Submission no: 316

Received: 15 August 2003


[image: image2.wmf]Fees and Charges Income

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1998

1999

Year

$ 000


Victoria University Student Union

(VUSU) 

Submission to the Senate Inquiry into

Higher Education funding and 

regulatory legislation

August 2003

[image: image3.wmf]Indigenous, Low SES and NESB Students as a 

Percentage of Total Student Enrolments

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

2000

2001

2002

Other

Indigenous

Students

NESB Students

Low SES Students


Submitted by Vasilios Maroulis (Vice-President, TAFE) on behalf of VUSU

Prepared by Vasilios Maroulis, Kimberley Laurence & Justin Baré

Table of Contents


VUSU Executive vision for Higher Education
3
The Victoria University of Technology
5
The Government’s Higher Education Package
7
1)
The financial impact on students
9
a)
HECS
9
b)
Debt
10
c)
Ancillary Fees
11
d)
Costs of study
13
e)
Work and Study
14
f)
Upfront fees
15
g)
Income support
17
i)
Level of payments
18
ii)
Eligibility criteria
18
iii)
Queer students and youth allowance
19
iv)
Abstudy
21
2)
The effect of the Government’s higher education package on equity
22
a)
Students of Low Socio-Economic Status
24
b)
Students from Non-English Speaking Backgrounds
25
c)
Students Living in Melbourne’s West
26
d)
Childcare
26
3)
The Financial Impact on Victoria University of Technology
29
a)
Impacts of Falling Revenue
30
i)
Library
31
b)
Academic Support Services
31
c)
Social and Other Pressures on Learning
33
d)
The Situation of VUT Students/Graduates in the Labour Market
34
4)
Student Unionism
35
a)
Representation
35
b)
Student Services
36
i)
Voluntary Student Unionism – The Murdoch University Experience (WA)
36
5)
Recommendations
38


VUSU Executive vision for Higher Education

Victoria University Student Union (VUSU) is the peak body representing and

   supporting students at Victoria University. The stated objectives of VUSU are

   to provide a range of representation and general services to a student

   membership of approximately 50,000 on eleven campuses of the university.

   The peak representative body of the organisation is the Student Executive.

   Members of this committee are the President, Senior Vice President, General

   Secretary and the vice president and general secretary of both the TAFE and

   Higher Education Boards (See student representatives for more information).

The Postgraduate Association (VUPA) and International Student Association (ISA) are affiliated bodies of the executive and have representatives on the committee.                                                                   

The proposed changes to Higher Education as outlined in Our Universities Backing Australia’s Future will have a negative impact on universities and students across ALL Victoria University campuses.

As the peak body representing students at Victoria University it is incumbent upon the VUSU Executive to formulate a response to the proposed changes.

Guiding principles

· Equity

· Access 

· Support for students
The VUSU Executive is extremely concerned with the ongoing capacity of students and potential students to access and continue to access affordable and quality education.

Indeed the VUSU Executive believes that access to affordable and quality education is the fundamental right of all Australians, regardless of gender, race, class, religion, socio-economic background, age, sexual preference, disability, national origin or geographic location.

The VUSU Executive opposes any measures that will negatively impact on equity and access to education.

Access to higher education should be based on an individual’s initiative to undertake higher education and not on his/hers ability to pay.

The VUSU Executive believes that student support services are critical in ensuring that students are able to fulfil their academic commitments.

The VUSU Executive believes that the provision of student services must involve students in their establishment and management on an ongoing basis. 

Therefore the VUSU Executive rejects any move toward Voluntary Student Unionism (VSU) that will effectively destroy student services and representation on university campuses.

The Victoria University of Technology

The Victoria University of Technology (VUT) is the product of a series of cumulative mergers that have seen the institution expand in several ways.  The University consists of a TAFE and Higher Education Division and after the recent merger of VUT and the Western Melbourne Institute of TAFE (WMIT), in 1998, has seen the University spread across 14 campuses and total enrolments exceed 50,000.  These campuses are spread across the Melbourne CBD and throughout Melbourne’s western suburbs.  Higher Education programs are delivered at six of the campuses:

· Footscray Park

· St Albans

· City (Flinders)

· Werribee

· Melton

· Sunbury

There are a number of key characteristics that need to be highlighted with respect to the student base of the University:

1. Complexity and diversity of student base in the University.

· The University’s Annual Report, 1998, of that year itself states it is “Australia’s most ethnically diverse University.”

· This base is spread over 22 identified course types, ranging across the entire standards/qualifications framework (certificate 1 and school level to PhD), and on significantly different educational principles (eg. elementary and advanced skills training, academic education, research supervision).

· There are “varying levels of literacy and numeracy skills, requiring significant and specific support programs” (Academic Board, minute 85.15)

· Students exist as a constituency of the University, by virtue of the their central role in the mission and conditions of the university and as a legislated group of the University.

· Within the historic model of the public university, the students form a distinct social and political group, alongside the staff and the administration. 

· This is reflected in the composition of the Victoria University of technology Act (Vic) itself, which notes in s. 4(2):

The University is a body politic and corporate consisting of… a Council… academic, teaching and other staff… the enrolled students of the University…

2. The composition of the students reflects the social, ethnic and cultural make-up of working class Melbourne, especially covering the West, but also in significant part students from other parts of the city, from regional areas and overseas.

