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School Vision: 
 

Pre-eminence in Computer Science and Information Systems and their 
interdisciplinary impact 

 
 
 

Based on the School Retreat on March 25th, 2008 
 



  
Goals and Objectives 
 

1. To be the leading IT research training school in Australia recognized for 
quality in the region and the world. 

 
 

2. To be the centre of IT-driven interdisciplinary teaching, learning and 
research in the University. 

 
 

3. To be financially sustainable and achieve an operating margin of 15% by 
2012. 



Background and Context 
 
The School of Information Technologies is the successor of the Basser Department of 
Computer Science. “Basser” was the first computer science department established in 
Australia and by some measures one of the first stand alone computer science 
departments in the world. Within the IT community of Australia (and sometimes 
overseas) it is not uncommon to still hear about “Basser” with a reverence typically 
reserved for historical institutions.  Many other computer science departments in 
Australia were founded by either graduates or former staff members of Basser.   
 
The IT Schools across the Western world are just beginning to emerge from their 
biggest crisis in their relatively short history. Undergraduate enrolments in IT have 
dropped in excess of 70% from their peak in 2001 and at one time it seemed that there 
is no “bottom”. For SIT, 2008 has been the first year since 2003 when IT enrolments 
have shown an up-tick. 
 
The crisis in enrolment has not been without its benefits. For instance, SIT has 
emerged as a much stronger research school while maintaining its reputation for 
quality teaching. The quality of the postgraduate coursework program and its 
graduates has improved and one of the biggest unnoticed successes has been the 
vibrancy of its postgraduate research program. This is a direct result of an influx of 
large number of new staff with international research profiles between the years 2000 
and 2003. 
 
 

 
Figure 1: Postgraduate Research Enrolments. The large increase in enrolments is a direct result 
of a large influx of research  staff  with international research profiles and also the IT downturn. 
The dip in 2008 is due to a high number of successful research completions. 
 
 
While the first decade of the new millennium has witnessed a downturn in IT 
enrolments, the role and appreciation of IT has only grown. One of the biggest 
unanticipated consequences of the rise of the Internet has been the unimaginable 
increase in generation of electronic data. Most research disciplines (from Physics to 
Biology to Finance) have been inundated with data which can only be managed and 
“made sense of” with tools and research methods designed and implemented in IT 
schools. This has opened up an opportunity for IT researchers to work with their 
colleagues in other disciplines as “equal partners.”  
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It is not just with “management and mining” of data where IT will play a central role 
but also in the conceptual understanding of deepest question about Life and 
Language. This is what the famous evolutionary scientist, Richard Dawkins recently 
said about Biology1. 
 
Biology has become a sort of branch of computer science, genes are just long computer tapes, and they use a code 
which is just another kind of computer code, it’s quaternary rather than binary but it’s read in a sequential way 
just like a computer tape, it’s transcribed, it’s copied and pasted. All the familiar metaphors from computer 
science fit. This is a complete turnabout from the way biology used to be, where one talked in terms of a vital fluid. 
…. Now we’re becoming wholly mechanistic when talking about life. It’s a great revelation to all of science. It’s a 
most thrilling and exciting time for a scientist to be alive.” 
 
The School of IT was moved from the Faculty of Science to Engineering in 2007. The 
Faculty of Engineering was renamed to the Faculty of EIT. 2008  is the first year 
when IT degrees are being managed in the new Faculty. However, IT majors will 
continue to be offered through the BSc degree. The general consensus in SIT is that 
we want to retain our close historical relationship with Science, exploit 
interdisciplinary opportunities with schools in the Science Faculty while fully 
integrating into the new Faculty.  
 
Is SIT financially sustainable? 
 
This is a natural question to ask . Those who question the financial sustainability of 
SIT proceed as follows. “Your numbers have gone down by 50%, how come there has 
not been a corresponding decrease in resources?”   
 

Faculty of Engineering - total EFTSL
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1 Richard Dawkins Interviewed by Terry Gross on Fresh Air, March 29th, 2007, www.npr.org 



 
Part of the reason to have a strategic and operational plan is to address questions 
about SIT’s financial sustainability. There are five drivers to achieve financial 
sustainability and stability (with current staffing levels) 
 
1 Continue to maintain postgraduate coursework international load. 
2 Increase local postgraduate coursework load by 100% in 5 yrs (from a relatively low 
base: from 55 to 100 EFTSL) 
3 Maintain postgraduate research profile. 
4 Increase undergraduate HECS teaching load (degree and service) by 50% in 5 yrs 
(from a low to medium base- mainly through combined degrees). 
5 Have a strong relationship with the CRCs and NICTA to establish industrial 
contacts and increase research income. 
 
