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Thank you to elected representatives in the Upper House for setting up an inquiry into the 
governance of the University of Tasmania. I am a Professor of Sociology and have been 
employed at UTAS since 2002. I have served as an elected member of Academic Senate from 
2016-2017, and I also performed duties from 2008-2012 as the Associate Dean of Research in 
the Faculty of Arts. 

My reason for writing a submission to the inquiry is that I have significant concerns about the 
current operation and direction in which the University is heading – concerns that fall primarily 
under the second and third of the terms of reference of the Inquiry, relating to governance and 
accountability, but also pertain to the fourth, which relates to academic autonomy and 
academic freedom. My main concern is the current arrangements which shield the leadership 
team from being held accountable for many of their poor decisions. Anonymous staff surveys 
have been discontinued (because much of the feedback was critical) and many staff are too 
anxious to voice their concerns publicly for fear of retribution. Much is made about the 
importance of leadership but, in reality, the senior team managing the University are mostly 
out of touch and operate largely in a ‘bubble’ of their own making.  

Perhaps because of the lack of accountability, the leadership of the University at times seem 
willing to circumvent or ignore formal procedures. There are examples that I am aware of 
where the University’s own employment practices are not followed. These include: ‘captain 
pick’ appointments where favoured academics are given jobs that are not advertised; 
conferring the title of professor to an individual without going through the normal promotion 
process; shortlisting and offering an external candidate a senior position in the school without 
proper consultation with current research and teaching staff.  

The communication that we do have with the University administration is, in many ways, like 
that delivered by marketing or advertising agencies. We receive email communication that 
offers positive news stories and only rarely addresses the problems experienced by students 
and staff. There is no attempt to provide a more truthful account of what is taking place. This 
means that communication from the leadership team is largely ignored as there is little that 
aligns with our experiences as staff. A good example is the way that the move to the city is 
reported, there is no acknowledgement that the new buildings will require staff to ‘hot desk’ or 
work from shared offices. When this issue was raised at school meetings, we were told that we 
need to be more flexible in our expectations about office space. 

The lack of accountability is not the only issue of concern. Over the last few years, the senior 
leadership within the College justify their interventions by seeing many staff as 'problems' who 
need to be managed and directed. Such a view of staff as 'problematic' is of course necessary 
for the leadership to continue imposing their diktats. 

 I also believe that many of the decisions that have been made - such as the move to more 
online teaching and relocation - can be partly traced to the unwillingness of the leadership to 
seek out alternative viewpoints. In short, any mode of critique is viewed as disloyal. The 
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leadership of the college, it seems to me, are not interested in hearing views that might 
challenge their perception of how staff should perform their duties. Junior staff and those on 
contracts know that speaking out will jeopardise their chance of secure employment and 
promotion. I suspect that there may be some individuals within the leadership group who 
would see the situation as I do but do not act for fear that speaking out would lead to their 
marginalisation. Staff morale is without doubt at the lowest ebb since I commenced 
employment at UTAS over twenty years ago. We rarely have college or school wide face-to-face 
meetings, and many staff choose to work from home rather than come to campus. The absence 
of people on the campus is evident and it is no surprise therefore that over the last few years, 
the bank, bookshop, post office, refectory and GP services have all closed  

Postgraduate students, for example, who apply to study for a PhD are expected to choose 
topics that align with the strategic interests of the University. The opportunity for students to 
follow their own research interests are reduced as it is expected that their topics align with the 
‘place based’ strategy of the University. In my view, within the discipline of sociology, the 
opportunities for more critically engaged research have been curtailed because of this 
requirement.  

We now are required to deliver a very standardised and uniform mode of teaching. My 
enjoyment of teaching has been affected by this requirement and the move to more online 
teaching. During COVID restrictions online teaching was justified but it has now largely replaced 
face to face encounters which has led to more students feeling disengaged from their 
colleagues and teachers. I do not believe that online teaching is popular with most students, 
and they would prefer more face-to-face interaction. Had the option to replace face-to- face 
lectures with online recording been put out to consultation with staff who teach, this decision 
would probably not have been made. 

In conclusion, there is a risk that the University will be even further damaged unless there is a 
major change to improve the accountability structures. The management team is taking the 
University in a direction that will almost certainly lead to fewer students wanting to come to 
study and staff remaining unhappy and alienated from their workplace. I am hoping that the 
Upper House makes recommendations that will address the concerns of staff and students. 

In my view, addressing the issues I have set out here will require changes to the composition of 
University Council, to ensure a stronger academic voice, as well as to the composition and 
powers of Academic Senate, so that it can properly function as the primary academic decision-
making body of the University. It is also essential that the Act contains measures to protect 
academic freedom and ensure an appropriate level of academic autonomy. I would also 
support the introduction of an independent internal process to enable issues of bullying and 
harassment, especially from senior staff, to be investigated and properly dealt with. Such 
measures are essential if there is to be a change of culture and an orientation back towards the 
basic academic values which the University ought to be committed to. 
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Keith Jacobs  

13th August 2022. 

 

 

 

 