3. The composition of the student base also reflects the breadth and complexity of the project of the University, in the internal stratification of its population and comprises: 

· Apprentices;

· Students undertaking “entry-level” studies: young people, mature-aged students without qualifications (especially from NESB), work education. (C1-3);

· Diploma-degree students, moving between sectors and studying professional and semi-professional courses;

· Trainees;

· Unemployed, undertaking work-for-the-dole;

· Undergraduates;

· Postgraduates, both coursework and research;

· Residents.

The University is organised, generally speaking, with relation to sectoral enrolment and the TAFE and Higher Education Divisions operate as separate organisational units.  Clearly, this submission will deal mainly with the activities of the Higher Education Division.

The Government’s Higher Education Package

It is highly likely that the costs of higher education for students will increase as institutions seek to recover a higher proportion of those costs from students.  The new loans schemes represent a further cost burden to students and indicate 

that students are likely to graduate with higher levels of debt at higher rates of interest that will take longer to repay.

VUT has a high proportion of students of low socio-economic status with almost one in four students being classified as such.  The University may have some difficulty in attracting such students where enrolment means high levels of ongoing debt or significant up-front costs.

In July 2003
  the Vice Chancellor, Professor Jarlath Ronayne, announced that VUT would receive a $4 million reduction in public funding for 2005, and a reduction of $7 million over a three-year period.  Professor Ronayne went on to state that the University would have to consider raining its course fees by 7-10% to cover the shortfall in revenue.

Despite the Minister for Education, Science and Training, Dr Brendan Nelson, announcing that no institution would suffer financial disadvantage during this initial transition period
 the University is clearly considering the funding environment before and beyond 2007.

The University has a legislative obligation to provide educational services to the communities of Melbourne’s western region
 and that these services be provided with a view to social justice and equity
.  The implications for students in this regard will be discussed further below.

The University is in the position where it has the capacity to raise fees to increase its revenue but does not have the student base or the public profile for this to be sustainable.  With the exception of a number of specialised courses it is likely that the University will have an increased focus on teaching at the expense of research.  Revenue from full-fee paying students and higher fee courses is more likely to go to larger and older universities.  It is likely that research funding – public and private – will be subject to the same trend.

In this scenario the University is likely to become a “teaching only” institution reliant on fee income from overseas students and a base level of public funding.  The limitations placed on the University’s revenue base are likely to lead to a number of outcomes that are not in the interests of students.  These include:

· Course and campus rationalisation, including course closures

· Reduction in facilities for students

· Reduced resources for students, including libraries and computer facilities

· Reduction in range and quality of student services

· Worsening Graduate employment outcomes

· Increased use of ‘flexible’ delivery to reduce costs

The impacts of the proposed changes to Higher Education funding needs to be analysed in different ways.  In the first instance this submission will examine the impact of fee deregulation on students and their capacity to enter Higher Education programmes.  This section will also assess who is studying at VUT.

This submission will also deal with particular factors relevant to VUT that consider the nature of student experience and the responses of University management to the proposed package.

1) The financial impact on students

a) HECS

The introduction of the Higher Education Administration Charge (HEAC) in 1987 marked the beginning of an ideological shift in the funding of higher education.  Since, it has become widely accepted amongst students and the community that individuals should make a financial contribution to their education.  Whilst this shifting of the costs of higher education from the government to students has been accepted, the question of how much students should contribute is still a topic of international debate.  

Although HEAC represented a relatively modest student payment, Australian students are now contributing a high proportion of the costs of higher education in the form of the Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS).  Funding from private sources now constitutes 46.5% of tertiary education expenditure, the fourth highest percentage of private contribution in the OECD
.  This rise in student contributions has been coupled with a decrease in Commonwealth funding to universities of 11% in real terms between 1995 and 2000; the total increase in university revenue is attributable to the increase in student contributions in the form of HECS and fees
.  

VUSU believes that every person has the right to access affordable and quality education.  We are concerned that the increasing of higher education act to deny the most disadvantaged sections of the community the opportunity to undertake post-secondary education. A study undertaken by the Department of Education, Employment and Training in 1989 found that 

‘…25% of undergraduate non-enrollees and 30% of graduate non-enrollees cited HECS as a very important factor in the decision not to re-enrol.
’
A recent study of the attitudes of high school students to further education found that

‘The perceived cost of higher education appears to be a major deterrent for Australian students of lower socioeconomic background.  They are more likely than other students to believe the cost of university fees may stop them attending university…
’

This phenomenon has also been documented in studies undertaken in the UK; one study found that students from disadvantaged groups were most likely to be debt averse, and that debt averse students were more likely to decide against entering higher education
.  Other evidence suggests that HECS is also a deterrent for mature age students who have not previously engaged in tertiary education
.  

b) Debt

The Department of Education, Science and Training has estimated that at June 2003 students owed over $9 billion in HECS fees.  VUSU is gravely concerned that the proposed changes to higher education will result in increased fees, and hence, an increased debt burden for students.  A large student debt obviously impacts on the ability of graduates to save a home deposit, attain a mortgage or personal finance, and make loan repayments.  Accumulated debt levels may also act as a deterrent to students who wish to undertake study at a post-graduate level.    

This is reflected in recent home ownership and rental trends, with young people remaining in rented housing for longer periods of time than in the past.  A number of studies have cited HECS debts as a contributing factor in changing home ownership patterns:

‘…compulsory Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) repayments, increased superannuation payments and reduced job stability (have resulted in)…lower incomes and a reduced ability to save towards a home deposit.
’  

We are also concerned about the impacts of increased debt burdens on students from disadvantaged backgrounds.  Students from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to defer their HECS fees and take up personal loans to cover living expenses and associated study costs
.  

c) Ancillary Fees
Increasing student contributions have taken the form of both HECS and fees, both in the form of the General Services Fee, and ancillary fees.  These ancillary fees include payment for course notes, lab coats, and charges for late lodgement of administrative forms.   

