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Abstract 
For many years, student to teaching staff ratios have received a great deal of attention both within the 
higher education sector and in the general news media. This high profile has tended to produce two 
somewhat contradictory effects: on the one hand, those in the higher education sector are often at 
pains to point out that student to staff ratios are crude, distorted and indeed fatally flawed as 
performance indicators; on the other hand, institutions nonetheless continue to embed targets for this 
ratio into their performance reporting and strategic planning frameworks.  

Deakin University has set such a Strategic Plan target; by 2007, the University’s student to teaching 
staff ratio (calculated using the AVCC methodology) is to be at a level that is equivalent to, or less 
than, the corresponding ratio for all Victorian universities. This target has required Deakin’s planning 
staff to develop techniques which integrate aspects of student load planning and academic staff 
planning in a way not previously attempted. One challenge has been to ensure that efforts to reduce 
student to staff ratios are targeted at the organisational areas with the greatest need, and that these 
areas of need are determined in a principled fashion.  

This paper presents a model for setting student to staff ratio targets for faculties or lower-level 
organisational areas using the notion of a baseline ratio determined by the discipline profile of each 
organisational area. The model includes an adjustment for the level of teaching delivered by each 
faculty in off-campus mode.  
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Introduction 
Although the limitations of student to teaching staff ratio as a performance indicator are often argued, 
the high profile of this measure means that it remains a prominent part of performance reporting at 
many institutions. Deakin University is one such institution; this ratio has been a key focus of the 
institution’s human resources and student load planning over recent years, and improving the student 
to staff ratio forms one of the targets in the University’s current Strategic Plan, Taking Deakin 
University Forward (Deakin 2004): 

The student to staff ratio to be at a level that is equivalent to, or less than, the student to staff 
ratio for all Victorian universities. (Deakin’s student to staff ratio was 26.4 in 2002, compared 
with a ratio of 21.3 for all Victorian universities)  

This paper outlines a model devised to allow Deakin to set University-level student to staff ratio 
targets for 2005–7 and consequent faculty-level student to staff ratio targets for the years to 2007 in an 
attempt to meet the Strategic Plan target. The model takes into account the broad discipline profile and 
level of (external mode) off-campus teaching in each faculty based on historical data at other 
Australian universities. The outputs of this model can then be used to estimate the changes in teaching 
staff at the faculty level which would be required, assuming that the student load targets are met, to 
meet each faculty’s student to staff ratio targets.  

This paper presents the five main stages of development and implementation of the model: 

1. Review of a number of definitions of student to staff ratio and selection of the most appropriate 
version for Deakin’s purposes 

2. Investigation of ways in which the profile of an institution might have an effect on student to staff 
ratio, and of the consequences of this for measurement of Deakin’s progress towards its Strategic 
Plan target 

3. Forecasting the Victorian student to staff ratio for 2007, and setting University-level ratio targets 
for 2005–7 with reference to this forecast 

4. Development of a model for setting faculty-level student to staff ratio targets which takes into 
account differences in discipline profile  

5. Application of the model to determine the academic staff changes in each faculty that would be 
required to meet the student to staff ratio targets, given existing student load targets.  

The paper closes with a discussion of limitations of this approach and further implications for planning 
and policy.  

1 Review of definitions 
Student to staff ratios are currently published each year by the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ 
Committee (AVCC) for each member university and state. The student load and staff data used to 
determine the ratios published by the AVCC are derived from DEST’s Selected Higher Education 
Statistics: Staff and Students publications (e.g. DEST 2004a, DEST 2004b) or associated datasets; the 
ultimate source for this data is DEST’s Higher Education Statistics Collection.  

In 2004, the AVCC introduced a new definition for student to staff ratio. Previously, the calculation 
included all student load except that identified as work experience in industry. The new version 
restricted the student load included in the calculation to that undertaken by onshore students. At the 
time of its introduction, the AVCC acknowledged that by including offshore students but not in most 
cases the staff who taught them, the old definition could distort the ratio for institutions with offshore 
teaching (AVCC 2004).  

The student to staff ratio target in Deakin’s Strategic Plan was formulated in 2003 using the old (all 
students) version, since that was the version in use at the time. In particular, the data quoted in the 
Strategic Plan target – the 2002 ratio for Deakin and for all Victorian universities – were calculated 
using this old AVCC definition. However, Deakin has accepted the new (onshore students only) 
version as a significant improvement and since its release in mid-2004 the new version has been used 
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to measure progress towards the Strategic Plan target and in other places where student to staff ratio 
forms part of performance reporting.  

