Submission to the

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

Inquiry into the

The Capacity of Public Universities to meet Australia’s Higher Education Needs

The Women’s Electoral Lobby Australia Inc. welcomes this opportunity provided by the Senate to comment on ‘the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs’.

Educational attainment is still a major predictor in the levels of employment and earnings and therefore is a powerful tool in society. As women continue to earn less than their male counterparts and continue to be the single group most likely to head households in poverty, access to education should be seen as part of the solution to redress this imbalance.

WEL therefore makes the following recommendations to the Senate Committee:

1. That Future Higher Education Triennium Reports and that future Equity plans provide data on the enrolment of equity groups as a gender disaggregated figure.
2. That the partner income test be reviewed considering the need for students to have an independent income.

3. That there be consideration given to the idea of allowing partner income to be counted into the income bank.

4. That the 50 hour a week cap on work-related childcare be raised to facilitating parents trying to combine work and study.

5. That  university holidays and work related travel be classified in a similar manner to Rostered Days Off or Public Holidays, which are approved absence days.

6. That Campus-based childcare centres be allowed to retain their access to childcare assistance places while being allowed to close for an extended period over the November to March recess when many academic and general staff and most students are absent from campus.
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WEL is

...a national independent political organisation dedicated to creating a society where women's participation and potential are unrestricted, acknowledged and respected and where women and men share equally in society's responsibilities and rewards.

History

WEL was formed in 1972 and since then has played a recognised role in the political and social history of Australia.

WEL has been at the forefront of the struggle for equal employment opportunities, access to quality child care, sex discrimination legislation and many other issues.

Education Policy

At the WEL annual conference held last December all of our policies were reviewed and updated. The principles in our education policy that give authority to this submission are:

· WEL affirms the responsibility of government to provide free education from preschool through tertiary and post secondary levels, funded from general revenue. In fulfilling this responsibility, governments must recognise that individuals' access to free education depends on the provision of adequate income support and appropriate infrastructure. 


· WEL endorses the fundamental right of women and girls to equal access to all forms of education and calls on governments to ensure this principle, and to redress inequities and discrimination in education against women and girls. 


· WEL opposes the commercialisation of education and deplores the reimposition of fees on Tertiary education, including TAFE, first degrees and post-secondary students, on the grounds that fees have a differential impact on women and girls. 


· WEL supports the universal membership of student organisations at the tertiary level, in recognition of the vital role that student organisations play in creating campus environments that support women students.


· WEL supports the principle of education as a process of acquiring learning,learning skills and knowledge, not just vocational skills. 


· WEL supports the principles of lifelong learning and recognises the needs of women of all ages to be able to access education and retraining. 


· WEL believes that all students should be encouraged and supported to excel in the subjects in which they demonstrate aptitude. 


· WEL acknowledges and is concerned that women's and girls' traditional choice of education leads to career paths that are lower paid. WEL is concerned that "traditional" careers of women (eg. teaching, childcare) are undervalued in Australian society. 


· WEL recognises the need to encourage girls and boys into non-traditional areas (WEL 2000).

Beijing Platform for Action

Relevant to this inquiry are also the strategic objectives of the Beijing Platform for Action in particular:

Strategic objective B.1. – Ensure equal access to education.

Strategic objective B.3. – Improve women’s access to vocational training, science and technology, and continuing education.

Strategic objective B.4. – Develop non-discriminatory education and training.

Strategic objective B.5. – Allocate sufficient resources for and monitor the implementation of educational reforms. 

Strategic objective B.6. – Promote lifelong education and training for girls and women (UN 1995).

Women’s Participation

Many gains have been made in women accessing education over the last couple of decades, it is a well acknowledged fact that women now enter both undergraduate and postgraduate courses at numbers almost equal to that of their general share of the population ~ 55.5% of undergraduates and 50.4% of postgraduates (OSW 2000).

While the general enrolment figures for women are good. These enrolments continue to be concentrated in the traditional enrolment areas of arts, education and nursing. Still only 20.2% of the enrolments in non-traditional areas of study are women (DETYA 2000:70), it is also important to note that this definition of women in non-traditional areas would appear to change of the course of the last couple of years making it difficult to easily access comparative data.

The areas included in non-tradtional areas of study used to be a much broader category than is reported on today.

In fact in the ‘Characteristics and Performance Indicators of Higher Education Institutions, 2000: Preliminary Report’ (DETYA 2001) women in non-traditional areas has not even been reported on as an equity group.