With the above mix, an aggregated increase of 50% in  the EFTSL load can be  
attained, research income can be stabilized and SIT can achieve an operating margin 
of  15% by Dec 31st 2012.  What follows is a plan to make this happen. 
 



 
 
Learning and Teaching Plan 
 
Vision:  Make interdisciplinarity the fountainhead of IT teaching 
 

The KPIs and accompanying strategies are:  

• Strategy: Every first year and second year unit of study description to be 
rewritten (by 2010) to highlight the interdisciplinary nature of IT and the 
subject. 

• Strategy: Embed examples and applications from diverse fields into the 
content of first and second year IT units.  

• Strategy: Increase the number of interdisciplinary projects for the capstone 
third year units in computer science and information systems. 

• Strategy Besides industry, source undergraduate and postgraduate projects 
from other Schools and Faculties.  

• Strategy Transform teaching emphasis towards a more interdisciplinary 
outlook. 

 
Vision: Integrate research-led teaching into the curriculum 
 
The KPIs and accompanying strategies are: 
 
Strategy: Academic staff members to include key ideas and techniques from their 
research work into their lectures – especially in senior and postgraduate coursework 
units. 
 
 
Vision: Be a strong IT service teaching provider in USyd 

The KPIs and accompanying strategies are:  

• Strategy: Target first year computing units towards distinctive cohorts: 
Engineering & Sciences, Business and Humanities and Exceptional students. 

• Strategy: Use “Web Design and Development” and “Enterprise Information” 
as  themes to teach the first unit in databases. The database unit will form the 
basis of integrative learning. 

• Strategy: Promote the study of algorithms among mathematically inclined 
students. 

Ownership: The Learning and Teaching KPIs to be implemented and managed 
by the Teaching and Learning Committee 



Learning and Teaching 

Vision: Attract high achieving students to study IT 

The KPIs and accompanying strategies are:  

• Increase the mean UAI of entrants into IT degrees to 95 by 2012 
o Strategy Maintain a high cut-off for BIT. Offer combined degrees 

with BIT to increase high UAI load. Recommend that the BCST cut-
off be at least as high as BSc  

• Increase the percentage of BSc(Adv) students majoring in computer science 
and information systems.  

o Strategy Establish a Science/IT competition with monetary rewards 
for students enrolled in BSc(Advanced).  

o Strategy Design a marketing campaign specifically for attracting non-
IT students to enrol of an IT Minor. 

• Promote IT as an intellectually challenging and rewarding discipline among 
high school students.  

o Strategy Promote the National Computer Science School (NCSS) as 
the centre-piece of SIT’s outreach activity. 

o Strategy Establish a multimedia and visualization stream in the 
National Computer Science School. 

o Strategy Establish relationships with Sydney metropolitan high 
schools and arrange for guest lectures by SIT academics.  

• Increase the uptake into postgraduate coursework program  by BSc and BCST 
students  

o Strategy Work with Engineering Sydney to arrange for industry 
scholarships for eligible BSc and BCST students to enter into the 
postgraduate program.  

o Strategy Explore possibility of commonwealth supported places for 
postgraduate coursework degrees. 

• Increase the local to international student ratio in the MIT and MITM  
o Strategy Work with industry HR Directors and CIOs to make MIT and 

MITM an integral part of their organizations staff development.  
o Strategy Design a specific marketing strategy to attract local students 

into the postgraduate coursework program. 
o Strategy Work in concert with the Foundation of IT to attract IT 

professionals into postgraduate coursework programs. 

• Increase quality of international students entering the postgraduate program  
o Strategy Build direct relationships with selected overseas universities and create 

customized programs for their existing students to enrol into the MIT and MITM  

Ownership: Management Committee, Teaching and Learning Committee, Postgraduate Director and 
Undergraduate Director 











 
 
 
 
          Financial Plan 
 
SIT T&L Forecast

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013
UG Degree (CSP) -EFTSL load 136 150 170 180 190 200
UG Degree(CSP)-revenue  

UG Service (CSP) -EFTSL load 90 110 130 140 150 160
UG Service -revenue (CSP Equiv)

DEST Raw EFTSL (prev year) 194 226 260 300 320 340
DEST EFTSL Revenue (@4200/EFTSL) 840,000 949,200 1,124,760 1,336,734 1,468,625 1,607,227

UG Service (Int) -EFTSL load 30 33 39 42 45 48
UG Service (Int)- EFTSL Revenue 360,000 407,880 496,501 550,734 607,775 667,742

UG Int Degree -Load 21 25 35 40 45 50
UG Int Degree -Revenue (@12K/EFTSL) 252,000 309,000 445,578 524,509 607,775 695,564

PG Coursework Int -EFTSL load 130 135 140 140 140 140
PG Coursework Int -EFTSL revenue 1,560,000 1,668,600 1,782,312 1,835,781 1,890,855 1,947,580

