30 March 2001








To:


The Secretary


Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee


Suite S1.61 Parliament House


Canberra  ACT  2600








Dear Honourable Committee Members,





I would like to make a submission to the Inquiry into the Capacity of Public Universities to Meet Australia’s Higher Education Needs.





I specifically wish to address my submission to sections (b)(i) and (d)(iii) of the Committee’s Terms of Reference.





Section (b)(i)


As a third year combined Arts/Law student at the University of Melbourne, I have witnessed first-hand many of the effects of increasing reliance on market behaviour and private funding on the quality of the education that my university provides me with. Departments have been cut due to financial pressures (eg Classics Department of the Faculty of Arts). Academic staff are compelled to publish work on a regular basis to prove their worth to the institution (making them little more than article and textbook factories, as opposed to having the time to be critical and inspiring thinkers). Students are crammed into lecture theatres filled beyond capacity, or never have the ability to have one-on-one time with tutors/lecturers because they are already over-stretched with other teaching responsibilities.





These are the everyday symptoms I experience, which occur as a direct result of the federal Government’s abrogation of its responsibility to the people and students of Australia ( the responsibility to make available sufficient public funds to universities so that they can provide a quality education. Given that the Australian Government is now the fourth-worst contributor of public funds to universities among OECD countries, and that my university administration is increasingly forced into private sector revenue-raising in order to meet its commitment to education provision, it is obvious that our higher education system is in crisis. 





Currently, universities such as my own are being forced into private profit-making ventures to raise much needed revenues in order that they may carry out their basic functions. Melbourne University Private and the Universitas 21 syndicate are only the first of such ventures to be initiated. These ventures have grave ramifications for public education in this country: they have poor public accountability mechanisms; they drain funds, resources and staff away from the public arm of the university; they demonstrate worrying trends for academic freedom and independence (given that corporations foot the bill for several courses and many students’ places, thereby creating incentives not to criticise those corporations and their interests); and they are selling the university’s independence, status and “branding power” for private gain with no thought given to public interest considerations. Corporate mindsets and models of management now increasingly permeate our public universities, manifested in management structures, profitability expectations upon each “business sector”, and general cultural trends meaning  students are now treated as customers paying for the consumption of education. Such outcomes are far from the best traditions of tertiary education in this country. Urgent injections of government funds are needed to redress this issue, and help re-establish Australia’s universities as world-leaders in education.








Section (d)(iii)


If Honourable Committee Members believe that the current income assistance provided to students through the Common Youth Allowance, Austudy and Abstudy programs is sufficient to support oneself during full-time study, I invite them to attempt to live adequately on the $190 per fortnight that I was expected to survive upon until I deferred my studies at the beginning of this year. I can assure you that it is not sufficient to meet students’ costs of transport, food, rent, textbooks, etc – the essentials we all require in order that we may live a decent existence. I would have thought the ideology behind the provision of student income assistance is to financially reward students for undertaking study (recognising that when they do so that it is a public benefit for all Australians), ensuring that students were not prevented from accessing tertiary education by reason of low incomes or lack of wealth to draw upon, and eliminating the requirement for students to take up significant employment to support themselves while studying, which would inevitably decrease the time that they can devote to their studies. The current student income support measures achieve none of these measures. Many of my contemporaries are still forced to take up to 20 hours per week of paid employment simply to cover their cost of living, as their CYA doesn’t stretch particularly far at all.





One particular problem with the CYA is that it increases students’ dependence on their parents/guardians, by forcing many students to stay at home until they can qualify for the higher “Independent” rate of assistance. Students whose relationships with their parents have deteriorated, but who find it difficult or impossible to navigate the paperwork associated with proving that their relationship with their parents has irretrievably broken down, are forced by the pitiful rates of government assistance to endure strained relationships at home. I would suggest that Honourable Committee Members cast their minds back to the age at which they would have felt independent from their parents; expecting students to live at home until age 25 is both unrealistic and often unnecessarily straining on familial relationships.





One of the most repugnant aspects of the current regime is its discrimination against students who live in de facto relationships that are not heterosexual. As someone who does not identify as heterosexual, I find it incomprehensible that governments continue to discriminate against students who have sex with others of their own gender, as opposed to those who have sex with those of other genders. Heterosexuals afforded privileges that are denied to me for no reason other than that I sleep with other men. Is the Australian Government trying to legislate compulsory heterosexuality by denying income assistance to gay, lesbian and other non-heterosexual students?





I can only conclude that the maintenance of such a system is designed to pander to lobby groups who insist that to acknowledge homosexuals as human beings, and hence confer upon them rights to decent income assistance, is to undermine “families and all that is good with the world”. I am disgusted that governments tell me that a homosexual de facto relationship of over 18 months is somehow inferior to a heterosexual de facto relationship of over 18 months, and thence proceed to deny queers, gays, lesbians and other non-heterosexually identifying students the higher “Independent” rate of CYA. Indeed, I am aware of several lesbian, gay and other queer-identifying friends and acquaintances who have been forced to fabricate sham heterosexual relationships and marriages in order to meet the federal Government’s actively homophobic criteria for qualifying for the higher “Independent” rate of CYA. Urgent action needs to be taken to rectify this glaring discrimination and inequity.





In conclusion, I invite the Committee to conclude that fundamental restructuring of our higher education system and associated income support systems is required in order that they achieve the aims of providing quality education, coupled with a decent standard of living, to the greatest number of students possible.











Yours sincerely,





Daniel Perkins


4 / 23 Osborne Avenue


Glen Iris  VIC  3146


0409 364 254


djperky@hotmail.com


