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This submission has been compiled by active members of the University of Western Australia Student Guild Education Action Network (EAN).  EAN is a collective of students who aim to maintain equitable and affordable access to the Higher Education for all Australian and International students.  The EAN has a widely known mascot called ‘Eddie the Education Eagle’.  EAN runs a number of campaigns on campus to raise awareness of student poverty and welfare issues and the potential impact of the Government’s proposed reforms as set out in the recent Crossroads series of papers.  The EAN made a substantial submission in response to Crossroads and we ask that this submission be read in conjunction with that previous document. 

This submission will examine the areas of key concern to the EAN including the effect of the proposal to allow universities to increase HECS fees by up to 30%, issues of Governance, the proposed increased in the proportion of full fee paying local students, international students, Voluntary Student Unionism (VSU) and Income Support Arrangement.

1. The effect of the capped “learning entitlement” for Commonwealth funded full-time study.

1.1 The Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future Review (“Nelson Review”) indicates that access to publicly subsidised HECS-HELP places will be capped to five years of full-time study from 1 January 2005.

1.1.1 The learning entitlement will be extended on a pro-rata basis for students studying part-time.

1.1.2 The learning entitlement will be extended for students enrolled in a degree with duration longer than five years, eg. Medicine or combined degree courses with Honours.

1.1.3 The learning entitlement may be replenished after a certain period of time has elapsed to facilitate “lifelong learning”.

1.2 The capped learning entitlement creates inequities and is likely to have adverse consequences for students and graduates.

1.2.1 The proposal will discriminate arbitrarily between students based only on the length of a degree course, such that students repeating units in courses of three or four year’s duration will ordinarily be entitled to HECS-HELP for those repeated units, while students in five-year courses will not. In other words, students doing five-year courses (or longer courses for which the learning entitlement is extended only to the ordinary duration of the degree, such as is envisaged for Medicine) will be forced to pay full fees for every failed unit, whereas students in three-year courses could foreseeably be entitled to two years’ worth of repeated units funded by HECS-HELP.

1.2.2 This is most marked within degrees such as law where students can do three, four and five year courses of the same degree – some students will be entitled to HECS-HELP for failed units while other students in essentially the same degree programme will not.

1.2.3 This entails that the learning entitlement is largely an ineffective measure for achieving the objective of limiting funding to students who fail units or change courses.  Rather, it is a broad-brush measure that adversely targets students in longer degree programmes.

1.2.4 The capped learning entitlement will discourage students in longer degree programmes from engaging in post-graduate study due to the additional expense of FEE-HELP once HECS-HELP entitlement had expired. This discourages students from attaining post-graduate qualifications at Australian universities and provides an incentive to students to seek post-graduate study offshore.

1.2.5 The limited learning entitlement may force some students to continue with courses because of the adverse financial consequences of changing degrees rather than pursuing their desired degree.

1.2.6 The extinguishment of the learning entitlement will have a deleterious effect on graduates in need of retraining due to redundancy, career change, keeping pace with advances in their particular industry or returning to the work-force after child-rearing etc. 

2. The effect of increasing the proportion of domestic full fee-paying students from 25% to 50%.

2.1 The Nelson Review advocates the increase in domestic undergraduate full-fee paying places from 25% to 50% of places available in a course (assuming the institution has met its undergraduate student load target).

2.1.1 This is accompanied by the provision of FEE-HELP to domestic undergraduate full fee-paying students.
  FEE-HELP is capped at $50, 000, subject to indexation at CPI plus 3.5%, and any accrued HECS-HELP debt must be paid prior to the repayment of FEE-HELP funds.

2.1.2 This is aimed at allowing institutions to “better respond to student demand in particular areas and to give students more opportunities to study in the institution or course of their choice.”
  The government has repeatedly stated that it aims to allow talented and able students who miss the HECS cut-off do their course of choice under FEE-HELP.

2.1.3 Medicine will not be subject to partial deregulation of domestic full fee-paying places to the same extent.

2.2 The changes to the provision of domestic full-fee paying student places will adversely affect students and the provision of education at Australian institutions.

2.2.1 The current cut-off for full fee-paying students is approximately 5% below the HECS cut-off mark, with some universities offering these places to students with marks up to 20% below the HECS cut-off mark.
 As the number of such places allowed is doubled, this differential is almost certain to increase.  Therefore, FEE-HELP will allow students with even lower marks to access full fee-paying places.

2.2.2 While the government’s stated objective of providing FEE-HELP to assist able students who miss out on a HECS place is laudable, the practical ramifications are that those who are able to afford full fees without requiring a loan likely to gain many of those places. The FEE-HELP debt and the attendant interest rate will discourage debt averse students from lower socio-economic areas from seeking these places and ultimately promote the entry of those who can either afford to pay without FEE-HELP or for whom debt is less intimidating.

