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Introduction

The members of Equal Opportunity Officers in Higher Education (EOPHE Vic) are equal opportunity officers who have been appointed in universities to support legislative requirements for equal employment opportunity programs and government policies for achieving equity of access to higher education for all Australians.

The professional activities of EOPHE members are guided by the principle that ability is not differentially distributed across the population according to gender, socio-economic status, ethnicity or other social groupings.  This principle is the basis of the EOPHE submission which addresses the following  - 

(d) Equality of opportunity to participate in higher education 

Background

The need to ensure all Australians have equitable access to higher education was formally recognised in 1990 with the release of the Federal Government’s equity blueprint, A Fair Chance for All: Higher Education That’s within Everyone’s Reach.  As a result formal funding and reporting mechanisms were instituted and some improvement in the access rates of under-represented groups to higher education was achieved. 

Five years later the program was reviewed. Improved access rates for some under-represented groups were identified.  It was found that students from non-English speaking backgrounds’ access rates had risen from 5 to 6%, female enrolments in Engineering increased from 10.6% to 13.5% though rural students’ access fell from 19.6 to 18.4%.  Multiple disadvantage, the fact that many students are members of more than one equity group, was also identified as a barrier to achieving the equitable access to higher education.

Current Context

Higher education has undergone significant change in the years since A Fair Chance for All was reviewed.  The sector now operates in a highly globalised context, the Federal government funds a smaller proportion of institutions’ activities and students pick up more of the costs of their education.  Since 1995 equity performance in the higher education sector has become patchy in some areas and static in others.  Rural students’ participation has fallen, as has the participation of isolated and non-English-speaking-background students.  There has been an increase in the participation of students who have a disability with high learning needs while the rates of Australian Indigenous students and low socio-economic background students show minimal improvement.  Conversely high SES students exceed their population share by approximately 60%, making universities appear socially elite in their composition.

d. (i)Levels of access among social groups under-represented in higher education
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The equity outcomes above have occurred in a context, which includes:

· Widening income gap – real wages for the lowest 10% of earners fell 9.4% between 1975 and 1995

· Rural decline limits families’ ability to support children at university

· Reduced employment opportunities in rural communities restricts students’ ability to support themselves at university

· Casualisation of the workforce (70% in ten years) impacts on students’ willingness to go into debt (via HECS or other loans) to finance higher education

· Low SES students have to work longer hours to support themselves at university

· More costs are transferred to students e.g.Academics expect students have PCs and up to date software; students who have a learning disability have to meet the cost of their own assessment.

· Massive reduction in government funding of Higher Education institutions has impacted negatively on implementation strategies such as the recognition of prior learning (RPL) 

· Increasing numbers of students with disabilities with high learning needs are gaining entry to the higher education sector.

Recommendation 1

That Government increases funding to higher education institutions by 20% per EFTSU.

Recommendation 2

To ensure that Universities are able to comply with their obligations under the Disability Discrimination Act (1992), that the Government develop a funding model for the provision of services for students with disabilities that recognises the diverse needs and costs associated with the delivery of such services.

d. (ii) The effects of the introduction of differential Higher Education Contribution Scheme and other fees and charges and changes in funding provision on the affordability and accessibility of higher education

Despite significant increases in the number of student places at Australian higher education institutions, the participation rates of Low SES students between 1992 and 1999 remain virtually unchanged.  Studies such as Anderson (1999)
 report that differential HECS has not affected the participation of low income groups, their findings have not found widespread acceptance (Campus Review Weekly, 1999).  Anecdotal evidence suggests that differential HECS and the lowering of the income threshold create a barrier to low income group students, especially the mature aged.

Recommendation 3: That Government facilitate the increased participation of low socio-economic groups by setting the Higher Education Scheme Contribution rate at $2644 and restore the initial HECS repayment threshold to the level of average male earnings.

It is very difficult to assess the effect of the introduction of differential Higher Education Contribution Scheme and other fees, charges and changes in funding provision on the affordability and accessibility of higher education; it is the potential students who fail to enrol because of the costs associated (including the HECS debt), who need to be surveyed. 

