Submission 

to

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education 
References Committee

Inquiry into higher education funding 
and regulatory legislation
Submission no:  
203

Received:  
15/8/03
Submitter:  
Vincent Ip
Organisation: 

Address: 
withheld

Phone:

Email: 

Submission to the Australian Senate 

Inquiry into Higher Education Funding and Regulatory Legislation
Individual Submission

Vincent Ip

I am currently a student at the University of New South Wales and I am enrolled in the fourth year of the BA BSc (Med) MBBS program.

In making a submission to the Senate Inquiry regarding Higher Education Funding and Regulatory Legislation, I aim to offer my perspective as an individual student on the current situation of students training to become future doctors.

Referring to the Terms of Reference of the Inquiry, this submission will focus on section 2 (the effect of these proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities). I believe that several of the proposals will have significant impact upon myself and my fellow students.

Sustainability, Quality, Diversity, Equity and Diversity of Teaching

a) The financial impact on students, including merit selection, income support and international comparisons

A medical degree is already one of the most expensive degrees that one can undertake, incurring a total HECS cost of $38, 000 for the six year program at UNSW, owing to its Band 3 level HECS contribution ($6,427pa projected for 2005) and its long duration.  Currently, many medical students whom I know take on part-time work out of the necessity of supporting themselves.  Given the high amount of workload required for an intensive course such as medicine, taking on part-time work is not always a feasible option as things currently stand.  Any increase in the cost of a medical degree would render it unaffordable for a significant proportion of students who are already stretched to their financial limits.  For those like myself who are supported by parents, increasing the cost of tertiary education would mean a financial burden that parents cannot bear.  

I am also concerned about the proposed introduction of voluntary student unionism.  I have not been active in the student union in any significant ways, nor have I had the need of many of the services provided by the union such as free on-campus counselling and housing assistance.  However, the cost of contribution to the student union is very small compared to what we already pay in HECS for our degree.  Like many students, I have no objections with paying for services that (luckily) I do not require, because without compulsory student unionism, those services (which are used by few, but immensely important to those who need them) would not be available at a cost affordable by typical students.

b) The financial impact on universities, including the impact of the Commonwealth Grants Scheme, the differential impact of fee deregulation, the expansion of full fee places and comparable international levels of government investment.

It is surprising that the Faculty of Medicine at UNSW, which is one of the highest-funded faculties at the university, is showing signs of lack of resources.  For example, tutorial and practical class sizes frequently exceed sixty people, with typically one or two demonstrators in the classroom.  The situation with clinical teaching is not much better.  Clinical tutors at hospital often arrive late (if they arrive at all) claiming to have busy schedules (which they do).  It may also be possible that the lack of any financial recompensation for their time teaching medical students is holding back the quality of clinical medical education.

I have also witnessed the situation in the Faculty of Arts, which seems to be the lowest-funded faculty at the university.  A typical first-year philosophy or sociology course might have tutorial class sizes of more than twenty-five, leaving students with less scope and time for discussions – something which is essential for the development of critical thinking, a main objective of any tertiary degree.  Assignments are frequently marked without much comments being added due to the shortage of staff resources, and I once sat a philosophy exam in which there were only sixty multiple choice questions because there was a shortage of staff resources to mark essays.  Anyone who is at all familiar with the nature of philosophy as a discipline would know that multiple choice questions are entirely inappropriate as a means of assessment of the student’s understanding of the subject matter.  

There has been a gradual decline in the quality of education during my three-and-a-half years at university, both in the Faculty of Medicine as well as the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences.  I wish that any decisions made regarding university funding take into account the current state of chronic funding shortages.  

Conclusion
Many students like myself are unconvinced that an increase in university degree fees would result in an improved quality of education, which currently exhibits many symptoms of insufficient funding.  Many students are also unable to afford any significant increases in university fees.  It is my wish that the interests of the students are considered because the quality of education that they currently receive would determine the quality of our future doctors, lawyers, politicians, citizens and intelligent human beings.

