING A CAMPUS 

  

Four underlying processes can be seen. 

  

1 Create the illusion of consultation. 

2 Disregard the evidence 

3 Tear up the Memorandum of Agreement 

4 Ignore the interests of the community 

  

The next section of this paper will examine each of these in turn 

providing evidence from the events of 1996 and 1997. 

  

  



1. Create the illusion of consultation 

  

Strenuous effort has been made to ensure that the process was attended 

by close 'consultation' with all concerned. However, at all levels, it 

is the appearance rather than the substance of consultation that has 

occurred. 

  

a. Vice Chancellor's Advisory Committee 

  

The recommendations grew out of the work of three teams comprised of 

the members of the Vice Chancellor's Advisory Committee (VCAC). The 

composition and operation of these teams is instructive. All five 

Campuses of UNSW had representatives on one or more of these teams, 

except one - the St George Campus. Only one campus was recommended for 

the axe!. St George was represented through the Kensington based Dean 

of the Faculty of Professional Studies, Professor Boyd Rayward. In 

formulating their recommendations, no evaluation was made of St George 

programs or Schools and the teams did not so much as visit the campus 

to check its progress. 

  

  

b. Within University Consultation 

  

The process set up by the Vice Chancellor for consideration of these 

recommendations within the University ensured the appearance of wide 

ranging consultation. There were invitational and open meetings, staff 



presentations to the VCAC and special meetings with the Vice 

Chancellor. However, in practice consultation was a one way process, 

with predetermined conclusions dictating the outcome. Although no 

specific case was put forward by the University, no notice was taken of 

a closely argued and well documented case put by St George staff (St 

George 2000). 

  

c. Local Community Consultation 

  

Further evidence of the illusion of consultation - which the Vice 

Chancellor described as 'exemplary' - can be seen by examining the 

process of consultation within the local community. After the decision 

to close the St George Campus the Vice Chancellor set up a Working 

party on the Future of St George. The task of this committee was to 

determine what to do with the Campus that was now surplus to needs. To 

assist the committee, a Reference Group of some 20 prominent citizens 

and representatives of local organisations was constituted . The 

purpose of the Working Party was to: 

  

'explain the process of UNSW 2000, the decisions of the Council of the 

University in December 1996, to provide a description of the Working 

Party process and to offer information on and seek advice on the 

future of the St George Campus.' (italics ours, Working Party Report p. 8) 

  

Members of this Refence Group complained, not surprisingly, that the 

whole process was 'window dressing'. 



  

In addition a consulting firm was engaged to 'prepare a report on the 

views of members of the State and Federal Government and the local 

community'. The Working Party's summary of options contained the 

consultants' comments about local community responses to each of the 

options. (Working Party Report, 1997). 

  

Six options for use by UNSW were listed. Three had community support 

but all were rejected by UNSW. 

  

Four options for lease by UNSW were listed. All of these were either 

opposed by the local community or received only possible support, yet 

all were actively pursued by UNSW. 

  

Five options for sale or transfer of the campus were listed. One, the 

University of Wollongong option received strong local support but was 

rejected in the strongest terms by UNSW. Of the other four, three 

received qualified local support and the other a hostile local 

reaction, but again these opotions were among those most actively 

pursued by UNSW. 

  

It is true that UNSW sought the views of the local community. It is 

equally true that, while maintaining the illusion of consultation, UNSW 

disregarded the views of the local community. 

  

  



2. Disregard the Evidence 

Several claims can be discerned in UNSW reports (Hyperthetical 2000, 

1996. Options 2000, 1996). Similar statements were made at various 

meetings. They appear as throw away lines without any comment or 

evidence to justify them. 

  

1. The programs were weak on teaching criteria 

2. The programs were weak on research criteria 

3. TERs were lower than other courses 

4. Teacher education is 'not part of the UNSW core' (VCAC Blue Team's 

Report) 

  

In response to the three team reports which were referred to as UNSW 

Options 2000 the staff at the St George Campus produced their own 

document entitled St George 2000 (1996). This document contained 

carefully researched data mostly taken from existing University records 

which demonstrated the strengths of schools at St George in terms of 

the University criteria of assessment; course demand, teaching quality, 

research publications, professional development through higher degrees, 

student TERs, and professional and community service. On all but one 

of these criteria - student TERs -the schools at the St George campus 

were shown to be at or above the University average. On the issue of 

TERs the students in the primary course were among the lowest in the 

University. However, comparison with primary courses in other 

Universities showed that the TERs of students in the St George course 

were among the top three or four in the State with a mean of 65 across 



the past five years while other cut-off TERs had been declining, some 

to the low 50ies. (Watson, 1996, Appendix A). Within the University 

primary TERs had come to be not significantly different from the the 

TERs of students entering secondary teaching programs which the 

University has chosen to maintain. 