Because the student load data published by DEST prior to 2001 does not separately identify offshore 
students, student to staff ratios are able to be calculated using the new AVCC definition for the years 
2001–3 only. For some of the work outlined in this paper, we required a longer time series so we could 
investigate trends, and so we used the old definition for this part of the development of the model. 
However, the model has been set up to produce outputs (student to staff ratio forecasts and targets) 
that use the new definition, and includes assumptions about future differences between student to staff 
ratios under the old and new definitions based on the 2001–3 data.  

2 Investigation of the effects of institutional profile on student to staff ratio 
As the first stage of developing a method for setting university-level student to staff ratio targets, we 
decided to examine how an institution’s profile might influence its student to staff ratio. In particular, 
discipline mix and extent of off-campus teaching were identified as characteristics which might, other 
things being equal, exert an influence on student to staff ratio. If this were so, it could be argued that 
student to staff ratio comparisons between institutions or between Deakin and a state average should 
take such factors into account, in a manner analogous to the adjusted student outcome indicators 
published by DEST (DEST 2001, DEST 2004c, DEST 2005). The purpose of this investigation was to 
determine whether there was any basis to use an adjusted student to staff ratio for the purpose of 
measuring progress towards the 2007 Strategic Plan target.   

Discipline profile 

The first hypothesis we investigated was that disciplines which have different teaching requirements 
will tend to have different student to staff ratios, all other things being equal. For example, discipline 
groups such as the natural sciences and health, which both include large components of practical work, 
are expected to have a lower student to staff ratio than disciplines such as management and commerce 
which do not have this kind of course requirement. As a consequence, it may be the case that an 
apparently high overall student to staff ratio at an institution is due to its discipline profile. That is, two 
institutions could have the same student to staff ratio in each discipline but different overall ratios if 
one had more staff in high-ratio disciplines than the other. It would even be possible for one institution 
to have a lower ratio than another in each discipline but still have a higher overall ratio, if the 
differences in staff and student load profile between the two institutions were great enough.  

DEST collects student load and teaching staff data from each institution by academic organisational 
unit group (AOU group), a classification derived from the ASCED field of education classification 
developed by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. Under this classification, each school or teaching 
department (each AOU) is placed into an AOU group based on the dominant discipline group for the 
units taught by that AOU. Because staff are reported against the organisational unit to which they 
belong, they can be classified into the appropriate discipline-based AOU group. Hence, unlike field of 
education (course level) or discipline group (unit level), AOU group provides an approximate way to 
characterise each institution by discipline for both staff and students.  

Figure 1 below shows the Deakin and Victorian overall student to staff ratio in each AOU group for 
2001–3. Note that this data uses the old (all students) definition for the ratio. The chart in Figure 1 
illustrates the association between student to staff ratio and discipline, with some AOU groups having 
a significantly higher than average ratio for Deakin and all for Victorian institutions, while for other 
AOU groups the ratios are significantly lower than average. In 6 of the 9 AOU groups in which 
Deakin is represented, the student to staff ratios over the three year period for Deakin and for 
Victorian universities overall occurred in relatively tight bands.  
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Figure 1: Student to staff ratio by discipline (AOU group), Deakin and all Vic. universities, 2001-3 Sub. 2 
(Source: AVCC student to staff ratios 2001–3) 

We concluded from this that we should investigate whether it would be possible to remove the effect 
of discipline group profile from overall student to staff ratio comparisons by adjusting each 
institution’s ratio for its discipline mix. To explore this option, we examined the distribution of staff 
by broad discipline (AOU group) for Victoria and all Deakin in 2003.i These distributions are 
illustrated in Figure 2 below. 
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Figure 2: Academic staff profile by AOU group for Deakin and all Vic. universities, 2003 Sub. 2 (Source: 
Students 2003 – Selected Higher Education Statistics, DEST 2004) 

Deakin’s staff profile is broadly similar to the overall distribution of staff at Victorian universities. 
The notable differences are that Deakin has a lower percentage of staff in natural and physical sciences 
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(low-ratio) and engineering (average-ratio) and a higher percentage in education (high-ratio) and 
health (low-ratio). A similar pattern was evident from the other years (2001–2) for which data was 
available under the current classification of disciplines (ASCED field of education).  