In 1998 and 1999 VUT kept data relating to revenue derived from fees and charges – that is income derived from students that was not related to tuition fees or payment of the General Service Fee (a compulsory non-academic fee).  In this one-year period the University’s revenue from ancillary fees jumped by an astounding 217.92% - from $318,000 in 1998 to $1,011,000 in 1999
.  The government regulates the levying of ancillary fees in a range of circumstances.  What is clear is that the University has sought to derive revenue from students at a time when Commonwealth funding has been receding.
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That the government’s guidelines allow this massive cost transfer represents a failing in current policy.  VUSU supports the notion that students contribute to the cost of their own education.  We do this on the understanding that such costs should be a predictable and reasonable amount. 

The use of ancillary fees to top up revenue has a disproportionately greater impact on those students who can afford it least.  Given that many of the fines that are levied come about as a result of the failure to pay enrolment fees
, it is reasonable to conclude that this represents a significant barrier to the participation of some students.

We believe that for students to better participate in higher education, particularly at institutions like VUT, there needs to be a fairer approach to the regulation of ancillary fees.  Currently, such fees can only be levied as a disincentive, and not in order to raise revenue or cover administrative costs.  The practical result at VUT is that the fee has served the purpose of raising significant revenue for the university.  In 1999 the University levied almost $60 per Higher Education student.  This represents a significant cost to students that is not adequately represented in discussions around funding models for higher education.

The capacity of students and potential students to participate in higher education should not be limited by hidden costs.  It is imperative that the government takes urgent action to limit the capability of universities to raise revenue through fines and fees.

d) Costs of study

In 2001 the AVCC published the results of a survey of student finances, “Paying their way”.  The survey confirmed what student representative bodies have known experientially for some time; that financial hardship amongst students is widespread, and that this adversely impacts on students’ ability to study, their academic progress and retention
.  With the average student earning $8190 a year, it is no surprise that students have considerable difficulty covering the costs associated with their studies
.   

The costs of study related materials such as course notes and textbooks create financial hardship for many students because of their up-front nature.  The AVCC study found that students pay around 10% of their annual income on course related costs, or on average $1231 a year, with textbooks making up about a quarter of these costs
.  

The costs associated with study also create inequality between students, with students who can readily afford to purchase books, or utilise the services of a tutor obviously advantaged compared with those who cannot.  Whilst there are alternatives to purchasing textbooks, such as accessing library copies, these often result in additional work for poorer students, and library holdings are not always adequate for students to have ready access to the books they need.  A survey conducted by the National Union of Students in 1998 found that “while students who cannot afford to purchase all course related material are not necessarily prevented from completing a course, they are placed at a disadvantage in comparison to students who can afford the additional expense”. 

e) Work and Study

The increasing costs of engaging in study and inadequacy of income support payments have led many students to undertake paid employment.  Many students at VUT also work to help support their families.  Whilst VUSU recognises that working whilst studying can help students gain invaluable experience in the workplace, our experience is that work commitments impact on the ability of many students to get the most out of their time at university.  Excessive work demands also impact on students’ academic progress.  The AVCC study found that over half of the students surveyed believe that paid employment adversely affects their studies
.

Students at Victoria University who have failed more than half their load, or one subject more than once are required to attend a hearing of the Unsatisfactory Progress Committee, or a “Show Cause” hearing.  VUSU Education and Welfare staff provide advice and advocacy to students who are asked to show cause.  We estimate that a significant proportion of these students have failed because their work commitments prevent them from attending lectures and tutorials, and leave them little time and energy for study.  VUSU believes that the level of income support payments must be increased, and course related costs decreased, thereby precluding the need for students to engage in paid employment.

Julia, Bachelor of Business in Management.  

She moved to Victoria from Perth on the understanding that she would receive Austudy, but has now been told she is ineligible for income support.  Julia has been working 5-6 days a week to support herself.  Her work commitments have made it difficult for Julia to attend classes and tutorials.  Julia is very stressed because of the combined pressures of moving, studying and working, and she feels she will not pass her exams.  

Richard, Bachelor of Business in Banking and Finance

Richard was in a car accident in early 2002.  He had to pay for damage to both his car, and that of the other driver, which left him in a lot of debt.  He has been working full-time to pay off his debt.  Richard has been attending classes and tutorials, but his work commitments have left him little time to work on assignments and study for exams.  Richard has failed 3 out of 4 subjects undertaken this semester.  

Whilst most students engage in part-time or casual employment, others work ‘under the table’ to avoid losing their income support payments.  This under the table work can include activities such as sex-work and drug dealing.  VUSU is concerned that students are engaging in precarious, unregulated and potentially dangerous employment to support themselves whilst studying.  There is some anecdotal evidence to suggest that the numbers of students engaging in illegal work are increasing.   

f) Upfront fees

VUSU supports the limited role of full-fee paying places for undergraduate students.  We are opposed to the maintenance or extension of any full-fee paying places for domestic undergraduate students.  At VUT the University has not taken the opportunity to introduce full-fee paying places for ‘over quota’ domestic undergraduate students.  We believe that the removal of barriers to fees for domestic undergraduate students and shifts towards the type of deregulated market approach referred to in the ‘Crossroads’ paper
, and by the Australian Vice-Chancellor’s Committee (AVCC)
, would provide a strong disincentive to participation in higher education for many students, particularly those students of low socio-economic status.  