2.2.3 Moreover, the FEE-HELP path is structurally more likely to be the option forced on students from lower socio-economic areas.  These students are less likely to be able to achieve the HECS cut-off score due to their inability to afford the highest quality secondary schooling.
 Therefore, the FEE-HELP system will have a tendency to subsidise places for those who benefited from structural privileges in the secondary school system while requiring full fees at market interest rates from those who were not so advantaged at secondary level.  

2.2.4 It is particularly unconscionable that students accessing both HECS-HELP and FEE-HELP must repay HECS-HELP loans first, ensuring that FEE-HELP loans can appreciate the maximum amount before repayment.

2.2.5 The cap on study debt under FEE-HELP is also likely to adversely affect students who exercise the FEE-HELP option as many students will be forced to find alternative finance for that part of their degree cost in excess of $50, 000. For example, Science, Law, Engineering, and Veterinary Science degrees (inter alia) already exceed the cap. This problem will be compounded given the likelihood for tuition costs to rise under the partial deregulation of fees contemplated by the Nelson Review.

3. The effect of the partial deregulation of university fees.

Under the proposed Crossroads reforms the Commonwealth Government plans to allow the governing bodies of Australia’s universities to vary current HECS level by up to 30%.  While the Government has stressed the fact that universities, in a competitive environment, could well take the opportunity to attract students with lower fees, such a scenario seems unlikely given that an estimated $5 billion has been cut by the Commonwealth from university funding since 1996. The fact is that unless the Government makes a substantial and immediate injection of untied funding into the Higher Education Sector, universities will have no choice but to increase HECS fees in order meet funding short falls.

The experience of the last few months also suggests that the generally fiscally well off ‘Group of Eight’ Universities may well ‘cash in’ on their status and historically high level of student attraction, in order to raise HECS fees.  Warning bells must have rung in the ears of all members of the Commonwealth Parliament in July when the Senate of the University of Sydney made the controversial decision to lift HECS fees at the University by 30% across the board even though the University was to receive a substantial increase in funding under the Nelson package. So far Victoria University is the only other institution to indicate an increase in fees by an average of 7% across the board. This move may suggest that universities, regardless of prestige, may increase their fees as well.  

So far the governing Senate of the University of Western Australian (UWA) has not taken a position on the partial deregulation of HECS fees, instead choosing a ‘wait and see approach’. Although UWA has had a proud history of maintaining fair equity and access measures for students, it is foreseeable that if the Nelson reforms to Higher Education are passed, the University Senate will come under strong pressure to raise HECS fees. The rationale behind the 30% rise at the University of Sydney was ‘to maintain market image and position’. Although it is unfortunate that prospective students would judge the quality of their education simply on the amount that they pay, it is nonetheless a mentality that pervades most aspects of our consumoristic society. Similarly, one would expected that UWA would like to maintain its ‘market image’ as Western Australia’s leading university.

It is seems clear that HECS rises do have a noticeable and measureable deterrent effect upon students. A recently released 2002 draft report by Aungles, Buchanan and Karmel entitledHECS Opportunities in Higher Education  examines the issues of whether the changes made to the HECS system in 1996 had a deterrent effect upon students. While the report concluded that “the introduction of HECS and its variants since that time, have not discouraged overall participation in higher education among persons from a low SES [socio- economic status] background” they conclude that as a result of the introduction of differential HECS and subsequent HECS rises in 1996 “the share of males from low SES background in HECS Band 3 courses (the most expensive) declined appreciably, by 38%”.
 The report also found that HECS increases have a greater deterrent effect upon potential mature age students (esp. those in the 25- 39 age bracket) then any other group. One needs to keep in mind that the study by Karmel et. al. only covers the effect of the initial introduction of HECS fees in 1989 and the subsequent changes to the system made in 1996 

As the state’s most prestigious institution, a large proportion of UWA’s student body comes from advantaged backgrounds. For example about 10% of first year medicine students in 2003 were from one very notable private boys’ school in Perth. A 30% rise in HECS fees, particularly at UWA, may well have a deterrent effect unpredicted by previous reports particularly upon students from lower socio-economic backgrounds. Karmel et. al. seem to warn of this when they note that “any future changes to HECS arrangements would need careful design to minimise their impact, particularly among groups more sensitive to student charges”
. It is a concern for the EAN that the effect of an increase in HECS at UWA may have the potential to reinforce the exclusive ‘Western Suburbs Private School’ clique on campus resulting in a lack of diversity and well being in the student population . Every attempt should be made to attract and support students from disadvantaged backgrounds to university. This is particularly important in an environment where it seems that federal funding for private schools will exceed Higher Education funding in the coming years.