The ‘Higher Education Report for the 1999 to 2001 Triennium’ reports on women in non-traditional fields in 1997 in agriculture, architecture, engineering, business/economics, science, research higher degree and coursework higher degree (DETYA 1999:81). The ‘Higher Education Report for the 2000 – 2002 Triennium’ however only reports on women in the areas of engineering and architecture with a percentage figure 14.4% and 35.9% respectively for 1998 (DETYA 2000:79). The report also mentions that women are still outnumbered in ‘some science topics related to information technology, and postgraduate study in most disciplines’ (DETYA 2000:79), however percentage figures do not appear in that section of the report. We are also told that women still comprise less than 50% of research postgraduate places, but are not given a precise figure (DETYA 2000:79).

The ‘Higher Education Report for the 2001 to 2003 Triennium’ also reports almost exactly the same information on women in non-traditional areas of study, as the 2000 – 2002 Triennium Report, women represent 14.6% of enrolments in engineering in 1999 and 36.2% of enrolments in architecture. It does however also include the fact that women comprise 52.6% of higher degrees by coursework students and 48.6% of higher degrees by research students (DETYA 2001:82-83). Although it should be noted that women in non-traditional areas of study is not included at all on the list of target groups at the beginning of the chapter on equity (DETYA 2001:75)

The fact that the information provided by DETYA in the Triennium reports has progressively become less fine grained, makes it increasingly difficult to access and monitor the progression of women in tertiary study. That it is not comparably or reliably reported in ever edition of the triennium report also makes comparision difficult.

The fact that this data is rarely available by gender by equity group also means that it is not readily apparent whether women who are from socioeconomcially disadvantaged background; from rural and isolated backgrounds; from non-English-speaking backgrounds; are indigenous Australian’s or who have a disability are adequately represented in the tertiary education sector.

Under the heading of Women in Non-traditional courses of study we are told that only 8.2% of indigenous women enter non-traditional fields of study as compared to non-idigenous women at 18.9% and that women from NESB are more likely to enter non-traditional areas of study than other female students 28% compared to 18.9% (DETYA 1999:81), but the other target and equity groups do not report in a gender disaggregated manner either in the triennium reports or the equity reports (DETYA 1999, DETYA 2000, DETYA 1999a, DETYA 1999b)

Recommendation: that Future Higher Education Triennium Reports and that future Equity plans provide data on the enrolment of equity groups as a gender disaggregated figure.

Income support

The current practice of partner income tests with income support act as a disincentive for partnered students to study. The current penalty rate for partner income is 70c for every $1 earnt by your partner over $546 per fortnight.

This major penalty can see partnered students go from having their own income one fortnight to being completely dependent upon their partner the next. For women seeking to study to improve their employment prospects or return to the workforce, this forced dependence upon their partners is a source of anxiety.

Recommendation: that the partner income test be reviewed considering the need for students to have an independent income.

Recommendation: that there be consideration given to the idea of allowing partner income to be counted into the income bank.
Childcare

Access to childcare services is important for student parents in accessing education and for parent academics in meeting the commitments of their employment.

There are a number of particular concerns with childcare within University settings including: the 50 hours cap on access to assistance for work-related childcare; access to childcare assistance places; and allowable absences.

Impact of the cap of 50 hours on the subsidy for work-related childcare from childcare assistance.

The 50-hour cap on access to childcare assistance for work-related childcare has had a particular impact on student parents. The hours involved in full-time study, part-time work and commuting; part-time study, full-time work and commuting or in the case of degrees with a large number of contact hours, merely attending and travelling to classes often total more than fifty hours. Improving credentials is now an integral part of gaining employment or a promotion. The 50-hour cap sends the cost of childcare out of the reach of many.

Recommendation: That the 50 hour a week cap on work-related childcare be raised to facilitating parents trying to combine work and study.

Access to childcare assistance places.

The rationing of childcare assistance places has meant that centres cannot afford to lose any of the childcare assistance supported places that they currently provide. Especially as few parents can afford childcare without the benefit of childcare assistance.

The rules for access to childcare assistance by being qualified as a community long-day care centre are particularly onerous on campus-based childcare centres. A centre must be open 40 hours a week and a minimum of 48 weeks a year.