Because the discipline profile of Deakin is so close to that of Victoria overall, and because the few 
differences tend to cancel each other out in respect of their expected effect on student to staff ratio, we 
concluded that, at least in the context of measuring progress towards the Strategic Plan target, 
adjusting Deakin’s student to staff ratio for discipline profile would not greatly increase the 
comparability of the data. This adjustment would however involve substantial additional data 
processing, the addition of greater uncertainty and a reduction in the transparency of the University’s 
performance reporting. On the basis of this conclusion, it was decided that the student to staff ratios 
used in the Strategic Plan target would not be adjusted for discipline profile.  

Off-campus (external mode) profile 

The extent of external or off-campus teaching of institutions is the second characteristic which was 
suggested as a factor which might affect student to staff ratio in the absence of differences in teaching 
quality. The argument put to us was that institutions such as Deakin which have a high percentage of 
off-campus student load tend to use more efficient teaching models, including the use of general staff 
to perform academic support functions which might otherwise be performed by academic staff. Hence, 
other things being equal, the higher the proportion of off-campus teaching performed by an institution, 
the higher its expected student to staff ratio, and comparisons between institutions which do not take 
differences in off-campus profile into account may not be valid.  

In the data which institutions submit to DEST, staff load (FTE) is not linked to the mode of attendance 
of the students being taught. This means that unlike the case of discipline profile, it is not possible to 
compare student to staff ratio of different institutions at the mode-of-attendance level. We can 
nevertheless attempt to adjust student to staff ratio for off-campus profile by reference to recent 
historical data for all Australian institutions. The chart in Figure 3 below shows student to staff ratio 
(calculated using the new definition) plotted against percentage of off-campus load for 2003 at each 
Australian university.  
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Figure 3: Onshore student to staff ratio against percentage of load in off-campus mode for all Australian 
universities, 2003 (Source: AVCC Student to staff ratios 2003; DEST aggregate dataset 2003) 

The chart in Figure 3 shows that there is a moderately strong positive relationship between off-campus 
percentage of load and student to staff ratio. Most institutions are not major distance providers, and 
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within this group (those with less than 10% of load in off-campus mode), there is virtually no 
relationship between extent of off-campus teaching and student to staff ratio. However all of the 
institutions with greater than 10% off-campus had an above average student to staff ratio in 2003, and 
although there was a great deal of scatter the trend is for a higher student to staff ratio at higher off-
campus proportionsii. A linear trend has been plotted on Figure 3, although the clustering at the low 
end and the scatter at the high end mean that the linear model is not a particularly accurate model of 
the data. Nevertheless, the square of the Pearson correlation coefficient was 0.18, indicating that 18% 
of the variation in student to staff ratio could be attributed to variation in off-campus proportion.  

Charts of the corresponding data in 2001–2 reveal similar patterns. It is possible to calculate a trend 
equation and plot a trend line, as has been done in Figure 3. For both the AVCC old and new 
definitions and for each year examined, the trend line shows that each change in off-campus load of 10 
percentage points is associated with an increase in ratio of between 0.8 and 1.1. At 20%, Deakin’s 
2003 off-campus load was around 14 percentage points higher than the Victorian overall off-campus 
percentage, equating to a student to staff ratio variance in the range 1.0–1.5.  

From this analysis, we concluded that for the purposes of measuring Deakin’s performance against its 
strategic plan target, comparisons between the student to staff ratio of Deakin and all Victorian 
universities should include an adjustment for differences in off-campus teaching. Since Deakin’s off-
campus load is significantly higher than the Victorian average, and higher percentage of off-campus 
load is associated with a higher student to staff ratio, this adjustment would be expected to reduce 
Deakin’s ratio.  

In addition, it was decided that rather than adjusting Deakin’s ratio relative to the overall Victorian 
ratio using a formal regression analysis, the Victorian ratio would be adjusted (upwards) relative to 
Deakin’s ratio by a fixed amount based on the relationship shown in Figure 3 and similar trends in 
recent years. This rule of thumb approach would allow the Deakin ratio to continue to be presented in 
unadjusted terms, and this in turn meant that we did not need to use an adjusted version of the ratio at 
all levels (university and faculty) for which we measured or set targets for student to staff ratio.  

Based on the trend in the period 2001–3 and on the difference in proportion of off-campus load 
between Deakin and all Victorian universities, it was decided that an upward adjustment of the 
Victorian ratio by 1.0 would be appropriate for the purpose of setting University and subordinate 
faculty ratio targets.  

3 Forecasting the Victorian ratio for 2007 
The Strategic Plan target relating to student to staff ratio refers to the 2007 ratio for all Victorian 
universities. Hence the first step towards setting University and faculty student to staff ratio targets in 
the years to 2007 was to produce a forecast for the Victorian 2007 overall ratio to aim at. This forecast 
would be based on projection of recent trends and additional intelligence on recent and expected 
environmental changes.  

