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How Vice Chancellors manage the disbursement of their share of the $500M 
Better Universities Renewal Fund (“BURF”) will be a test of priorities in 
supporting students and student organisations, and their support for 
postgraduates in particular.   
 
Postgraduates often feature prominently in university marketing material.  
They sometimes also feature high on the list of priorities for universities in 
terms of resources and support.  But not always.  In the wake of the former 
Federal Government’s so-called VSU legislation, some institutions have 
distinguished themselves by supporting postgraduate-specific services and 
representation.  Others have not. 
 
Universities themselves will have discretion over their allocation of BURF 
funds1.  Vice Chancellors already have designs on that money for their own 
campus refurbishment projects.  Sadly, there is a good chance that at least 
some of that money will be spent on refurbishing offices and student spaces 
that universities have appropriated from struggling student organisations since 
the onset of VSU. 
 
Recent comments from Government have suggested the BURF as a possible 
measure in addressing the impact of VSU2.  It is important to note that in 
responding to VSU impact, the critical need for student organisations is not in 
the area of infrastructure, it is in funding for programs and in the capacity to 
hire and retain staff.  Once you lose organisational knowledge, skills, networks 
and student engagement, it is very hard, and very expensive, to get them 

                                            
1
 Allocation details are available at www.dest.gov.au/betterunis.  
2
 “Uni fund to restore services lost in student union overhaul’, The Australian, May 15 2008.  
See also response to question from Sen. Stott-Despoja, Senate Hansard, May 15 2008, p.45. 
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back.  That’s why it’s so critical for the government to come up with genuine 
and sustainable measures in responding to the impact of VSU, and these 
would certainly need to be effective from January 1 2009.   
 
In the interim, the BURF gives universities the opportunity to distinguish 
themselves as a genuinely supportive environment for postgraduate students. 
It also gives them the opportunity to re-invest in those constituencies that 
literally keep them afloat. 

Coursework Postgraduates 

A significant proportion of university revenue comes from postgraduate 
coursework students.  Some universities “get it” in terms of offering quality 
facilities and resources for coursework postgrads in return.  Most, however, 
seem happy to rake in the cash without any significant investment in services, 
facilities or support for coursework postgraduates at all.  Coursework 
postgraduates on many campuses are continually sidelined when it comes to 
the allocation of resources and the provision of support services.  Proper 
investment in support of coursework postgraduates is long overdue.  Those 
institutions with very high coursework postgraduate enrolments should 
certainly have something to offer these students out of the BURF, and with the 
$$’s hitting their bank accounts by the end of the month, there is absolutely 
nothing stopping them from moving on that right now. 

Research Postgraduates 

Research postgraduates feature in the marketing campaigns of many 
universities, suggesting their institution as a good place for research 
postgraduates to go.  Sadly, however, the rhetoric often does not meet with 
the reality.  Some universities maintain a significant investment in facilities and 
resources for research students. Others don’t. 
 
Research postgraduates are not only drivers for prestige, they are also 
effectively carrying their institution on their backs, through sustaining a huge 
proportion of the workload for both teaching and research.  The BURF offer 
Vice Chancellors an opportunity sure up facilities and resources in support of 
those that keep the wheels turning at their institution. 

Facilities 

Across universities, there is a high degree of variability in terms of what’s on 
offer for postgraduate students.  Postgraduate representative organisations 
exist to “fill the gaps” in terms of services, facilities and support for 
postgraduate students that universities themselves cannot, or do not, provide.  
They do their best for their constituents with the resources available despite 
the devastation from the former Federal Government’s so-called VSU 
legislation.   



 

 
Some postgraduate associations still offer access to resources like quiet study 
facilities after hours.  High demand for facilities like this has seen students 
camped-out in stairwells just to have somewhere quiet to work.  Postgraduate 
associations fill the gaps across a range of services, all with the aim of helping 
people cope with postgraduate study, and the unique challenges it presents. 
 
CAPA’s recent submission in response to the VSU Discussion Paper3, and 
2007 report The Impact of VSU on Postgraduate Students4, both highlighted 
that postgraduate students bore the brunt of the impact of VSU.  They have 
lost more dedicated facilities, services and support than any other group.  To 
assist those universities likely to adopt an enlightened approach to their 
postgraduate students, CAPA is undertaking a simple survey of facilities 
available for postgraduate students on each campus. 
 
 
 

                                            
3
 Response to Discussion Paper: The Impact of VSU on Services, Amenities and 

Representation for Australian Students. Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations 
(CAPA) 2008, available at www.capa.edu.au/vsu2008. 
  
4
 The Impact of VSU on Postgraduate Students. Council of Australian Postgraduate 
Associations (CAPA) 2007, available at www.capa.edu.au/VSU-impact-2007. 

 
All postgraduates are invited to complete the survey, available at:  

 

www.capa.edu.au/2008postgradsurveys/facilities  
 
Survey results will help inform improvements in facilities for postgraduates 

on your campus now and in the future. 
 


