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I congratulate those who have graduated this evening: this is a special occasion in your lives. I compliment you, too, on the courtesy you have shown during the ceremony. Graduation ceremonies have not always been so tranquil. A century ago, conferring day was regarded as the best entertainment in Melbourne. In 1885, for example, undergraduates stood in a corner of Wilson Hall where they screamed, hooted, whistled and cheered as the mood moved them, shouting out bacchanalian songs and most of the forty verses of the university anthem.

The ‘Argus’ newspaper reported with disgust that the oration of the Chancellor, the Bishop of Melbourne, was heckled vociferously. He began: ‘May it please your Excellency, ladies, and gentlemen, I will ask my young friends to let me have my talk first and then I ...’ The rest was lost in laughter, uproar and the noise of firecrackers. The whole ceremony of conferring degrees was inaudible.

This of course was in the old Wilson Hall, which burned down on a hot summer’s day in January 1952.

In 2003 we celebrated the 150th anniversary of the founding of the University, but it was in fact on this very day 150 years ago, 13 April 1855, that the University opened its doors to students. We had a far better staff:student ratio in those days – there were three staff and 16 students (today our ratio is 1:18) – but whereas today about 90% of those who complete first year go on to graduate, only four of the 16 who began in 1855 finally did so.

Let me move forward 70 years, to 1925, when one of the Chancellor’s predecessors referred to it as ‘a sad little university’. There were by then 2,000 students. The 150 academics did little research themselves and were not encouraged to do so by the University. They were scholars who needed to make only occasional changes to the formal texts of the lectures they delivered. They relied on well-worn lecture notes and jokes: indeed, students knew from those who were repeating the subject precisely which joke would be told and when.

This University is now a very different place from the small, mediocre, élite institution of the 1920s. An obvious contrast is that it is twenty times larger than it was eighty years ago: we now have 42,000 students and 2,500 academic staff. Another is that we define ourself as a comprehensive research university of international standing.

We often use the shorthand term ‘the Melbourne Experience’ to indicate what we now wish to offer our students. And it is especially what we call the ‘Melbourne Experience’ and challenges to it which I wish to examine this evening.

So, what do we mean? I suggest that there are six major characteristics.

1. Academic programs of high international quality, and which provide an international as well as Australian perspective. We see ourselves as shaped by a rich western institutional heritage and yet intellectually and culturally at home in the east Asian region.

2. An education that is imbued with research and the values of research as befits the major research university in the country. We want our graduates to have a profound respect for truth and intellectual integrity, and for the ethics of research.
3. A campus-based, face-to-face learning environment made richer by new and evolving technologies. We believe that a campus-based university of Melbourne like ours can best thrive by creating pedagogical richness through the new teaching and learning technologies and modalities.
4. An education that will enable graduates to contribute effectively to their communities wherever they choose to live and work: an education in citizenship. 

5. An excellent learning environment in terms of facilities, support and physical surroundings. 

6. An enjoyable, stimulating university environment which also takes advantage of our privileged position in Carlton.

Through their participation in this environment, the University expects its graduates to be educated and well-informed. We want them to have an international awareness, an openness to the world based on understanding and appreciation of social, cultural and linguistic diversity and respect for individual human rights and dignity.

You will recall that a former Chancellor described this as a sad little University in 1925, but in that very year students founded the Labour Club and the Liberal Club, and ‘Farrago’. For the past eighty years student life outside classes has been a special characteristic of the ‘Melbourne Experience’.

It now faces two major challenges. The first of these is that during March the Federal Education Minister Brendan Nelson introduced legislation requiring voluntary student unionism. The legislation prevents public universities from collecting any compulsory levy on students which is not directly related to their courses.

This year the University of Melbourne collected about $12.6 million in student contributions to pay for services administered by the Student Union and Postgraduate Association. This amount includes the funding of Melbourne University Sport, child care services, student personal accident insurance and a host of other student services, such as legal advice, academic support, and some of the support services available to international students.

The University Union at Melbourne was founded in 1884 and was intended as a centre of social and intellectual life. The first building to accommodate the Union activities was funded in 1911 through compulsory fees and a government contribution of £2,000. You will have supper in the Union House this evening, near what remains of that first Union House. In the decades that followed the Union provided a training ground for generations of politicians, including future Prime Minister Sir Robert Menzies, who in 1916 was elected President of the Students' Representative Council.

Experience from Western Australia suggests that VSU legislation will see a sharp decline in student contributions to student services, and the subsequent closure of many activities long associated with university life. The legislation is expected to pass through the Senate after 1 July, and to apply from 2006.

Whichever side of politics you are on, you will understand that this is a major challenge for us.

The second challenge is one that this evening’s graduates have experienced at first hand. Those of your parents’ generation who were fortunate enough to go to university, like me, were in a very small minority. They were either from families wealthy enough to pay fees or they were on scholarships. They were mostly full-time, doing summer jobs to pay their living expenses during the year. Today we know that 60% of full-time first-year students work on average ten hours per week, and that these figures increase thereafter: some full-time students are full-time in the workforce. 

You have been under pressure to do paid work at the same time that the academic year is more pressured and intense than it used to be. In the process, it has been difficult for you to take advantage of the wider campus experience, to have time to reflect, to relax, to do other things. Two students in five pursue an extra-curricular activity here: I wish it was more.

We will continue to place major emphasis on the quality of the overall ‘Melbourne Experience’ for students, but if the University is to capitalise on the added value of a face-to-face learning environment, we must find ways of ensuring that we are providing the right mix of infrastructure and student facilities.

Along with 65,000 other graduates in Australia, you’re about to complete a CEQ, administered to all graduates in the April after they complete their studies. Our results are good and improving – about 80% of our graduates say that they are satisfied or very satisfied with the course they took. I know that your two faculties - Engineering and Science – have taken a number of initiatives to improve success rates and student satisfaction. But we have much more to do and my view is that we must further enrich the ‘Melbourne Experience’ outside the classroom as much as within it. 

The challenge of doing so under VSU is obvious. But our goal is to provide the best education in Australia and to provide a Melbourne Experience that students will look back on as some of the best years of their lives. Story of Matthew Flood.

The University Council announced on Monday the formation of the Melbourne Experience Working Group which will bring together all those with primary responsibilities for the quality of the campus experience, from student organisations to student services, from buildings and grounds to libraries. Please email me if you have suggestions as to how we might achieve our goal of further improving the Melbourne Experience.

Finally, I again congratulate this evening’s graduates. I hope that your lives might be as rich as that of someone like Charles Hoadley, who graduated in both Engineering and Science back in 1909. He joined Mawson’s expedition to Antarctica in 1911 and there is a Cape Hoadley. He was also a charismatic teacher who became Principal of Footscray Technical School. He was Chief Commissioner of Boy Scouts and a lover of the outdoors: he established Gilwell Park in Gembrook. Charles Hoadley was the tenth of fourteen children. One of his brothers, Archibald, became a confectionary manufacturer and named one of his inventions after their mother Violet. I hope that you will think affectionately of your University days every time you bite into a Violet Crumble bar.
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