Historical data 

We noted that the overall student to staff ratio for Victorian universities shows an almost unbroken 
increase in recent years. Except for a slight fall in 2000, the Victorian ratio has recorded year-on-year 
rises each year since 1993. The average increase in ratio in the most recent four-year period (2000–
2003) was 0.6 per year, and the smallest annual increase recorded over any four-year period between 
1993 and 2003 was 0.26 per year.  

The chart in Figure 4 below shows the student to staff ratio for Deakin University from 1997 to 2004, 
the Victorian ratio from 1997 to 2003, and a series of projections for the Victorian ratio from 2004 to 
2007 based on assumptions of annual increases in the range 0 to 0.6. Note that the student to staff 
ratios in Figure 4 used the old (all students) AVCC definition, because data using the new (onshore 
students only) definition was only available for the period 2001–3.  
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Figure 4: Student to staff ratio (old AVCC definition) for Deakin and all Victorian universities, 1997–2003 
and projected Victorian ratios 2004–7  

Expected changes in conditions 

In setting a forecast for the Victorian overall ratio in 2007, we looked at the expected market 
conditions to see whether we should factor in any change in the historical trend identified in Figure 4. 
We concluded from this examination that the Victorian overall ratio should be assumed to continue to 
increase, but at a slower rate than it had over the previous four-year period. Assuming average annual 
increases in student to staff ratio of 0.3, we determined the forecast for the 2007 Victorian overall ratio 
using the old definition of 22.2.  

Converting targets to the new definition of student to staff ratio 

As mentioned above, the analysis of historical trends and determination of the forecast for the 
Victorian ratio was carried out using the old (all students) definition of student to staff ratio because of 
the short time frame for which historical data was available using the new (onshore students) 
definition. Since the University had also decided that University and Faculty target ratios in future 
years were to be calculated using the new AVCC definition, our next step was to convert the forecast 
for the Victorian 2007 ratio using the old definition into a forecast using the new definition. Based on 
the limited historical data available, we found that the Victorian ratio using the new definition was 
lower than the ratio using the old definition by approximately 0.9 in each year from 2001 to 2003. On 
the assumption that this difference is maintained in the years to 2007, the forecast for the 2007 
Victorian overall ratio using the new definition was determined to be 21.3.  

Adjusting the forecast Victorian ratio for off-campus profile 

In addition to the translation of the Victorian ratio forecast to the new AVCC definition, the Victorian 
forecast ratio needed to be adjusted for the difference in off-campus profile using the approach 
described earlier in this paper. The proposed adjustment of +1.0 for the Victorian 2007 ratio yielded an 
adjusted forecast for the Victorian overall student to staff ratio in 2007, using the new AVCC 
definition, of 22.3.  

Deakin overall student to staff ratio targets to 2007 

The adjusted Victorian forecast student to staff ratio for 2007 of 22.3 thus became the University’s 
2007 target ratio. Given this 2007 target, the next step was to determine the University target ratios for 
2005 and 2006. The method chosen to set these intervening year targets was to divide the required 
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changes in ratio evenly between 2004 (ratio 22.8) and the target year (22.3 in 2007). This approach 
was chosen to ensure that the financial impact of the required change in ratio – specifically the 
expansion of academic staff numbers at a higher rate than the change in student load required to meet 
the final year target – could be spread as evenly as possible over the three years to 2007. The 
University targets for 2005 and 2006 that were derived using this method are shown in Table 1 below. 
Table 1: Student to staff ratio forecasts and targets 2005–7 (new AVCC definition) 

 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 
Vic SSR actual 20.0     
Vic SSR forecast  20.4 20.7 21.0 21.3 
Vic SSR forecast (adjusted for off-campus)  21.4 21.7 22.0 22.3 
Deakin actual SSR 23.7 22.8    
Deakin SSR targets     22.6 22.5 22.3 

4 Determining faculty student to staff ratio targets to 2007 
Proposed student to staff ratio targets for 2005 in each faculty were then determined. This process 
started with a known required change in student to staff ratio between the 2004 actual ratio and the 
2005 target at the university-level, and hence (assuming that 2005 student load targets are met) a 
required overall number of additional full-time equivalent academic staff. The task becomes how to 
distribute changes in student to staff ratio at the faculty level in a way which best distributes these 
additional staff resources among the faculties. Hence there are two outputs from this model for each 
faculty: a student to staff ratio target and an academic staff FTE target derived from this ratio target 
and the faculty’s existing student load target.  