Given that VUT is located in Melbourne’s western suburbs and has a legislated responsibility to the people of this area is essential that there be some consideration of policy change in this context.  The deregulation of undergraduate fees to an institutional level may have significant effects on students and potential students.    

In 1989 up-front fees were introduced for postgraduate students.  In the year since 1989 full-fee paying places have outstripped HECS places for postgraduate coursework.  

Table:  Proportion of HECS – liable to fee-paying students postgraduate coursework places, 1996 to 2000
.  

	
	1996
	1997
	1998
	1999
	2000

	HECS liable places %
	69.4
	63.5
	52.5
	42.5
	37.5

	Fee - Paying places %
	30.6
	36.5
	47.5
	57.6
	62.5



[image: image1.wmf]Proportion of HECS-liable to fee-paying 

students postgraduate coursework places, 

1996 to 2000

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

1996

1997

1998

1999

2000

Fee-paying places

HECS-liable places 


In 2000, the Higher Education Council published a study that indicated that “postgraduate coursework fees can be at least a partial deterrent for groups of Australians who could benefit greatly from postgraduate study as a vehicle to improving their socio-economic positions, employability and status” as well as stating that for some individuals the capacity to pay fees is the “main or even sole determinant of whether a person proceeds to postgraduate study.”
  This study has found that there is sufficient evidence to support the claim that up-front fees for coursework can act as a deterrent or disincentive to participation.

To apply a similar framework to undergraduate student fees would have a similar deterrent effect.  This is broadly undesirable for students and potential students.  With particular reference to students and potential students in the western suburbs such a deregulation of undergraduate fees will have a disproportionate impact. The social and economic characteristics of this area mean that students for whom the University was created will be less likely to be able to attend.

We are opposed to the expansion of up-front fees for domestic undergraduate students and support the removal of any existing up-front fees for such students.  The evidence supports our view that up-front fees place to great a burden on the individual to contribute to the cost of their own education.  The further expansion of this practice cannot be justified.  Accordingly, we recommend a system of HECS where payments are related to a proportion of the cost of course provision.

We are concerned that the meritocratic criteria applied to students accessing HECS places are not, and would not be, applied to full-fee paying students.  Whilst this is clearly not a current matter of direct concern for students at VUT we are aware of lessened entry requirements for students paying full-fees at other institutions.  We are concerned about the implications that this may have for overall academic standards.

g) Income support 

Income support is a primary determinant of a person’s ability to engage in higher education, particularly for potential students from low socio-economic backgrounds.  But whilst the receipt of income support payments allows more students to access university, the level of payments, and criteria for accessing payments continue to pose problems for many.  The inadequacy of some aspects of income support measures will presumably intensify as the costs of education increase, and financial factors form an increasingly large barrier.

Students are now engaging in more part-time work than ever before, with around 70 percent of students in paid employment. The inadequacy of income support payments, the strict criteria that render many students ineligible to receive them, the rising costs of living and those associated with study are all factors forcing students to work whilst at university.  Some VUT students also work to support their families.  Whilst gaining experience in the workforce is one of many benefits to students engaging in paid work whilst studying, VUSU is concerned that excessive work hours is adversely impacting on the learning experience of many students.  The adverse impacts of combining work and study are discussed elsewhere the submission.        

i) Level of payments

Numerous recent studies have concluded that levels of payment for income support measures are inadequate to meet the living expenses of the average student.  The AVCC study found that on average student budgets are in deficit around 21 percent.  The average is 42 percent for full-time students.  The study also found that one in every ten students obtains a loan to be able to continue studying, and that the average amount borrowed is $4000
.  The Australian Council of Social Services found that student income support  payments are well below the poverty line, with a single adult student in receipt of Austudy receiving a payment that is 37% below the poverty line
.   Judith Bessant’s study ‘Student Poverty in the Enterprise University’ found that poverty is leading to significant health and welfare issues for students; these included students being unable to afford to eat adequately, or access medical services
.  Financial hardship also impacts on a student’s ability to concentrate on their studies.    

ii) Eligibility criteria

Current independence criteria are based on arrangements that do not occur in real life. A young person is considered an adult in all areas of civic life at the age of 18, and yet for the purposes of receiving youth allowance, they are not considered to be independent of their parents until the age of 25. In most cases young people cease to receive financial support from their parents well before they turn 25, even if they continue to live at home. 

The findings of the Final Report of the 2001 Youth Allowance Evaluation
 also found the Youth Allowance age of independence anomalous with real life situations.   The survey found that 

‘at age 16 to 17, parents played a major role in providing financial support.  As the young person grew older…parental support gradually tapered off’ 

And that 

‘a majority of parents (80%) did not pay a regular allowance.  Most cash assistance was given as occasional gifts.’

iii) Queer students and youth allowance

A student may be classed as independent for the purpose of receiving income support in a number of circumstances, including if you have been in a marriage like relationship for 12 months or more, or if it is unreasonable for the student to live at home.  These independence criteria impact disproportionately upon gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, intersex and queer students.   

Coming out is a difficult time for most people who do not identify as heterosexual.  Some people are are supported by friends and family whilst coming to terms with their sexuality, and coming out, but many are faced with hostility, emotional abuse and even violence at the hands of family and peers.