Use of campus-based centres is overwhelmingly seasonal, March to November. Students and academic and general staff undoubtedly use more care hours during semester, and yet in order to maintain access to places funded by childcare assistance a centre must be open at least 48 weeks a year. This means that many centres find it difficult to maintain the occupancy rates that are necessary for continued viability in the period of November to March. 

Only a few people want care for their children between November and March. If the centres fill the places that are vacated by students, academic and general staff in November, come March many of those members of the university community will be unable to access campus-based care, as the places will be filled, defeating the idea of providing campus-based care. Although there are provisions for special exemptions currently, the exemption must be promoted and explained to campus-based childcare centres.

Recommendation: That Campus-based childcare centres be allowed to retain their access to childcare assistance places while being allowed to close for an extended period over the November to March recess when many academic and general staff and most students are absent from campus.

Less Tangible Impacts

Childcare centres also help to create communities and recreate the networks of advisors that parents used to enjoy as part of a locality or extended family, giving advice on parenting and providing respite care (Cox 1996).

Although it is difficult to quantify, in allowing the cost of childcare to drift out of reach of many, the government creates costs to itself in many other ways. Consider that for every family where a parent, or the parent, is forced out of work or education because they cannot afford childcare the government will, in all probability, pay for higher social security benefits for a longer period and additional healthcare costs and have to pay for other social ills contributed to by poverty. Not only is there the immeasurable cost of the lost opportunity of education to the parent but the opportunities for the child or children that stem from living in a family with a stable and better income.

Allowable Absences.

Tightening of reporting requirements for the childcare benefit have brought to light a number of particular problems for student and academic parents with childcare services.

The cap on allowable absences to 30 days and the construction of the categories of approved absence days means that student parents cannot elect to have their children at home with them during the university holidays nor can parent academics necessarily travel with young or nursing children without either paying the full-cost of the childcare or losing their child's place in care.

The following are extracts from letters sent to Senator Newman while she was still the Minister for Family and Community Services:

‘I am a full-time university student, working full time at Uni and part-time paying taxes. Our university holidays obviously numerous and do not compare with childcare absences allowed. I do not wish to be at home on holidays while my child attends childcare.’

‘I am also a parent of older children attending the local primary school. University holidays and school holidays generally coincide. The cap on allowable absences makes it extremely difficult to organise these holiday periods. My youngest child who attends Kirinari finds it very confusing and distressing to have to attend childcare while his older brother’s are on holiday. I believe a level of flexibility needs to be introduced to the approved absence days regulations in order to meet the needs of the full range of parents and children using childcare facilities.’

‘As an academic I need to supervise fieldwork and attend conferences. When I am on campus I return to the centre to breastfeed my child. The current system of allowable absences penalises me if I want to have my child with me when I travel to continue breastfeeding.’

Recommendations: That  university holidays and work related travel be classified in a similar manner to Rostered Days Off or Public Holidays, which are approved absence days.

Bibliography

Cox, E. (1996) “The Future Child” in Childcare Task Force Interim Report: Commissioned Studies, EPAC, Canberra.

DETYA, 1999, ‘Higher Education Report for the 1999-2001 Triennium’, Commonwealth of Australia.

DETYA, 1999a, ‘Equity in Higher Education’, Commonwealth of Australia.

DETYA, 1999b, ‘Higher Education Equity Plans for the 1999 – 2001 Triennium’, Commonwealth of Australa.

DETYA, 2001, ‘Characteristics and Performance Indicators of Higher Education Institutions, 2000: Preliminary Report’, http://www.detya.gov.au/archive/highered/statistics/characteristics/09_equitygroups.htm#09c 28 March 2001.

DETYA, 2001a, ‘Characteristics and Performance Indicators of Higher Education Institutions, 2000: Preliminary Report’, http://www.detya.gov.au/archive/highered/statistics/characteristics/10_equitygroupsfemales92.htm 28 March 2001.

Office of the Status of Women, (2000), ‘Implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action:Australian Government Response’, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra. http://osw.dpmc.gov.au/content/pdfs/beijing/beijing.pdf 28 March 2001.

United Nations, (1995), ‘FWCW Platform for Action Education and Training of Women’, http://www.un.org./womenwtch/daw/beijing/platform/educa.htm 28 March 2001.

Women’s Electoral Lobby Australia Inc., (2000), ‘National Policies’, http://www.wel.org.au/policy/00pol3.htm 28 March 2001

� Although not all graduates escape unemployment, unemployment is lower for graduates and salaries are relatively higher, in general.