However the plight of many potential students can be ascertained from information contained in applications for Merit-based Equity Scholarships
.  This material underscores the diversity in the circumstances and experiences of many potential students and the complexity in the disadvantage they experience.  Of the 700 applicants at one institution in 1999, 36% indicated they needed a scholarship because of scarce financial resources.  Particularly common among these applicants were people living in one parent families, either as parents or dependents.  Among other applicants were students who were homeless (6.3%), suffered abuse, and/or had refugee status. 

Applications were received from sole parents determined to improve education and employment opportunities for themselves and their children and/or school leavers who care for siblings, parents or grandparents.  Several applicants indicated that their homelessness was a result of a crucial need to leave the family home to escape drug taking, abuse or violence. 

Recommendation 4

That Federal Government offers Merit based HECS exemption Equity Scholarships with living allowance to students in designated equity groups.

Fees for Postgraduate Courses

The effect of postgraduate course fees on the participation of equity groups is well known.  Anderson (1997)
 reported “fees have a clearly observable deterrent effect on enrolment in postgraduate courses and in practice direct some groups, particularly women and those of low socio-economic status, towards HECS-liable courses.” 

Between 1996 and 2000 there was a drop of 19% in total postgraduate coursework enrolments.  This is a major issue when postgraduate courses provide specific vocational knowledge necessary for admission to higher paid professions such as Information Technology and Business Management. 

Recommendation 5: That Government funds 25,000 HECS liable places in postgraduate courses.

d. (iii) Adequacy of current student income support measures

Poverty is widespread among those attending Australian universities.  Although not widely understood, it is an everyday experience for many students.  In the past two years at least three institutions have surveyed the financial situation of their students.   While the surveys were carried out in different types of higher education institutions located in different areas, their findings were distressingly similar e.g.

· nearly 62% of respondents in one survey reported being unable to buy essential books and materials in the past year

· 85% had deferred buying clothes because they lacked funds

· 42% missed university classes to go to work

· 28% went without food against their will

· 46% deferred medical/dental treatment for financial reasons

· 21% missed university because they could not afford the transport 

· 16% had been at least two weeks behind in rent payments in the past year

· Small numbers of students missed classes because they could not afford childcare or slept in their cars because they could not afford transport costs to university.

The surveys indicated that students are able to survive on low incomes where they have family (usually parental) support.  Of those who indicated incomes below $200 per fortnight in one survey, 85% reported parental support, with most living in the parental home.  The instance of family support diminishes as income levels rise.  Incomes of students in another study ranged from $106 per week to $193 per week, with a mean of $137 per week.  Students reported issues such as living away from home and the need to supplement Youth Allowance and Austudy as major factors in their financial difficulties.

Recommendation 6: That Government raises the Youth Allowance and Austudy payments to level of unemployment benefits.

Equity in a Globalised Context: International Comparisons
Australia’s current income support measures lag behind those of comparable nations.  The relationship between economic success and investment in higher education in countries such as Ireland and Spain has been widely publicised.  Approximately 40% of Irish tertiary level students receive educational assistance from the government in the form of non-repayable grants.  These are available to anyone who gains admission to university subject to family and personal income levels.  Grants are linked to the rate of inflation. 

Spain has a generous scholarship system, (introduced by the government in the 1980s to improve the nation’s participation rates) low fees, income support and assistance with the purchase of books.  In France state financial assistance is given to approximately 50% of the under 25 year old population, while in Germany students can apply for direct financial assistance subject to parental and personal income.  Half the assistance comes as a grant, the rest as a repayable, interest-free loan.  In 1995, 42% of German students received direct financial assistance.

As Australian students are paying among the highest fees in the world for higher education,
 it is important to make income support systems comparable to those of other developed nations.

Recommendation 6: That Government implements the above listed recommendations to broaden support for potential and participating students from designated groups in higher education.
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