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Introduction

The Postgraduate Board of the University of New South Wales (UNSW) is the representative body of approximately 12, 000 postgraduate students at UNSW.

We would specifically like to address the proposed amendments to the Higher Education Funding Act 1988 in relation to: 

1. establishment of an income contingent loan scheme for postgraduate non-research course tuition fees (the Postgraduate Education Loan Scheme (PELS)); 

2. Ministerial discretion to cap aggregate debt students accrue under the Higher Education Contribution Scheme, Open Learning Deferred Payment Scheme and PELS; and

3. use of electronic communications.

1. Postgraduate Education Loan Scheme (PELS)

This scheme is a move towards recognising the deterrent effect of full up front fees on participation in postgraduate coursework education, particularly on certain groups in our community (eg. Women, indigenous students, low income earners) 
. It will hopefully increase access to postgraduate courses for these groups. We do however have a number of concerns about the scheme which we outline below:

a. Under PELS, the onus of payment for postgraduate education still falls on the student.  This does not recognise that the community gains greater benefit than the individual involved, due to an increase in the overall education of the population. We recommend to the Committee that an alternative system for postgraduate education is investigated for the long term that takes into account this fact.

b. The fees for postgraduate courses for which PELS can be applied, are not discounted as HECS liable places are. That is, the student must still pay the high fees, even if choosing to defer this until their income is above the threshold. Therefore PELS loans may still have a potential to have a deterrent effect on the participation of low income earners. 

c. It is unclear what will happen to HECS places currently allowable in postgraduate coursework with the introduction of PELS. These places need to be retained for low income earners and other equity groups to ensure that the continuing high fees do not form a barrier to their participation in postgraduate education. We recommend to the Committee that protection of all existing HECS places in postgraduate education be ensured in the legislation.

d. One administrative concern is regarding the debt incurred by students if they pull out of course after the HECS census date. In this case, the student would owe the full amount of their PELS loan to the government, while the university gains from this by receiving the fees but not providing the education. We do not believe this is an equitable situation and believe that the proportion of the fees should be refunded relative to the time enrolled in the course.

e. Fees charged by universities may well rise with the introduction of PELS, as there is no inbuilt regulation in the legislation regarding the increase in fees that universities may elect to charge when the scheme begins in 2002. We therefore recommend to the Committee that a fee increase cap be included in the legislation for 2002, equivalent to the previous calendar year’s CPI increase.

f. Additionally, there is no administrative assistance proposed to be given to universities to administer this loan scheme, possibly forcing the universities to pass this cost onto students. This is inadequate and we call on the Government to allocate appropriate funds to universities to administer the PELS. 

2.    Maximum limit on borrowing – Ministerial discretion to cap students’ aggregate debt 

The Postgraduate Board asserts that it is not appropriate that the Minister determines a maximum permitted debt allowable under the combined loan schemes. These schemes are all supposedly set up to ensure that low income earners have access to education. If people remain on low incomes and wish to access further education, such a cap may actually limit their ability to do so, thereby cancelling out any effect that such schemes are proposed to have. 

This potentially also has the affect of reducing access to more expensive education courses such as MBA’s that currently have up-front tuition fees of up to $30, 000 p.a.. If low income earners are unable to access these courses due to such a cap on debt, this becomes a form of social engineering. This may also potentially affect people who require postgraduate degrees to work in their chosen profession, such as psychologists and midwives.

Therefore, we recommend that this clause be removed from the legislation so that the Minister is not be able to set maximum student debts. 

3.  Use of Electronic communications

The use of electronic communications in respect to HECS debts to students is highly inappropriate if the students are not asked beforehand whether this acceptable for them. The effect on student who are unable to use electronic communication, such as visually impaired and physically disabled people, and people with little access to computing facilities, such as people from low SES backgrounds, may be substantial. There is also no mention of special consideration for these groups in the legislation. We therefore recommend to the Committee that the legislation include the provision that students be asked for their consent prior to electronic communications being used for official notification purposes, and that special provisions are also included in the legislation for students who are unable to use standard electronic communication. 
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