Fixed model 

In the first approach attempted, the required change in student to staff ratio between the current year’s 
actual and the next year’s target for each faculty would be a fixed amount, namely the change in ratio 
for the University overall. The output of the fixed model is shown in Figure 5. 

Student to staff ratio faculty target calculator: Fixed model

Calculating ratios for 2005
University actual ratio for 2004 22.8
University target ratio for 2005 22.6
Variance 0.2

Faculty All onshore 
taught load (excl 
WEI) 2004

Teaching 
Staff FTE 
2004

SSR 
2004

Target taught 
load 2005 
(excl. WEI & 
offshore)

Target 
SSR  2005

SSR 
variance

% SSR 
variance

Target 
staff FTE 
2005

Arts 4 267 175 24.4 4 521 24.2 -0.2 -0.7% 187
Bus. and Law 6 810 254 26.8 7 209 26.6 -0.2 -0.7% 271
Education 1 921 83 23.1 1 963 22.9 -0.2 -0.8% 86
Health and Behav. Sci. 3 561 179 19.9 3 803 19.8 -0.2 -0.9% 192
Science and Tech. 3 775 200 18.8 3 766 18.7 -0.2 -0.9% 202
All Deakin 20 334 891 22.8 21 263 22.6 -0.2 -0.8% 939  
Figure 5 Sample output of fixed model 

Although it has the benefit of simplicity, this model does not take into account that a given amount of 
change in student to staff ratio would represent a small percentage change in a faculty with a high 
starting ratio, even though such a faculty might be thought to be the type of area where increases in 
staff should be concentrated.  

We also found at this stage that because some faculties were expected to grow by a greater percentage 
than others, we could not guarantee that the total staff target (or total staff variance) obtained by 
adding the faculty targets outputted by the fixed model would give the overall University-level staff 
target already determined from the university student load and student to staff ratio targets. However, 
the size of the discrepancy between overall staff target and the total of faculty staff targets was found 
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to be dependent on the details of the model, and given the modest changes in student to staff ratio that 
we estimated would need to be applied in each year, it was found that even in the worst case this 
discrepancy was small enough (2 FTE, or 0.2% of the academic staff total) to ignore for practical 
purposes.  

Proportional model 

The second model we attempted was based on each faculty’s target student to staff ratio being derived 
by applying the same proportional change in ratio relative to the previous year. That is, each faculty 
undergoes the same percentage change in student to staff ratio, so that a faculty with a higher ratio will 
undergo a higher change and hence have a higher increase in academic staff than would have been the 
case under the fixed model. The output of the proportional model is summarised in Figure 6 below. 

Student to staff ratio faculty target calculator: Proportional model

Calculating ratios for 2005
University actual ratio for 2004 22.8
University target ratio for 2005 22.6

Percentage change in ratio -0.8%

Faculty All onshore 
taught load (excl 
WEI) 2004

Teaching 
Staff FTE 
2004

SSR 
2004

Target taught 
load 2005 
(excl. WEI & 
offshore)

Target 
SSR 2005

SSR 
variance

% SSR 
variance

Target 
staff FTE 
2005

Arts 4 267 175 24.4 4 521 24.2 -0.2 -0.8% 187
Bus. and Law 6 810 254 26.8 7 209 26.6 -0.2 -0.8% 271
Education 1 921 83 23.1 1 963 22.9 -0.2 -0.8% 86
Health and Behav. Sci. 3 561 179 19.9 3 803 19.8 -0.2 -0.8% 192
Science and Tech. 3 775 200 18.8 3 766 18.7 -0.1 -0.8% 201
All Deakin 20 334 891 22.8 21 263 22.6 -0.2 -0.8% 939  
Figure 6 Sample output of proportional model 

Note that because the overall change in ratio required (0.2, or 0.8%) was relatively small, these two 
models produced virtually the same faculty academic staff targets when rounded to the nearest FTE.  

After consideration of the proportional model, it was decided the proportional change model – making 
sure each faculty underwent the same percentage change in student to staff ratio – did not encapsulate 
the key notion driving the attempt to set faculty targets in a more strategic way. We approached the 
problem by considering a hypothetical situation in which one faculty had a student to staff ratio much 
lower – say 10 – than the others. The University wishes to lower the overall student to staff ratio by a 
given amount and to do so it needs to add a known amount of additional staff resources. Under these 
circumstances, it is conceivable that the University might decide that a ratio of 10 was low enough, 
and that it wanted to direct all of these resources to other faculties. Yet the proportional model would 
not allow this; it would produce a reduced student to staff ratio target for each faculty and hence would 
produce teaching staff targets that directed some of the additional resources to the low-ratio faculty.  

