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To the Secretary, Senate Employment Workplace Relations and Education References Committee 

I am a third year student from regional Australia, studying at Charles Sturt University Wagga Wagga.  I write under the assumption that you are fully aware of the details of the package.  I am concerned that the future for all Australians, particularly those like me from ‘the bush’, is under severe attack under the proposed changes to Higher Education.  I fervently oppose putting more and more cost of Higher Education onto individual students.  I believe that the government is negating its responsibilities in not committing to the future of our country by making this choice, and by not funding Universities adequately.

The Higher Education system is in need of reform.  With a sector that has had such huge amounts of money taken from it in the last six years, of course there will be problems.  However, I do not see any long-term equitable benefits for Higher Education, academic staff and prospective students through any sections of this package.  

From a personal perspective, I have not been able to receive any financial government assistance for any of my time studying, largely because my family runs a property.  My parents have no choice but to support me as much as they can afford – which is not much.  I currently have two part time jobs at about 15 hrs per week.  Due to the value I place on supporting and fostering my local community, I also work voluntarily an about 10 hours per week.  I am studying full time.  I am under consistent financial stress, which has an adverse effect on my studies.  I have the added stress of knowing that my family has to give me money that they cannot afford, especially since most of the property’s money need to go towards keeping our animals alive since the drought. 

I am a conscientious student, yet due to lack of money I have had to choose to not buy compulsory textbooks several times in my years at University.  I cringe to imagine the sustained and severe psychological stress that the government will impose by choice on students of the future by choosing to shift responsibility of funding Universities further and further on to individuals.  It is obvious to me that if this package is supported the nation will be encouraging the development of self serving, money driven people, who will not have time to take an interest in the well being of others.

From a broader perspective, Higher Education ought to be a priority for Australia.  Therefore our government needs to fund the sector properly in order to support Australia’s social, cultural, political, technological, research and economic needs.  Institutions that run courses which cannot be valued in monetary terms (for example courses with critical thinking) already find it difficult to survive due to the massive funding cuts the sector has already received.  Under these proposed changes such courses will be under threat of extinction.  

I am particularly concerned about the following issues:

· The University Governance under the proposed reforms.  I see this as an unnecessary intervention of a University’s autonomy and independence for teaching and research

· The deregulation of fees raises competition policy issues between Universities and will also be a deterrent for prospective students

· Entry-mark differentiation for up front fee paying students and HECS students unfortunately already exists in some Universities.  To have room in the proposed changes for this to be further encouraged will ultimately erode the intellectual value of all Australian Universities as money is favoured over marks in a profit driven environment

· The imposition of the expectation that Universities will remove students from academic boards, faculties and committees would prevent students being involved with influence or feedback in their own environment

· Voluntary Student Unionism does not support student ‘choice’ as has been suggested, but takes away students right to represent themselves

· The five-year Learning Entitlement would have a negative impact on those who choose to undertake a second degree during their lifetime, or update or refine their skills.  This would ultimately prevent many Australians from improving their skills and knowledge through additional study

· Under the proposed reforms graduates will have huge debt upon graduation.  Such debt will inhibit choices after University such as having children and buying a house

· Post-graduate students are amongst those who serve Australia the most yet this is not reflected in the proposed package through their loan scheme.

Small alterations to this package will not be sufficient.  The ideology that Universities ought to run as businesses needs to be assessed and questioned, as does the concept that the person who gains a degree is the only one to benefit and ought to be the one carrying the debt for the privilege.  Coming from a rural community, and studying in a rural environment, I know that entire towns and communities grow and thrive when their citizens gain tertiary education.  Under the proposed package the opportunities open to rural Australians (in particular) of all ages to study will shrink. 

I am convinced that if the Senate passes these proposed changes they will further erode accessible and equitable Higher Education in Australia.

Regards

Anna Painting