Homophobia has significant impacts on the experiences of queer students.  Experiences of homophobia can range from feelings of shame and secrecy, to outright abuse and physical violence.  Disproportionately high rates of depression, substance abuse, self harm and suicide amongst young queers are well documented, and evidence the feelings of helplessness and self-hatred that homophobia can create.  Studies have suggested that gay and bisexual men are 2 to 3 times
 to 14 times
 more likely to attempt suicide compared with heterosexual men. An Australian Study found that 57% of gay and bisexual men had attempted suicide, almost 90% of these more than once, and that 33% of young people surveyed reported self mutilation
.

Youth Allowance independence criteria are a double bind for many queer students.  Many could not afford to study if they were to move out of home and lose their allowance, and fear coming out to their parents will result in their parents forcing them to leave.  Others are forced to remain silent about their sexuality to continue to stay at home, but then feel isolated, depressed and compromised at having to ‘live a lie’.  

Whilst its not strictly necessary, young people are often persuaded to let Centrelink contact their parents when applying for independence under the unreasonable to live at home criteria.  Some decide that they would rather abandon the application all together than endure the application process.

The process can be extremely traumatic for young queers, not least because it necessitates disclosure of their sexuality to multiple persons, and some experience feelings of being treated as if they are being dishonest.  Anecdotal evidence from students also suggests that some parents actively deceive Centrelink staff, denying the tensions at home for a variety of reasons, including spite and attempts to force their child to stay at home so as to monitor their sexual behaviour.  One student interviewed as part of a recent study into Youth Allowance and sexuality stated:    

‘When I came out, my parents told me I had a mental illness and it was a great sin.  I had to have therapy and when it didn’t work out they threw me out of the house and didn’t sign my CYA form to allow for homeless benefits
’   

Students can also qualify for independence if they have been married or living in a marriage like relationship for 12 months or more.  Queer students are blatantly discriminated against in this regard; same sex relationships are not acknowledged as ‘marriage like’ for the purpose of qualifying for independence.   

iv) Abstudy

Since 1999 the number of indigenous students commencing higher education has decreased.  This drop in indigenous student numbers is thought to be due to two policy changes; reduced Abstudy income support for indigenous students for ‘away from base’ arrangements, and availability of tutorial support, and the discontinuation of the Merit-based Equity Scholarship Scheme.  

Prior to the introduction of the Abstudy changes ATSIC released a report entitled ‘Analysis of the proposed changes to Abstudy on Indigenous Students’.  The report found that the policy changes:

‘(damage) the opportunity for life-long learning for Indigenous Australians, (and) attempts to force Indigenous Australians into a pattern of further study most suited to non-Indigenous middle-class Australians
’

and further:

‘reduces the financial support for those Indigenous community members most ready and equipped to contribute to their community’s economic, social and political determination
’.  

We welcome the proposed funding aimed at increasing equitable access to  universities.  However, a large proportion of indigenous students are also from low-socioeconomic backgrounds, and access to adequate income support measures is likely to have a significant impact on the ability of indigenous students to undertake further study.  Given this, VUSU believes that any attempt to increase the participation rates of indigenous students must include a review of current Abstudy arrangements.  

2) The effect of the Government’s higher education package on equity

VUSU believes it is the fundamental right of every person to access quality and affordable education, and opposes any measure that will negatively impact on equity and access to education.    Victoria University has a legislated responsibility to provide ‘programs and services in ways which reflect principles of social justice and equity’ and to foster the ‘participation in post-secondary education for people living and working in the Western Metropolitan region of Melbourne
’. 

The ability to cover the costs of living whilst studying, and those associated with study, is an obvious determinant of a person’s capacity to enter higher education.  Access to support services such as counselling and academic assistance, as well as childcare and health services are also factors influencing whether or not a person can undertake post-secondary study.

Despite various Commonwealth Government initiatives there is little evidence to suggest that the proportion of students from disadvantaged backgrounds enrolling in university is increasing.  Indeed, data from the Department of Education, Science and Training demonstrates that numbers of indigenous students undertaking higher education has been in decline since 1999
.  The figures below show indigenous, low socioeconomic status, and non-English speaking background students as a percentage of total students and total commencing students.  
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	2000
	2001
	2002

	Low SES students
	3462
	3771
	3477

	NESB students
	1027
	707
	664

	Indigenous students
	47
	32
	42

	Total students
	17178
	16800
	19475
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	2000
	2001
	2002

	Low SES students
	1352
	1479
	1269

	NESB students
	446
	293
	315

	Indigenous students
	19
	11
	19

	Total students
	7798
	7295
	8570


a) Students of Low Socio-Economic Status

In 2000, 3477 students at VUT were of low socio-economic status
 representing 20.15% of the entire Higher Education enrolment.  In 2002, that number has dropped to 17.8% of the total Higher Education enrolment
.  In 2001 the total number of low SES students, and number of low SES students commencing higher education rose slightly, but have since fallen.  Students from low socioeconomic backgrounds are not surprisingly more sensitive to financial factors when engaging in tertiary studies.  Whilst it is difficult to confirm one way or another, it is reasonable to suggest that the recent drop in numbers of students from low socioeconomic status at VUT is in some part due to the increasing financial pressures of engaging in higher education, both in the costs of HECS, associated study costs and the increasing costs of living in Melbourne.  