Baseline ratio model 

These considerations led us to develop the preferred model, which we termed the baseline ratio model. 
In its first iteration, the model encapsulated the notion of a baseline student to staff ratio, one which is 
neither so high that it has a negative impact on teaching quality, nor so low that it reduces the 
institution’s financial viability. Under this approach, efforts to adjust the ratio should be directed in 
such a way that they relate to how far the ratio is from where it should be; that is, efforts to reduce the 
ratio should depend directly on the distance from the baseline. At the faculty level, this translates to 
setting faculty ratio targets by making the variance between the current actual and the next year target 
ratio for each faculty proportional to the actual ratio’s distance from the baseline.  
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Adjusting baseline ratios for discipline profile and off-campus proportion of load 

As was discussed earlier in this paper, it is possible to identify factors which, other things being equal, 
have an influence on student to staff ratio at the institutional level, with discipline and off-campus 
profile the two main factors of this kind. There, it was found to be inappropriate to adjust Deakin’s 
overall student to staff ratio for these factors when measuring progress against the Strategic Plan ratio 
target. However, if student to staff ratio is highly dependent on factors such as discipline and mode of 
attendance, these factors should be used in determining the baseline ratio for each faculty. The ideal 
ratio for the whole university might not be an appropriate baseline for setting targets in faculties with 
very different discipline and off-campus profiles.  

To take an example, the management and commerce discipline group has historically had a high 
student to staff ratio at Deakin. It could be argued that this is due to the nature of the discipline; after 
all, it has also been quite high historically when we look at most other Australian institutions. 
Similarly, the inherent efficiencies in off-campus course delivery might mean that a faculty such as 
Business and Law, which has a relatively high proportion of its teaching load as off-campus, can have 
a higher student to staff ratio without adversely affecting quality. These factors should be taken into 
account when identifying the ideal or baseline ratio for a faculty or institution; in other words, student 
to staff ratio can be set higher in Business and Law than some other faculties without upsetting the 
balance between teaching quality and efficiency.  

Therefore, a model which uses the notion of an ideal student to staff ratio should account for these 
differences between disciplines; each faculty’s baseline ratio should be set based on the ideal ratio 
which has been identified for each discipline, weighted by that discipline’s proportion of the faculty’s 
teaching staff. This discipline-adjusted baseline is then further adjusted for the faculty’s level of off-
campus load to give a final faculty baseline.  

Using this model, a key step is the identification of the baseline ratio in each broad discipline (AOU 
group). The choice of baseline is to some extent a matter of judgement, informed by recent historical 
data for Australian universities and the strategic requirements of the University.  
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Baseline ratios by AOU group 

Table 2 below provides the Deakin, Victorian and national student to staff ratios using the new 
definition for each broad discipline (AOU group) in 2002–3, and the Deakin ratios in 2004. (Victorian 
and national overall ratios for 2004 will not be available until mid-2005.) The last column of the table 
contains the baseline ratios we identified for each AOU group.  
Table 2 Baseline ratios by AOU group 

 2002 2003 2004 
AOU group Deakin Victoria National Deakin Victoria National Deakin 

Baseline 
ratio 

Natural and 
Physical 
Sciences 

17.4 14.1 15.4 16.4 14.6 15.7 16.5 15.0 

Information 
Technology 

25.3 20.4 22.8 23.3 19.7 21.0 21.3 21.0 

Engineering 
and Related 
Technologies 

16.4 16.9 16.7 18.0 17.5 17.5 16.6 17.5 

Architecture 
and Building 

23.8 20.9 19.0 21.5 21.0 20.9 21.9 21.0 

Agriculture, 
Environmental 
and Related 
Studies 

 11.7 12.9  11.8 13.7  11.0 

Health 20.4 14.4 13.5 17.2 15.3 14.4 19.0 14.5 
Education 24.2 24.1 22.2 21.5 24.2 23.0 23.1 21.0 
Management 
and Commerce 

42.1 28.6 26.3 33.9 28.0 27.5 31.1 28.0 

Society and 
Culture 

25.7 22.8 22.1 26.8 22.7 22.1 22.4 23.0 

Creative Arts 24.4 17.6 18.5 26.2 17.9 19.2 25.8 18.0 

Calculation of faculty baselines adjusted for discipline 

Table 3 below shows Deakin’s distribution of teaching staff by faculty and AOU group in 2004. These  
Table 3: Deakin teaching staff (FTE) by faculty and AOU group, 2004 