  

The most carefully compiled and documented evidence (St George 2000) 

was thus disregarded and it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that a 

major basis for the decision is the potential financial gain to UNSW. 

However, lest this evidence from staff be thought as biassed in favour 

of the campus, the view of the Dean of the Faculty, Professor Rayward, 

who recommended closure but knew the schools rather well, is most 

instructive. 

  

It is clear that today there is a perception within the University and 

VCAC that there are a number of relatively weak programs in the 

Faculty of Professional Studies, especially at St George Campus -- 

which is worth emphasising has had only six years as part of the 

University. To repeat, the St George Schools perform now at levels 

that place them above many schools in the University and given time and 

opportunity they may be expected to achieve the levels of performance 

attained by the most superior parts of the University most of whom have 

had forty and more years to secure their laurels. (Rayward, 1996, 

pp4,5) 

  

The essential expedience of the closure of the St George schools is 



well summed up by Professor Rayward. 

  

I believe substantial savings are possible with the least potential 

damage to the existing fabric of the University as a whole, if we close 

the St George campus in its present form and phase out the programs in 

primary teaching, leisure studies and sports coaching offered on that 

campus. (Rayward, 1996, p5) 

  

  

3. Tear up the Memorandum of Agreement 

  

A formal amalgamation agreement signed in 1990 to protect a small and 

vulnerable campus joining with a large and powerful university, was 

torn up by this closure. 

  

In the 1990 Dawkins amalgamations, the University of New South Wales 

and Sydney College of Advanced Education signed a formal Memorandum of 

Agreement concerning the St George Campus. It included general and 

consolidation clauses. Under the heading 'General', it declared, 

  

'The parties to this Memorandum of Agreement agree that consolidation: 

(a) would be to their mutual benefit and to the benefit of the community 

they serve; 

(b) would strengthen and further develop the professional education of 

educators in various fields'. 

  



Under the heading 'Consolidation' it stated, 

  

'the University will use its best endeavours, through its educational 

profile and through the development of the Institute, to serve the 

educational needs of the region and the broader community'. (Clause 3a). 

  

It then continues (in Clause 3b) to list eleven aspects of the 

integration of the Campus, e.g., academic and administrative 

appointments, program developments which were to be implemented during 

a three year transitional period. 

  

In ignoring the Memorandum of Agreement the University has claimed that 

the three year transitioinal period applies to the whole agreement 

rather than to the eleven implementation provisions which it prefaces. 

  

  

4. Ignore the Interests of the Community 

Three aspects of this decision are giving serious concern to community 

leaders: 

  

a. Supply of Teachers 

  

The wind down of the campus, which will take a thousand funded places 

out of Teacher Education and related courses, has been roundly 

condemned by Senator Tierney and Labour and Liberal local politicians. 

  



There is a range of evidence suggesting that the teacher supply cycle 

is turning from surplus to shortage: 

  

¥ The Preston (1997) Report predicts major shortages in Primary and 

Secondary teacher numbers beginning in 2 or 3 years, 

  

¥ The Labour Economics Office (NSW DEETYA) Report on secondary teacher 

supply (1997) predicts imminent shortages in TAS, LOTE and Science. 

  

¥ Minister Kemp is proposing to retain 27,000 more students in high 

schools who will be ineligible for the dole and hundreds more teachers 

will be needed for Vocational Education. 

  

¥ NSW Primary Principals from across the state are finding that there is 

a widespread shortage of casual teachers now. (Primary Principals' 

Association, 1997). 

  

¥ Shortages are already being felt in some countries which have been a 

source of teachers in the past, e.g., NZ and UK and these countries are 

unlikely to supply replacements as happened in the seventies 

  

Considerable lead time is needed for the preparation of teachers. 