Recommendations:

That a Senate inquiry take place into effect of HECS, including:

· whether it deters people from entering university

· whether it effects the choice of course

· the impact of student debt on graduates

4. Income Support Arrangements

In recent years, the time spent by students in part time and casual employment has increased dramatically. This has become a problem for many students trying to balance work and study commitments, especially when living away from home for the first time. Students who do not work long hours often skip meals because they are unable to work enough to support themselves. Students who work long hours outside of study find it detrimental to their learning
. There have been reported instances at our own university of students regularly falling asleep in class after working all night. Studying part-time is not a solution because part-time students are ineligible for government benefits. Income support provided by the Government is difficult to access. Students that we come into contact with find the Centrelink bureaucracy confusing and difficult to negotiate, with many instances where students are given conflicting advice at different times, leading to a dramatic increase in the Centrelink casework that our Guild Education Officers undertake. Those who do access Commonwealth benefits find themselves living 37% below the Henderson poverty line
. The EAN is concerned that Backing Australia’s Future does not provide address the issue of student poverty and its detrimental effects on our health, study and home lives. The lack of adequate income support provided by the Government is evidenced by the steady increase in emergency loans and grants provided to students by the Student Guild:

	Financial Assistance
	2001
	2002
	2003

	Counselling
	0
	4
	3

	Emergency Loans
	71/158
	98/172
	165/254

	Ordinary Loan
	27
	26
	17

	Guild Grant
	38
	32
	22

	
	
	
	


In the row ‘Emergency Loans’ the first number represents the number of students applying for the loan and the second number represents the number of loans issued. Note more than one loan can be issued to a single student

The scholarships promised in Backing Australia’s Future will not adequately address the issue of income support arrangements. They are a bandaid solution that will only help the minority, and even those that receive them will not necessarily be any better off, since the scholarships are counted as income and as such reduce entitlement to Youth Allowance and Austudy.

Recommendations:

That a Senate inquiry take place into student poverty.

That levels of government income support be raised to minimise hours worked by students.

5. Voluntary Student Unionism

The provisions in Backing Australia’s Future restrict the autonomy of individual institutions. The Voluntary Student Unionism provisions in particular have no base in practicality but are rather an ideological attack on student organising. After the introduction of the Court Government’s Voluntary Student Unionism legislation in 1994, the UWA Student Guild was forced to cut vital services to its students, such as a sexual assault referral centre and childcare services. Many of the services that the UWA Student Guild provides are non-excludable, for example negotiations and representation at a university level and funding for groups such as the Education Action Network, which campaigns for a quality education for all students, meaning that throughout VSU the Guild was forced to continue to provide services to all students, even though some students chose not to contribute. During the VSU years, the University provided the UWA Guild with a grant of $30,000 a year, which raises issues as to the autonomy of the Guild from the University and its negotiating position when representing the interests of students. With the partial repeal of VSU late last year, some long-term stability has been restored, but it does not appear that the Guild will be in a financial position to restore all of its former services and operations.

Recommendations:

That control of Student Organisations be left to the Students

That the rules governing Student Organisations be legislated by State and not Federal Parliament

That Student Organisations be acknowledged  as the primary mechanism through which students have their voices heard

5. Governance 

‘Governance’ represents the institutional framework in which policies are debated, modified and eventually implemented into the life and nature of the University. Key decisions about the University’s goals, commitments and day-to-day operations are dictated through this system of governance. The technique and style of governance comprehensively affect and define the roles and responsibilities, and the experiences of, members of faculty, students and others alike. It is a critical process which concerns everyone who studies or works upon campus.

The Commonwealth Government’s recent foray into the realm of higher education reform has been without promise for the governing structures of our university. The reforms, promoted by the Federal Education Minister Brendan Nelson act decisively to reduce the active voice of students and academics upon these governing structures. These “special interests” as argued by the proponents of the reforms should be limited in their representation upon university councils for fear of “conflicts of interest”:

“Students and staff are two groups who, it is sometimes claimed, should not be members of a Council or a Senate because of potential conflicts of interest expected on many agenda items.”​ – Higher Education Review Submission 332, http://www.backingaustraliasfuture.org.au  

This argument may be likened to a similarly ludicrous claim that Parliamentarians should not sit in their respective houses because a conflict of interests arises concerning the fact that they are Australian citizens and thus have a personal stake in any decisions. The Commonwealth ironically regards students and academics, the direct constituency of any university government, as “special interests” as opposed to the actual demographic to which the governing structures were devised to serve. It is exclusively this demographic which must operate under the ordinances passed by the council or the senate and therefore only this demographic to which representation in the governmental system should be afforded. It is essential that staff and students have a say, and an authoritative representation in the governance system which ultimately proscribes the manner and fashion in which they conduct dealings with the university. 