 Faculty 
AOU group Arts B&L Educ HBS S&T 

All  
Deakin

Natural and Physical Sciences     92 92 
Information Technology  40   55 95 
Engineering and Related Technologies     29 29 
Architecture and Building     25 25 
Agriculture, Environmental and Related Studies      0 
Health    140  140 
Education   83   83 
Management and Commerce  156    156 
Society and Culture 92 57  39  188 
Creative Arts 83     83 

The staff data shown in Table 3 above are combined with the AOU group baselines in the last column 
of Table 2, to derive the discipline-adjusted baseline ratios of each faculty. These faculty baseline 
ratios are in effect weighted averages of the AOU group baseline ratios, with the percentage of faculty 
staff in each AOU group as the weighting factors. Table 4 below shows an example of this calculation 
for one faculty in 2004.  
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Table 4 Example calculation of faculty baseline student to staff ratio: Faculty of Business and Law 

Teaching staff  
by AOU group 
(2004) 

AOU group 
Baseline 
ratio FTE 

% of  
total 

Weighted contribution  
of AOU group  
to faculty baseline SSR 

Information Technology 21.0 40 16% 3.3 
Management and Commerce 28.0 156 62% 17.2 
Society and Culture 23.0 57 22% 5.2 
Baseline ratio adjusted for discipline 25.8 

The discipline-adjusted faculty baseline ratios calculated in this fashion for each faculty are shown in 
the first column of figures in Error! Not a valid bookmark self-reference..  
Table 5: Faculty baselines adjusted for discipline and off-campus profile, 2004 

 Baseline ratio adjusted 
for discipline 

Off-campus load  
(% of faculty total)

Baseline ratio  
adjusted for discipline 
and % off-campus 

Arts 20.6 32% 21.3 
Bus. and Law 25.8 30% 26.4 
Education 21.0 27% 21.5 
Health and Behav. Sci. 16.3 19% 16.6 
Science and Tech. 17.7 20% 18.1 
All Deakin 20.6 26% 21.1 

Calculation of faculty baselines adjusted for off-campus percentage of load 

The final two columns in The discipline-adjusted faculty baseline ratios calculated in this fashion for 
each faculty are shown in the first column of figures in Error! Not a valid bookmark self-reference..  

Table 5 show the off-campus percentage of taught load in each faculty (2004 Sub. 2) and the baseline 
ratio adjusted for discipline and off-campus profile. The adjustment by off-campus percentage was 
based on the regression equation shown in Figure 3 on page 4, with an additional adjustment to reflect 
the fact that Deakin’s off-campus percentage of taught load (i.e. off-campus units) is higher than its 
off-campus percentage of owned load (i.e. load for students with an off-campus course enrolment), 
which was shown in Figure 3. Note that since each faculty’s off-campus percentage is higher than the 
reference level (the Victorian average off-campus percentage), each faculty’s ratio baseline is adjusted 
up in this final step, not down.  

Faculty level student to staff ratio targets for 2005 

Table 6 shows the final output of the baseline ratio model. In this table, the 2005 target student to staff 
ratio for each faculty has been calculated based on changing the 2004 actual ratio by an amount 
proportional to its distance from the baseline. Microsoft Excel’s goal seek function was used to 
determine the percentage change that, when applied to the difference between each Faculty’s actual 
and baseline student to staff ratio, would yield the desired overall (institution-level) change in student 
to staff ratio between 2004 and 2005.  
Table 6: Faculty student to staff ratio targets 2005 (new AVCC definition) 

Faculty All onshore  
taught load  
2004 

Teaching 
staff  
FTE 
2004 

Actual 
SSR  
2004 

Target 
SSR 
2005 

Forecast  
onshore  
taught 
load  
2005 

Target  
teaching 
staff  
FTE 
2005 

Required  
teaching  
staff change 
2004–2005 
(FTE) 

Arts 4 267 175 24.4 24.0 4 548 189 14 
Bus. and Law 6 810 254 26.8 26.8 7 140 267 13 
Education 1 921 83 23.1 23.0 1 991 87 4 
Health and Behav. Sci. 3 561 179 19.9 19.6 3 847 196 18 
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Faculty All onshore  
taught load  
2004 

Teaching 
staff  
FTE 
2004 

Actual 
SSR  
2004 

Target 
SSR 
2005 

Forecast  
onshore  
taught 
load  
2005 

Target  
teaching 
staff  
FTE 
2005 

Required  
teaching  
staff change 
2004–2005 
(FTE) 

Science and Tech. 3 775 200 18.8 18.8 3 739 199 -1 
All Deakin 20 334 891 22.8 22.6 21 265 939 48 

Application to academic staff planning  

The final two columns in Table 6 show the number of teaching staff FTE in each faculty, and the 
change in staff which would be required to meet this 2005 ratio target on the assumption that the 
specified 2005 taught load forecasts are met. Under- or over-achievement of the load target by a 
faculty would have an effect on the required academic staff change for that faculty to meet its ratio 
target.  