PG Coursework Local-load 55 65 75 85 95 100
PG Coursework Local -revenue 495,000 602,550 716,108 835,936 962,310 1,043,347

PG Research  Local - load 61 65 70 75 75 75
PG Research Local - revenue

PG Research Int - load 23 23 25 25 25 25
PG Research Int-revenue 276,000 292,808 327,818 327,818 337,653 347,782

Total Load 546 606 684 727 765 798

PG Research  Comp from FM (35k in 2008) 545,076 588,163 653,997 709,071 730,343
Research Income  from FM   
Publication from FM
DEST Research Allocation 1,060,000 981,137 1,058,693 1,177,195 1,276,327 1,314,617
Total Income 4,843,000 5,211,175 5,951,770 6,588,708 7,151,319 7,623,859

T&L Expense
Salaries: Academic, Gen, Casual 4,107,000 4,394,490 4,702,104 5,031,252 5,383,439 5,760,280
Non Salary Exp (@ 0.15) 616,050 659,174 705,316 754,688 807,516 864,042
 Total Expense 4,723,050 5,053,664 5,407,420 5,785,939 6,190,955 6,624,322

Net 119,950 157,512 544,350 802,768 960,364 999,537
Operating Margin 2.54% 3.12% 10.07% 13.87% 15.51% 15.09%
 
Notes:  
 (i) UG EFTSL does include the load from ENGG1801 and ENGG1805. 
(ii) The 2008 numbers are “factual” and not projections. The 2009 UG non-international numbers are “factual”. 
(iii) Annual fee income increase of 3% every year (aggregated over HECS and fee-paying) 
(iv) Salary expense increase by 7% annually 
(v) Estimating research income is non-trivial as it depends upon the performance of other Schools. I have used the formula: 
Research income = 1.8*Completion Income (this is a bit circular but less circular than other approaches). 
(vi) The HECS load income shows up in the following year. For example, the load of 194 in 2008 (is actually the 2007 load).. 
Similarly the 2008 load of 226 will show up in 2009 operating grant). 





Action Point 2 Development of a scheme to reward good teaching

The faculty has a vibrant research culture, but at the same time there is a view that
teaching is not valued. The objective is to develop a scheme (metrics) that can be used
to identify good teachers, and which will subsequently be used to provide financial
reward to staff.

The University, through the academic board, and the provost have indicated that the
faculty should develop a scheme to better reward its outstanding teachers, and this
suggestion has the support of the Dean.

It is proposed that the faculty L&T committee will develop the metrics. It is evident
that this is not a trivial task as no other institutions appear to have developed such
metrics, other than for assessing teaching as part of promotion.

Assistance with access to data will be required, and support (research) from ITL?

The outcome will be a scheme for ranking all academic (and casual) staff. This
scheme could be trialed in 2009 to obtain acceptance by academic staff with a view to
implementation in 2010.

The idea is to make it explicit to all staff that teaching is valued, and to make clear
what is required to obtain the highest ranking so that staff will have incentive to adopt
strategies that promote effective learning.

Action Point 3: Raising the good teaching score

The faculty, like most engineering faculties around the country does very poorly on the
good teaching scale in the CEQ and related surveys. This needs to change if we are to
achieve the following strategic objectives of the faculty:

• Improve students experience so that we are ranked in the highest band in CEQ
surveys

• Attract the best students and provide them with appropriate support and a challenging
academic environment

• Encourage independent learning, peer interaction, effective skill development and a
sense of enjoyment in learning

This is seen as a critical issue if the faculty is to continue to promote itself as the home to
the state's top students. In the latest SCEQ survey the predominant concern of the
students was the quality of the lecturers and tutors. This included issues such as clarity,
particularly of some NESB staff, organization, unresponsiveness to students,
unenthusiastic lecturers, unprepared tutors, etc.

This is an ongoing problem and is not going to be solved in one year. For 2008 a two­
pronged attack on this issue is proposed. First to identify those lecturers doing an
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outstanding job and to disseminate this good practice across the faculty, and second to
explore in more detail the reasons for the poor student response, reviewing USE data,
using focus groups and to come up with a faculty plan for providing centralised faculty
support.

CUlTently there are limited resources at the faculty level and this task would fall to the
leaming and teaching directors in each of the faculty's schools. While it should be easy to
identify good and less good practice the ability to respond at school level is limited.

External support from the UniversitylITL is critical to turn around this problem.
Although there has been a gradual improvement in USE scores over the last 5 years the
students are still unhappy about the standard of lecturing and tutoring.

Outcomes of this action point could be a seminar, written material, website providing
examples of good practice. Also a fully casted faculty plan setting out the resources
required to support academic staff in improving their teaching.

Two sign-offs: Dean
PVC Learning and Teaching


