
SUBMISSION BY THE POSTGRADUATE ASSOCIATION OF THE UNIVERISTY OF WESTERN SYDNEY 

TO 

THE SENATE EMPLOYMENT, WORKPLACE RELATIONS, SMALL BUSINESS AND EDUCATION REFERENCES COMMITTEE

The capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs

The Postgraduate Association of the University of Western Sydney represents more than 7,000 students enrolled in postgraduate courses at the University of Western Sydney.

This submission is to be read in the context of the submission lodged by the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations and intends to highlight local and regional higher education issues for the postgraduate students of western Sydney. The equity issues raised by the submission prepared by the UWS Board of Trustees are also supported in this paper and should be read in the same context.

This submission concentrates on the terms of reference relating to the effect of increasing reliance on private funding and the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education and each will be specifically addressed.

(b) The effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs, including its effect on:

i. The quality and diversity of education,

Increasing reliance on private funding must skew the availability of courses offered in favour of those disciplines that produce graduates for private sector profit-making employment. The disciplines that will suffer under this model of deregulation and commercialisation are the Arts and Humanities, having significant and essential social value but limited capacity to generate profits. While higher education policy focuses on providing graduates with marketable skills, the areas of higher learning essential to the maintenance of our social fabric must not be ignored but enhanced and prioritised. Western Sydney is a high growth area with significant unemployment and a population suffering increasing socio-economic disadvantage, and unless increased resources are put into maintaining diversity of education, disciplines that traditionally train graduates into socially beneficial areas such as welfare, teaching and health related fields will suffer, resulting in increasing disadvantage for the students of UWS, the regional community and Australia as a whole. The higher education sector must not entertain commercial ventures without ensuring the preservation of these equally important areas of study.

iv. The maintenance and extension of Australia’s long-term capacity in both basic and applied research across the diversity of fields of knowledge

Increasing reliance on private funding will see commercially unviable disciplines less easily justified. The “knowledge” created in this climate of economic rationalism must also be questioned: UWS has forged industry links to attract research funding, but when the outcomes of the research must ensure increased profits, the “disinterest” and independence of the research is in question. The Research White Paper, with its increased reliance on private sector funding and research concentrations, has resulted in the loss of 120 research places for UWS in 2001, and the only way UWS can maintain and strengthen its research training capacity is through external funding sources. In order to retain our present relative position we need to increase our external annual income by at least 16%. This reduction in places means reduced opportunity for the students of UWS to get postgraduate research degrees, and will further disadvantage this already marginalised group. 

UWS has dedicated twelve years of effort into infrastructure and millions of dollars into building a credible research base, enabling it to compete with the older, more established institutions. This reduction in research funding greatly affects postgraduate research opportunities for the students of UWS, many of who study at UWS as their preferred institution. One notable student last year was very concerned that she would not be able to study for her PhD at UWS due to the cutbacks in places. As a single mother living in the local area, she was clearly distressed by the prospect of travelling to one of the city institutions to take up a research place and did not think she could manage this arrangement for the duration of her candidature.  Upon advice, she applied at many institutions and was subsequently offered places at all of them, happily accepting her first choice at UWS. Had this place not been available this student would not have continued her research career- no doubt there are many students out there in western Sydney who missed out on places in 2001 in similar situations. Educational policy informed by market forces is inequitable and reduces access to those already socially advantaged. 

Public sector dis-investment in research funding is at odds with international comparators. South Korea is committed to increasing R&D funding by 2002 from 3.9% to 5% of total Government expenditure. The US National Science budget increased by 7.1% in 1999 and the German government pledged an increase of 6.4% for research in 1999.

The user- pays philosophy of increased reliance in public sector funding means that the end users of the research are those paying for it. This philosophy cannot generally be applied to research in the social sciences, therefore research support for these areas must be guaranteed through other mechanisms. The future of research in Australia relies upon an equal and opposite policy commitment to reaffirm the public funding of higher education and to balance the increasing reliance on private sector funding. 

(d) The equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including:

i. The levels of access among social groups under-represented in higher education.

Participation in higher education cannot be equal for all when access to the course relies upon payment of either up-front fees or through the Higher Education Contribution Scheme, with those from lower socio-economic groups being most disadvantaged. UWS plays a key role in increasing higher educational opportunities to students in western Sydney, many of whom are the first in their family to undertake tertiary study, however access must be made more equitable and financially viable through increased public funding.

ii. The effects of the introduction of differential Higher Contribution Schemes and other fees and charges and changes in funding provision on the affordability and accessibility of higher education.

Up- front fees for postgraduate students limit access to those students who are

· fortunate enough to have the fees paid by their employer 

· financially able to personally afford the fees

Anecdotal evidence provides countless examples of students being denied access to postgraduate courses due to high fee levels. Under the current climate of deregulation, UWS cannot equitably provide postgraduate education in a region drawing students from socially disadvantaged backgrounds, relying instead on increasing International student enrolments. International student enrolments have increased by 102% between 1997-2000, compared to domestic enrolments, which have increased only 9.7% for the same period. If UWS is forced to attract students from overseas to remain viable, it is not doing its job of providing higher education to the people of western Sydney. Education that is not free does not provide the same access to all and is therefore inequitable. 
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