6 Limitations 

Timing of the process 

The process of using the model to generate student to staff ratio targets was conducted as an 
afterthought to the budget process. Work on developing the model took place through October to 
December 2004, well after student load targets and faculty expenditure allocations for 2005 had been 
determined.  

In future it is planned to better integrate the setting of student to staff ratio targets with enrolment 
planning and other parts of the budget process. This will require changes to the model; in particular, 
since faculty student load targets are one of the inputs of the model, the process would need to become 
more iterative in nature.  

Timing of the data 

The issues of timing in data collection and publication of student to staff ratios have had some impact 
on the project outlined in this paper. We were attempting in late 2004 to project the Victorian overall 
student to staff ratio to 2007. This projection would form the basis for a University-level ratio target 
for 2007 and the intervening years. The consequent faculty-level student to staff ratio targets for the 
intervening years would feed into the academic staff planning process and hence into planning for 
faculty expenditure budgets for 2005–7. But the most recent available data for all Victorian 
universities at the time when we were planning academic staffing for 2005 and 2006 was the 2003 
ratio incorporating 2002 actual casual staff as an estimate for 2003. The lag involved in this indicator 
is significant, and it brought with it a significant risk that the projections underlying the 2007 targets 
would not eventuate.  

Less importantly for planning but just as important for performance reporting purposes, Deakin 
University must wait until mid-2009 to determine on the basis of actual (not estimated) 2007 data 
whether it has in fact met the target it has set itself, to achieve a student to staff ratio equivalent to or 
lower than the ratio for all Victorian universities by 2007.  

Conclusion 
As a first attempt at adopting a data-driven model to set faculty-level targets for student to staff ratio, 
the outcome of this process was pleasing. The baseline ratio model received generally widespread 
support at Deakin and in January 2005, the model was endorsed by Deakin University’s Planning and 
Resources Committee. The 2005 ratio and academic staff targets produced by the model served as the 
basis for the final 2005 academic staff targets.  

During the work undertaken to develop this model, we identified a number of issues that were unable 
to be tackled given the time and resource constraints. One such issue is more direct involvement of the 
faculties in setting the parameters of the model; in particular, we would like to give each faculty a role 
in the process of setting the discipline-specific baseline ratios that affect them. Other possibilities we 
set aside for future consideration included whether the model could be used to set targets at the school 
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(AOU) level, and how to factor differences in research effort or output of schools and faculties into the 
process of setting student to teacher ratios. A more ambitious possibility still is the prospect of 
adapting the general features of the model to other rates and ratios, such as researcher to teacher or 
general staff to academic.  

Finally, for faculty-level student to staff ratio targets to be useful, faculties must be able to monitor 
performance against their targets on the basis of interim data. Largely because of timing of the data 
collections used in the calculation of the ratios, the AVCC definition of student to staff ratio does not 
facilitate this. As the next step in this process, the University is now considering the development of 
an internal definition of student to staff ratio that uses more relevant data timing and hence is more 
suited to monitoring throughout the year.  
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Endnotes 
i Here, the distribution of staff by AOU group was used rather than the distribution of student load by 
AOU group because of the nature of student to staff ratio. An institution’s overall student to staff ratio 
is the average of the AOU group-specific ratios weighted by the percentage of staff in each AOU 
group. Hence the distribution of staff by AOU group is the appropriate weighting factor to examine.  
ii We also performed this analysis with two universities – Charles Sturt University and Central 
Queensland University –excluded due to special circumstances; at both institutions, the teaching staff 
responsible for significant fractions of their onshore student load are not reported to DEST, resulting 
in a student to staff ratio which is claimed to be artificially high. The relationship between student to 
staff ratio and off-campus proportion of load was found to be slightly weaker with this exclusion in 
place. The disadvantage of this exclusion is that it happens to remove a significant proportion of the 
major off-campus providers.  


