submission to the

senate employment, workplace relations, small business and education reference committee

This submission has been prepared by the University of Technology, Sydney (UTS) Equity and Diversity Unit, in response to the inquiry into higher education being held by the Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee of the Senate. The terms of reference to which this submission responds are: 

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

(i) the effects of the introduction of differential HECS and other fees and charges, and changes in funding provision on the affordability and accessibility of higher education;

(ii) adequacy of current student income support measures; and

(i) The effects of the introduction of differential HECS and other fees and charges; and changes in funding provision on the affordability and accessibility of higher education

Increasing costs for for postgraduate students

The increasing deregulation of higher education since 1989, combined with competitive pressures and reduced public funding, has led to the increasing introduction of total fees and HECS.  In the 1997 HEC report on The Effects of the Introduction of Fee-paying Postgraduate Courses on Access for Designated Groups, Anderson, Johnson and Milligan found that students from equity groups – in particular, women and students of low-socio economic status – were less likely than students from non-equity groups to participate in full fee paying courses. This is true also of various HECS-based post-graduate courses, depending on discipline and cost.  It is believed that the higher HECS charges for certain disciplines, introduced in the mid-1990;s, together with repayment occurring at lower income leves, has had a negative impact on students from equity groups in terms of access to fields such as science, technology, business and law.  Statistics at UTS bear out these findings, showing that students from equity groups are underrepresented in full-fee paying or high HECS fee courses as a proportion of their overall representation within the University. 

Recommendations

a.
That the Federal Government revert to a single tier system of HECS for all discipline areas, abolishing the present tiers 2 and 3, and that repayment commence when the graduate’s income reaches the average wage.  

b.
That more HECS places are made available by the Government for post graduate coursework.

Increasing ancillary costs for undergraduate and postgraduate students

In addition to the effects of course fees, students often bear greater ancillary fees and indirect costs associated with higher education. One particularly relevant example is the increased use of communications and information technology (CIT) in higher education. While the University strives to maintain adequate computing resources for all its students, the demands on infrastructure are ever increasing as student practices reflect the broader society’s advancing adoption of (rapidly changing) CIT. 

A recent empirical study conducted at UTS under DETYA’s Evaluations and Investigations Programme, investigated the effects of increasing uses of CIT on students from equity groups.  While there are a range of benefits associated with the increased use of CIT in learning, the research found that students of low socio-economic status were disadvantaged in relation to their access to CIT due to the costs associated with off-campus use, and the competition for resources on campus (Barraket et al, 2000).  Students from rural and isolated areas studying partly or wholly by distance (of which a high proportion at UTS are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students), were also limited by the high costs of remote access to web based learning and services.  Barraket et al (2000) pointed out that there has been no additional government support to universities for CIT infrastructure, despite the high economic costs associated with it. 

Recommendation

That the Federal Government investigate funding requirements for universities in relation to the escalating use of CIT in higher education, with a view to ensuring that students from equity groups gain equitable access to new technologies.

Costs of education provision associated with students with a disability

Students with a disability require substantially increased infrastrucure to support their education.  Government underfunding of students with a disability severely affects the ability of universities to provide equitable educational opportunities for the increasing numbers of this group of students.  A key issue is the lack of Government recognition of the differential support costs associated with different types of disability.  Universities with a good reputation for providing as much support as possible, such as UTS, bear the brunt of unfunded expenses related to increasing enrolments of students with high support needs.  Even in proactive institutions such as UTS, students with disabilities are inevitably disadvantaged in comparison to other students as they share the limited dedicated resources for notetakers, computer software and other support services.  In some cases, educational progress is interrupted until adequate resources again become available for particular students.

Recommendation

That the Federal Government instigate an immediate review of funding guidelines in relation to students with disabilities, with a view to implementing differential funding based on the type of support needs used by enrolled students with disabilities.

(iii) adequacy of current student income support measures
Differential living costs

The undifferentiated nature of student income support measures across Australia do not address the regionally differential costs of living. Sydney has the highest rates of rent in Australia. The effects of this for people studying in urban Sydney are that income support barely covers rental requirements, let alone other living costs. Evidence from the UTS Financial Assistance Service indicates that this has a detrimental effect on both the living standards and educational opportunities of financially disadvantaged students.  In order to cover living costs, for example, some students are taking on levels of paid employment which encroach dangerously upon their health, study time and university attendance. Conversely, some students tolerate substandard living conditions, which make home based study difficult.

Recommendation

That there be a review of the Youth Allowance and Austudy benefits threshholds, with a view to addressing regional differential costs of living.

Indigenous students

The changes to Abstudy in 1999, which placed a $2,000 ceiling on travel allowances for postgraduate students studying by ‘’block release’ mode, have had a detrimental effect. Evidence from the UTS Faculty of Education indicates that, recently, at least two Indigenous students travelling from areas remote from Sydney have been unable to attend all blocks at the University due to the $2,000 ceiling. While the program coordinators in this particular instance have facilitated these students’ course completion through the development of tailored flexible learning options, those students have lost the opportunities for peer networking and face to face learning that are important and valued aspects of the course in question.

It is particularly disturbing to note that the ceiling on travel allowances has been introduced at postgraduate level, where Indigenous students are far less likely to be represented than at undergraduate level. We question how such policies can do anything to encourage increased representation and improved educational pathways for a group of people who continue to be arguably the most disadvantaged in Australian society. 

Recommendation

That there be a review of the $2,000 ceiling on travel allowances, with particular emphasis on addressing the issues of students in remote or rural locations.
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