Primary teaching takes 3 or 4 years of University study. Secondary 

teaching, for graduates, takes one year (about half of the annual 

intake) and for non graduates - 4 years of university study. Market 

forces are not likely to anticipate these lead times and have little 



prospect of coping with a teacher shortage. Governments using labour 

force projections and strenuous policy initiatives are hard pressed to 

manage. 

  

b. Status of the Profession 

  

There is widespread concern about the quality of entrants to teaching 

and about the long term effects of the declining status of the teaching 

profession. Market forces don't seem to take account of that. Yet the 

nation needs its high achieving universities such as UNSW to embrace 

and strengthen teacher education if it is to raise the status of 

teaching. 

  

Professor Rayward discusses what he found to be a disconcerting 

prejudice within the UNSW community against the primary teacher 

program. He suggests that this 'may reflect a regrettable sense that 

teaching at this level represents a field that is instrinsically 

inferior academically and socially compared with medicine, banking and 

other high status professions'. (Rayward, 1996, p5). He goes on to ask 

two questions: 

  

'Are the best Universities in Australia to restrict their work to what 

is high status at the moment and lucrative? 

  

If we prepare accountants and optometrists, for example, why should we 

not prepare teachers? (Rayward, 1996, p5). 



  

The biggest single contribution that can be made to lifting the quality 

of teaching and to raising the status of the profession is to improve 

the quality of entrants to teacher education. The St George Campus has 

set up an advanced level primary program for teaching (Watson, 1997) 

which required an 85+ TER to enter. It is the first of its kind for 

teacher education in Australia. In 1996 it attracted 40 first 

preference applicants. This program is now cut. 

  

c. Southern Sydney Campus 

  

Local community leaders are concerned at the loss of the only 

university campus in southern Sydney, a region which has a population 

of over 500,000 and no other campus. In letters dated November 5, 

1997, the Mayors of Rockdale, Kogarah, Hurstville and Sutherland Shire 

called on Education Ministers Aquilina and Kemp to work together to 

transfer the campus to the University of Wollongong which has put 

forward a proposal to continue its work. 

  

We wish to express our total opposition to the plan of the University 

of New South Wales to sell or lease the Campus. We regard it as a 

public asset initially obtained by the considerable effort of the local 

populace and given to UNSW for $1.00 in 1993 to provide university 

education to the children of southern Sydney and to prepare teachers 

for schools across the state. 

  



None of the UNSW proposed uses of the site would locate publicly funded 

places at Oatley except transfer to the University of Wollongong. This 

option, however, is not favoured by UNSW because it would be difficult 

to negotiate a favourable financial arrangement with another public 

university and because it does not want competition from a strong 

university in southern Sydney.. 

  

  

D. WIDER POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

  

1. Should not Universities specialise? 

  

It is Federal government policy to encourage specialisation. There may 

be some justification for Professor Niland's suggestion that other 

universities should specialise in teacher education while UNSW focuses 

on other areas. 

  

What is very difficult to justify, however, is the unilateral decision 

by UNSW to take nearly 1000 funded places out of teacher education and 

related courses and to do so at a time when the teacher supply cycle is 

turning to shortage. Such rationalisation requires inter university 

negotiation and mutual consent before it can go ahead. 

  

If some other university is to specialise in teacher education, 

  

¥ which university will direct funded places from other disciplines to 



teacher education to make up the shortfall? 

  

¥ will the government increase the funded places so that teaching is 

not cut? and 

  

¥ who will pay to build another specific-purpose facility for teaching 

while the excellent one at St George is leased or sold off to be used 

for other (second best) purposes? 

  

  

2. A Policy Dilemma 

  

A major policy dilemma is faced by both State and Federal governments. 

The State government has constitutional responsibility for all 

education and has authority for land and property of a campus such as 

St George and the Federal government provides university funding. 

Should governments act on behalf of the community to moderate the 

market-driven choices of universities? This has happened already for 

university places in medicine (on which the Federal government placed a 

cap when the number of doctors getting medicare provider numbers 

threatened the health budget). 

  

Are the governments willing to act in concert to pass on the St George 

Campus (with funding for its courses) to the University of Wollongong 

which has put forward a detailed plan for its continued productive use 

in teacher education and other disciplines? 



  

If the pressure to allow even greater scope for market forces to 

dictate the operation of the higher education sector prevails, the 

challenge to governments will be to ensure that professions vital to 

the public well-being but not highly marketable such as teaching, are 

not more profoundly weakened. 
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