The fall in low socio-economic status enrolments at VUT is of some concern.  If VUT is to continue to enrol students within the sphere of its legislated obligations it must have ongoing support from the government to do this.  We are concerned that there is an emerging trend that enrolments of students of low socio-economic background are dropping at a rate far greater than the national average.  We believe that this indicates that the government’s polices are having an impact on who is attending VUT.  Additionally, the prospect of increased competition within the sector without the guarantee of protection of particular social and economic functions has prompted VUT management to adopt policies and practices that have exacerbated this problem. 

b) Students from Non-English Speaking Backgrounds

Melbourne’s west is ethnically and culturally diverse.  Another indicator of VUT’s fulfilment of its obligation to this social and geographic region is the participation of students from Non-English Speaking Backgrounds (NESB).

In 1998 1439 NESB students enrolled at VUT – this figure represents 8.38% of all higher education enrolments for VUT in that year.
 The following year NESB enrolments dropped to 1291 representing 7.48% of higher education students.
  In 2000 the number of NESB students fell again to a new figure of 1027 students or 5.98% of higher education students.  In 2002, the number of NESB students at VUT is just 664, or 3.4% of students enrolled in higher education programs. 

We note that the national average for NESB student participation has fallen from 4.29% in 1998
 to 3.40% in 2000.
  This is of general concern to VUSU.  The fall at VUT outstrips the decrease that has occurred nationally and again raises questions around the University’s capacity to meet its legislated obligations with respect to Melbourne’s west.  Again, this occurs within the context of the government’s policies around the funding of higher education. 

c) Students Living in Melbourne’s West

Given that the University is legislatively required to provide educational opportunities to people living in Melbourne’s west
 it is important to attempt to analyse whether this objective is being met.  The data presented by the University indicate those participation rates of students in Melbourne’s Western Metropolitan Region increased from 41% in 1996 to 53.7% in 1999.
  In 2000 the figure was 55%.
  In analysing these figures it is essential to note that in 1997 the proportion of students living in Melbourne’s west and enrolled at VUT had dropped to 39% before rising to 61% in 1998.
  This phenomenon can be attributed to the amalgamation of VUT and the Western Melbourne Institute of TAFE (WMIT) that occurred in 1998.  This has clearly had the affect of boosting the number of students enrolled at VUT who live in Melbourne’s west.

There is no data that indicate the number or proportion of students living in Melbourne’s west who are enrolled in VUT’s higher education programmes.  It is salient to note that prior to the influx of ex-WMIT students to VUT there was a reduction of students living in Melbourne’s western metropolitan region.

d) Childcare

Access to quality and affordable childcare is a major factor in determining whether parents can engage in study.  Whilst childcare is not the sole responsibility of the mother, women tend to spend disproportionately more time caring for their children.  Government funding cuts to childcare, and increases in childcare fees by the university have resulted in increasing childcare costs for parents, and limited the number of places available.  The increasing costs of childcare have been prohibitive for some students, who are forced to leave university. Others remain enrolled, but are forced to pay an increasingly significant proportion of their income on childcare, or rely on ad hoc arrangements with relatives or friends.    

Between 1996 and 2000 a total of $853.9 million has been cut from childcare services
.  Whilst childcare has been partially refunded, and the introduction of the childcare benefit has assisted many families, the effects of the original cuts linger, manifesting in increased costs for services and shorter hours of operation. At the beginning of 2003 fees for a place at a Victoria University childcare centre rose by up to 141% from 2002 prices
.  As a direct result of this fee hike, usage rates at the centre have decreased, with parents withdrawing their children from care and seeking other alternatives.  

Inadequate childcare arrangements obviously impact on the ability of parents to attend classes, use the library, consult with lecturers or other students, and undertake assessment tasks. The AVCC study, ‘Paying Their Way’ found that students most likely to miss classes because of child care costs include full-time students between 25 and 34 years, students with lower incomes, women who study part-time, or are in the latter years of their course, students with a disability and indigenous students
.

Regina, Bachelor of Business in Accounting

Regina has a 6-year-old son and a 3-year-old daughter.  She has been unable to find affordable childcare for her daughter and after school care for her son.  This has made it extremely difficult for her to attend classes and tutorials.  Regina also works part-time to cover her living expenses.  She has failed 4 out of 4 subjects attempted this semester.  

As women disproportionately bear the burden of childcare, they are more likely to be disadvantaged in their studies because of their carer status.  A lack of on campus support services such as occasional childcare, baby change facilities and parenting spaces also contributes to the difficulties experienced by student parents at university.    

3) The Financial Impact on Victoria University of Technology 

The University’s response to the Budget has been muted and it is apparent that there are some divisions between wealthier, established universities and institutions such as VUT.  Those institutions – Melbourne University, Sydney University etc – with the market power to gain from fee deregulation are more likely to welcome the changes while institutions such as VUT have little to gain.

The University’s public response to the Budget was critical of the move towards increased levels of student debt.  Additionally, the University was keen not to forecast its views on the potential changes to the institution as a result of the Budget.

The University is likely to be concerned that it will be squeezed from both ends of the market.  For those prospective students willing or able to pay full-fees or accrue high levels of debt it is unlikely that VUT will be an institution of choice.  At the same time prospective students who may have previously seen VUT as a possible avenue for tertiary education may be generally dissuaded by the higher levels of debt associated with university education and an uncertain labour market.