Under the ‘Crossroads’ reforms, it has been suggested that a “majority of external members, preferably … two-thirds” be imposed upon the council and senate of the university. This enactment would effectively place academics and students in the minority, unable to represent effectively their interests and thus by extrapolation the interests of the heart of the university. Such a predicament would violate the university’s independence and sovereignty and rob it as an organisation of the essential democratic tradition of self-government. 

The proposed ‘external two-thirds’ (mentioned previously) would largely be made up of selected members of the commercial world, “to provide enhanced accountability to the community, [and] a responsiveness to business and industry…” Effectively, the university could become subordinate to commercial and industrial interests under the scheme proposed by the federal government. Such external members may seek to manipulate university policy to reflect contrary interests and gear the structuring of a university’s degree programme to offer education only from an economic perspective. Degrees should be weighted and evaluated as part of a university’s programme from an impartial academic perspective and not viewed solely on the merit of any job that might result from it. The ‘economisation’ of education attempted under these reforms clearly highlights the folly perpetuated by a Commonwealth government that does not recognise the traditional value of education, nor of its integrity as a universal and politically neutral concept. 

The government’s package emphasises a commitment to ‘equity’ and ‘diversity’, but one may question whether this commitment is borne out in realty.  Alternative interests residing in the governing bodies can only promote equity and diversity through a more inclusive consensus-style, deliberative system where no dictatorial external majority exists. 

The new governance protocols promoted by the reforms are obligatory to the extent that the government has linked incremental increases in funding to the adoption of all the required ordinances in changing the composition and size of the governance system. This represents a threat by the Commonwealth that if universities fail to surrender their sovereignty to external members headed by business and industry groups, then university finances will suffer, possibly to the level that the university will be unable to continue to provide its vital educational role. This demand by the federal government is entirely unreasonable and constitutes a breach of university autonomy and freedom from political influence. 

The Higher Education Reforms headed by the Commonwealth Government and the Federal Education Minister Brendan Nelson clearly stipulates an assault upon the governance systems of Australian universities. The reforms seek to silence the voice of the key constituents and replace them with highly influential majorities derived from business and industry groups. Such a change would spell a fundamental shift in the current paradigm of university governance. This would be an entirely negative change, flavouring university policies to reflect economic and political principles and not the core values of education itself. Universities are not businesses and should not be administered as such. A university is an institution of academic excellence, an institution in which education should be the sole and paramount goal. 

At UWA, student representatives have a productive and friendly working relationship with the university. Students are invited at both a faculty and university level to participate in all decisions and processes that will affect students, such as the introduction of outcomes based education, and mutual respect has developed between the two bodies. Students have successfully negotiated with the university a Charter of Student Rights, and a model of regulating ancillary fees and charges that is recognised as national best practice. We unequivocally reject any moves by the Government to restrict the input of students into universities.

6. International Students
The Government reforms have largely sidelined issues facing international students. Over the past few years, UWA has been expanding its offshore programs. Some universities have encountered problems when embarking on a rapid expansion of these programs, these include;

1. Inconsistency in the standard between the offshore program and their onshore counterparts

2. A lack of accountability by universities to ensure standards between onshore and offshore programs are maintained

3. The prevalence of misleading information and alleged unethical Marketing the offshore providers allegedly engaging in unconscionable conduct in an attempt to persuade student enrolment.

4.
A lack of student representation. 

Backing Australia’s Future includes provisions to expand the Australian Universities Quality Audit process to overseas universities.  AUQA audits of offshore campuses should include comparative investigations as to the standards of onshore versus offshore campuses, marketing practices and levels of student representation, rights and conditions.

Increases in international student visa fees (the most recent being passed by the Senate last month) do not correspond to an increase in services. Visa fees should be used to provide services to international students, not become part of consolidated funds.

Any legislation passed by the Senate should reflect the need for better services for international students, including legal aid and advice on visas.

A levy of $25 per international student has also been proposed as part of the new registration scheme for education providers.  International student visa charges have increased by 59.6%, and this money has been used partly for the promotion of Australian education overseas, not to fund services for current international students.  This shows that any new fees are simply further ways to raise revenue, not genuine efforts to address costs.

Conclusion

To conclude, we recommend that Senate Inquiry oppose the Nelson Reforms, in particular:-

· the introduction of partially deregulated fees;

· Full fee domestic Students;

· Changes to University Governance; and

· Reform to student unionism

Please feel free to contact us and we looking forward to discussing these issues further at the upcoming Senate hearings
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