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Address: withheld
To The Secretary, Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee.

I am currently a second year B. Engineering Science/ B. Laws student at the University of Technology, Sydney. Prior to that I studied B. Arts (International Studies)/ B. Laws for a year. I attended public schools, and whilst I still live at home, I work 25 hours a week two casual jobs in order to support myself. 

I have severe concerns about the proposed changes to higher education.

The HECS debt of my degree is approximately $30,000. This is a phenomenal debt for any young person commencing their career. I have grave fears that any increase in HECS charged would make it impossible for students to repay debts, despite the lifting of the HECS repayment threshold to $30,000. 

I also completely oppose the Learning Entitlements. Australians are entitled to learn throughout their entire life, and should not have to pay full tuition fees for any time above 5 years. My degree is actually 5 and a half years full time. This means that if I take any time off from study – to travel, or for personal reasons, I will be financially penalised, let alone if I fail a subject or change courses!

I did change courses at the end of my first year at university. It is wholly unreasonable to expect a 17year old year 12 student to know what it is they want to study at university, and what career they wish to undertake. Mobility between courses is a necessity, as it takes time for many students realise where their true passion lies and what course best suits them. Effectively fining students for changing their mind only increases the pressure on high school students at a time when pressure experienced is at a maximum. 

I am relied on in my family for assistance within the home, and often I find it difficult too difficult to juggle work, home and full time study, and do not study a full load. I should not be penalised for my contributions to the community through work and family life.

Furthermore, if introduced, the 5 year limit will hamper my ability to embark on postgraduate study. In the ever-competitive job market, it has become almost mandatory to gain postgraduate qualifications in order to secure a job. Such study would be out of the question for many students like myself if the learning entitlement were introduced, having used most of the entitlement on undergraduate qualifications. 

It is in Australia’s interest to encourage lifelong learning, and return to study for the entire community, and the implementation on limits on funding would only serve as a deterrent.

One hidden result of the learning entitlements is that they force universities to accept domestic full fee paying students. Currently not all universities accept domestic undergraduate full fee paying students. UTS does not have such students, and the introduction of a learning entitlement would force the university to offer subjects for full fees, causing a dramatic shift in the university. It is only a small step then to accepting full fee paying students who are gaining entry to university due to money, not marks.

In addition, the doubling of the cap on full fee paying places is appalling. No individual should be rewarded for their ability to pay more than their counterparts who gave gained higher entry marks. This is like buying ones place at university. UTS prides itself on not accepting such students currently, and it would be a great loss for the university to be forced into a position it has already rejected.

Furthermore, I believe the FEE HELP scheme is a sneaky trap for vulnerable students. It is targeting students from middle and lower income families who have missed out on their preferred course by a small amount, but are unable to pay full fees upfront. Many full fee paying courses are already over $50000, the maximum FEE HELP loan amount. This might result in students taking the loan, and only getting half way through their course before the loan reaches its limit, and then having to choose between finding other sources to pay their fees – a bank loan, mortgaging the family home, etc, or quitting university. 

The interest rates on the FEE HELP loans also warrant comment. Over the past 5 years the Consumer Price Index has fluctuated between 2% and 3.5%. Assuming it remains at a similar level in the future, the interest on the FEE HELP loans will be approximately 6.5% per annum. That is a market interest rate by any other name. The fact that a student must pay back a HECS debt before paying back a FEE HELP loan means the level of debt accrued on such a loan will be enormous!

The scheme unfairly encourages teenagers into taking on enormous debts at the beginning of their working life – a level of debt I certainly would be unwilling to bear.

I, like every student in the country, benefit from universal student unionism. This is regardless of how much I use the sporting facilities (which I do) whether I eat at union facilities campus (which I do) or are a member of a student union affiliated club (which I am). 

All these benefits aside, the most important part of universal student unionism is that the student unions are the official representative organisation of students at that university, and continually advocate on behalf of students. 

In my three years at UTS, the UTS Students Association has run successful campaigns to increase library loans from 3 to 7 days, made copies of course readers (cost $8-25 per subject) available in the library, defeated lecture and tutorial overcrowding, gained 24 hour computer access, and negotiated a quota system for printing instead of an 11c per page charge to name a few achievements. These are just a few examples of how the Students Association (one of three student organisations on my campus) has had a tangible affect on the daily life of students at UTS, which would not have been possible if the membership of such organisations were optional.

I am also a student representative on the Engineering Faculty Board at UTS, and an alternate for the undergraduate representative on UTS University Council, and have sat on the Student Affairs and Equity Committee, and Student Matters Committees, both of which report to UTS Council. Accordingly I have had first hand experience of the operation of governance at UTS. 

I believe it is vitally important for students to have a voice in the governance of their university, and faculty, by actual representatives not mere students ‘acting in the interest of the university’. Student representatives have an understanding of the needs of students, and impact of decisions, which is invaluable in governance forums. Student representatives at UTS effectively lobbied the UTS Council to remove printing fees and introduce a quota system after 11c per page fees were introduced over the summer without student consultation. The fees were overly harsh on students, many of who rely on university computers as their only computer access, and who are required to print material weekly for subjects. The administration was not aware of the magnitude of the impact of the new fees on students of UTS until the student representatives on UTS Council raised concern and presented evidence.

Students on governance bodies at UTS have also taken active roles in issues so diverse as capital works planning, and course planning. 

Without an effective voice on governing bodies, students will have limited input into decisions such as the printing charges at UTS and will suffer as a consequence.

Therefore it is with great concern that I submit to this senate inquiry, and hope that the increase in HECS, doubling of full fee paying places, as well as the Learning Entitlements, optional membership of student organisations, and governance protocol are not implemented. 

Yours sincerely,

Rosemary Collins
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