In recent years the University has become concerned that its student academic performance is characterised by poor graduate employment outcomes, relatively high rates of subject failure and commencing students with low ENTER scores.  This has placed pressure on the University to provide greater support infrastructure to its existing student demographic.  Continuing poor graduate outcomes would undermine the University being well regarded amongst prospective students.

Consequently, the University has implemented a policy aimed at shifting public perceptions of the institution in an attempt to change the profile of the student body.  The abolition of PASP (Personalised Access and Study Policy), the establishment of minimum ENTER scores for entry and the opening of the Law School all form part of a strategy aimed at improving student academic performance and graduate employment outcomes.  

On August 8, 2003, Deputy Vice-Chancellor, Professor Jim Falk, wrote to staff, via email, announcing that the Vice-Chancellor had decided to increase the minimum ENTER score for entry to higher education programmes in 2004 to 70.  For entry in 2003 the minimum ENTER score was 65.  There are some potential exceptions to this rule but there are concerns that this move will reduce the capacity of students in Melbourne’s western region to access higher education and that reduced enrolments will lead to course closures.  Professor Falk also concedes that this decision is part of the University’s ongoing campaign to shift its public image and that this campaign has resulted in an increase in prestige for the University.

Professor Falk’s email explicitly links the decision to raise the minimum ENTER score to 70 with the proposed changes to Higher Education funding due to commence in 2005.

The decision to raise minimum ENTER scores and the contemplation of higher student fees indicates that the University’s response to fee deregulation is to seek to maximise its market position.  The affects of fee deregulation at VUT will be to force students from Melbourne’s western region out of Higher Education.  By raising the minimum ENTER score to 70 and the likely increase in course fees some point after 2004 will mean that larger number s of students will not qualify for a place or will not be able to afford it.

The University implicitly recognises the likely exclusion of students from Melbourne’s western region from Higher Education.  In his email to staff Professor Falk reminded staff that students from Melbourne’s western region should be encouraged to apply for the smaller pool of places available through a range of special entry programmes.

The University will now be competing for those prospective students who will be in a position to pay some component of a discretionary fee for education.  Increased revenue for universities will be, in part, derived from higher fees, but also from that section of students able and willing to take up courses where institutions levy fees at rates higher than the HECS level or where up-front fees are charged.  In relation to this section of the prospective student market it is suggested that VUT starts in a position of relative weakness.

a) Impacts of Falling Revenue

There are a range of concerns for students that will be exacerbated by a reduction in University funding through fee deregulation and the proposed changes to funding models.

i) Library

The Council of Australian University Librarians (CAUL) collects and publishes data in relation to the status and performance of libraries at Australian Universities.

The most recent statistics relate to 2001.

The statistics consider VUT’s overall TAFE and Higher Education enrolment and ranks VUT’s student load as the fifth highest.

In total the libraries of 39 institutions are ranked in categories including (ranking in parentheses):

· Seats per 100 students (32)
· Library staff per 100 students (29)
· Serials expenditure per student (38)
· Acquisitions expenditure per student (37)
· Salaries expenditure per student (37)
· Total expenditure per student  (37)
There are clearly a number of areas relating to resources and funding where the libraries at VUT are falling behind national standards.  To make gains in relation to national standards and to ensure appropriate teaching and learning resources are available further funding needs to be made available for libraries.  In an environment where guaranteed funding is reduced and where VUT stands to suffer from the proposed changes to fees and funding models it is reasonable to conclude that the position of libraries at VUT will not improve.

b) Academic Support Services

The need for a comprehensive regime of academic support services is best illustrated by an examination of the University’s procedures as they relate to Unsatisfactory Academic Progress.

The University has a formal Unsatisfactory Progress Procedure that requires students who have not met standardised requirements to appear before a University Committee.  In 1997 3.16% of students made unsatisfactory progress.  By the end of 2000 this had increased to 9.02% and represents a numerical increase of 175.44%.  What this indicates is that there are a number of pressures that operate on the lives of students that effect academic performance.  The rapid increase in unsatisfactory progress also points to the University’s failure to maintain and extend support structures to match the nature of student experience.

The table below demonstrates that since 1998 the high proportion  of students making Unsatisfactory Academic Progress has remained relatively constant.  It is pertinent to note that this data only refers to procedures undertaken at the conclusion of Semester 2, and that in each of these years an additional cohort of students is also subject to Unsatisfactory Academic procedures at the conclusion of Semester One.  This usually involves hundreds of students.
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The high and persisting rates of Unsatisfactory Academic Progress tend to indicate that there is a need to improve the scope and affect of academic support services at the University.  Even in the current funding environment it is clear that there is a deficiency in this regard at VUT.  The reduction in public funding to Universities and increased reliance on student-based income, adds pressure to the University Budget.  The ongoing capacity of the University to provide an improved level of academic support is undermined by the proposed changes to Higher Education funding.

c) Social and Other Pressures on Learning

The combination of factors including workloads, the erosion of income support for students, pressures on completion (eg. HECS) and the shift of responsibility for teaching and learning to students exacerbate the social conditions of the majority of VUT students.  Many students report that they work close to full-time or full-time jobs in order to support themselves or their families.  Many students are subject to external and family responsibilities that they must combine with study.  Given this scenario it is useful to consider the following:

· Changes to HECS have added significant pressure to speed up study regimes.  Increased rates of HECS, lower repayment thresholds and the GST induced spike in CPI rates of indexation act as major disincentives to extended or drawn out study.  Most students understand higher education to mean significant debt.

· Increased class sizes (the University’s de facto freeze on sessional employment for budgetary purposes has served to double tutorial sizes in one Faculty), moves to “automate” or have students teach themselves (flexible learning), reduction and erosion of support functions, emphasis on work placements and forms of  “supervision” and the shifting of support services to an “at risk” footing all represent factors effecting a shift of responsibility for education onto students themselves.  If the University is increasingly concerning itself with fiscal responsibility, it is determining that, in practice, the responsibility for learning and education is placed on the student.

· The increasing focus on “Student Directed Learning”  (SDL) as essential to course structure reinforces the withdrawal of the University from teaching and academic support.  The use of a quota system of SDL hours as a strategy of cost saving indicates that the priorities of the University are fiscal rather than educational.

d) The Situation of VUT Students/Graduates in the Labour Market

Much of the content of this section is drawn from research commissioned by the University.  The “Quality Audit of Employment Outcomes” conducted by Chandler and Macleod in 1999 reveals findings that are as alarming for students as they are for the University.

· High levels of unemployment and bad employment outcomes in the University’s biggest faculties – Business and Law and Engineering and Science.  The report described this as “particularly disturbing.”

· The “perception that prospective students and employers see VUT as a university of last resort.”  In 2000 only 37% of applicants placed VUT as one of their top three preferences (University Council minute 90.6).

· The crisis in skill and “skill levels” identified in the report (notably in surveys of employers)

· The fundamental problem of “competing against a sandstone mentality.”

· The finding that “nearly 30% of undergraduates interviewed were not employed.

4) Student Unionism

One of the more disturbing elements of the proposed changes to Higher Education is the intention of the Federal Government to introduce Voluntary Student Unionism (VSU).

The proposed changes will have a catastrophic effect on student representation at a number of levels within the university and will also destroy student services.

a) Representation

The governments approach to the current system of compulsory student unionism is hostile and is intended to emasculate a sector of universities that it believes has traditionally been a thorn in the side of conservative governments in relation to social, cultural and political issues.

The Minister for Education, Science and Training and the Federal Government do not recognise the vital role student unions play in representing students and having their voice heard on issues that affect them directly as a consequence of university policy. Nor does it recognise the essential services student associations provide to students on a day-to-day basis.

The government’s stance on this issue is one borne of ignorance and does not demonstrate a grasp of the reality of student life at all.

Student involvement in representative roles within an association or committee also provides those students with valuable practical experience in terms of;

· Contributing to creating a more dynamic campus culture.

· Having a sense of purpose during time spent at university.

· Being part of an active community.

· Being able to offer support to other students.

· Teamwork.

· Time management.

· Administrative and financial skills.

· Public speaking.

· Meeting procedures.

· Negotiating and lobbying.

· Developing structural knowledge skills.

These skills serve a practical purpose and can be applied to a myriad of career options.

b) Student Services

Student services at Victoria University are funded via the collection by the University of the General Service Fee (GSF), which is a compulsory non-academic fee, collected for the purpose of providing student services.

These services include:

· Advocacy and representation for students on academic issues.

· Sport, Recreation & Leisure activities.

· Marketing and publications.

· Facilitation of public debate on a variety of social, cultural and political issues.

· Resource centres that include services to students such as; products & facilities, second hand books, dental services, optometry service, employment services, community information amongst a host of other services.

· Marketing of these services.

These services are provided at less than market rates and are critical in enabling students to continue their studies whilst being able to access necessary and essential services.

i) Voluntary Student Unionism – The Murdoch University Experience (WA)

The Government of Richard Court in 1994 introduced Voluntary Student Unionism (VSU) and the impact on the Murdoch Guild of Students was immediate.

The first year of the introduction of VSU saw the guild reduce its membership fee by around 50% to make membership more attractive to prospective students.

In 1995 the Keating Government introduced Student Organisation Support (SOS) to help the funding shortfall as a result of VSU.

However in 1997 the Howard Government abolished SOS Funding and the resultant impact was catastrophic on the Guild itself and also on its ability to provide services.

The Guild was forced into a position were it had to cut services and let equipment run down, which obviously impacted negatively on students and alienated them from the Guild.

The proposed changes to VSU proposed in Our Universities- Backing Australia’s Future will no doubt impact the very people this policy proposes to assist- STUDENTS.

The proposed changes fail to recognise that the demand for support services will still exist, however universities will either not make any funding shortfall to ensure their provision or will increase academic fees to cover the provision of them.

5) Recommendations

· That the Senate reject funding mechanisms that transfer the burden of funding for Higher Education from the state to the individual

· That the Senate rejects up-front fee places for any domestic undergraduate student

· That the Senate reject the Government’s proposed changes to Higher Education funding and regulation as they currently stand

· That the Senate ensures that higher levels of guaranteed public funding are available to Universities

· That the Senate examine measures to alleviate the crisis of student debt

· That the Senate pursues increases in the level, and broadening of the scope, of income support for students

· That the Senate ensures that designated public funding is directed towards libraries and academic support services

· That the Senate rejects legislative mechanisms that provide for the introduction of voluntary student unionism

· That the Senate ensures that the age of independence for the purpose of receiving Youth Allowance be lowered to 18 years of age

· That the Senate ensures that the independence criteria where family conflict has arisen because of a students sexuality be relaxed

· That the Senate ensures that same sex relationships be recognised for the purposes of income support payments

· That the Senate ensures that funding for child care is increased

· That the Senate ensures that the level of child care benefit is increased
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