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The Implications for Women of the Higher Education Reforms 

A response to the Senate Enquiry by the Women@UTS Crossroads Discussion Group

Women, particularly those with the ‘double disadvantage’ of belonging to other equity groups (NESB, ATSI, disability, low income), are likely to experience increased disadvantages under the proposed reforms outlined in “Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future”. A tertiary system increasingly reliant on fees and workplace change will have a negative impact on many women. Our analysis in this submission to the Senate Enquiry prompts the question: will the higher education opportunities afforded to current generations of female students and staff be equally accessible to women in the next decade?

Summary of Points

The reforms outlined in Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future are underpinned by strategies of deferred debt, time limits upon degrees, industrial relations reform and reliance on market factors to determine the value of a tertiary education. The following points are ordered according to the relevant sections headings in the Budget paper and are elaborated in later pages of this submission.

· the benefits of education accrue faster for men and are therefore a greater incentive for participation

· affordable childcare is intrinsically connected to the accessibility of higher education for women, and will be accentuated as the costs of a higher education increase

· the possible costs to women of implementing the intention to make Nursing and Teaching as priority have not been well considered

· the concept of ‘learning entitlement’ periods do not take into account ‘life crisis’ circumstances which more often impact on women

· carers’ responsibilities have a greater impact on women than men

· women experience a ‘double disadvantage’ if they are from low income backgrounds, non-English speaking backgrounds, are Indigenous Australians, or have a disability

· fees are likely to disadvantage women disproportionately to men

· the proposed Learning Scholarships are too small to cover living expenses for students who must work, and the taxable status of the Scholarships is likely to disadvantage those who rely on social security benefits

· the move towards commercial research may disadvantage women in research

· women generally fare better under collective agreements, and will be disadvantaged if individual workplace agreements are implemented

Recommendations

That the Government:

1. model by gender the potential differential impact of the proposed reforms and monitor the impact of their implementation

2. provide greater clarity on where and how the new places for Teaching and Education will be created

3. extend the five year learning entitlements for those demonstrating genuine circumstances of educational and social disadvantage

4. provide appropriate incentives for universities to achieve meaningful staff and student equity targets, including targets for female staff and students

2
Support for Higher Education Institutions

The benefits of higher education accrue at much higher levels for men than women

Whilst the review acknowledges the financial benefit to students of a university education, it accepts uncritically that the benefits accrue at much higher levels for men than for women. The income generating capacity of male university graduates versus that of females is well documented.  The review does not include any strategies to correct this disparity, nor does it give women discounts or concessions for the lesser value of their higher education.

By stating that “Higher education will be free at the point of entry”, the proposals fail to acknowledge that deferred debts are not entered into “freely”, and that debt functions as an insurmountable obstacle or an excessive burden for many university candidates.  This is particularly so for women as they have a lower earning capacity both prior to and after undertaking tertiary education.  University debt may also act powerfully to deter or delay women from bearing children (a government recognized goal); conversely women bearing children may be deterred from entering higher education because of ever-increasing HECS debts. 

Universities are being forced to make the choice between offering affordable higher education as a ‘public good’, or facing their demise in a market environment if they cannot fund staff and educational resources at an appropriate, competitive level.  By placing universities in this no-win position, the government has effectively abnegated responsibility for the long term, equitable prospects of Australia’s youth.  Women as a subset of that group, will ultimately pay a higher price in terms of career and earning possibilities.

There is an intrinsic link between affordable childcare and women’s access to higher education

An AV-CC study (Long, M. and Hayden, M., Paying their Way: A survey of Australian undergraduate university student finances, 2000, Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee, 2001) found that, of students with financially dependent children, 4.1% miss classes “frequently” and a further 15.4% miss classes “sometimes” because they cannot afford the costs of childcare.  The primary problems identified by students in attempting to access childcare include its availability, its cost, and the availability of flexible or external study options. 

2.6 National Priority Areas

Additional Education and Nursing places should be examined in the light of regional health and education cutbacks

Women are over-represented in teaching and nursing, and will benefit from the proposal to cap HECS fees for these courses at the current levels – if universities maintain their commitment in light of the lower value of these courses to the institution and if there is certainty about how long these will remain priority areas.

As a short-term measure, however, any staff growth is likely to be contract, not permanent employment.  In addition, if new nursing places are being allocated to regional universities, and additional funding for both nursing and education places must be directed towards the costs associated with professional practice little consideration appears to have been given to understanding the difficulties of finding adequate places for clinical and professional placements given the cutbacks to regional health and education institutions.   

This strategy would be likely to force regional universities to attempt to negotiate placements for students in metropolitan hospitals. Many students will not be able to afford the additional temporary accommodation costs or family dislocations required.  The ability of university staff to provide appropriate supervision and course linkages in remote placements would be problematic.

2.7 Learning Entitlements

Learning entitlements fail to account for life crisis circumstances which more often impact on women

The introduction of Learning Entitlements, where eligible students are given access to five years of full-time equivalent study, offers no additional incentives for universities to enrol equity group students. By offering an equal entitlement to all students, it assumes that students are equally able to progress through a university degree.  This may discourage universities from being equally accessible to students who will not move swiftly through their course for reasons beyond their control.  

A learning entitlement period does not take into account the impact of family and carers’ responsibilities that are traditionally taken on by women.  Women, especially mature age students are more likely to accumulate ‘fails’ for subjects taken during a time of family crisis or personal stress.  Failed subjects will be counted as part of their learning entitlement period. If students run out of time, their only option will be to enroll in a full-fee place or drop out. Currently full-fees are 4 times more than the equivalent HECS fee. Dropping out may well be the only realistic option for some women and students on a low income.

3 Support for Students

Women have a lower earning (and therefore repayment) capacity both prior to and after undertaking tertiary education

Low socio-economic status sets actual barriers – primarily financial circumstances and educational background – as well as less tangible barriers that nevertheless constitute powerful disincentives to potential students of both genders. Studies have shown that, for candidates from lower socio-economic backgrounds, the monetary costs of higher education and the financial circumstances of their family are much more likely to prevent their attendance at university. 

Given the clear relationship between higher education and employment opportunity, job security and income, it is crucial to consider the significance of gender in educational opportunity. 

Research findings by DEST (James, Cited in K. Carrington and A. Pratt, How Far Have We Come? Gender disparities in the Australian higher education system, Current Issues Brief No. 31 2002-03, Department of the Parliamentary Library, 2003) reveal that low SES women have greater intrinsic interest in higher education, and have better skills and capacities for university study than do low SES men. Nevertheless, the financial and non-financial barriers to higher education are greater inhibitors for low SES women than for low SES men.

Examining the perceptions of low SES candidates, 34% of low SES males, but 41% of low SES females stated that the costs of education would make university impossible for them. 43% of low SES females thought that their families would be unable to support the costs of their study. 

Monetary factors and debt aversion were far more pronounced for low SES females than for low SES males. Also, the difference of the effect of financial considerations on low SES females compared to low SES males was far greater than the difference between high SES female and male candidates.

These findings are more significant when compared with survey results that show low SES females having a much greater commitment towards school, and much higher levels of interest in university education than do low SES males. 

This suggests that the financial disadvantage experienced by low SES women directly inhibits their ability to develop demonstrated abilities and interests at a greater rate than it inhibits low SES men, whose aptitude and ambitions for university study are less apparent.

Deregulated fees have had a demonstrated impact upon the participation of low SES students

The most compelling comparison illustrating the exclusion of low SES groups from university is derived from postgraduate participation rates, as postgraduate fees are now deregulated. The deregulation of postgraduate fees has had a dramatic effect upon low SES enrolments, and most commentators accept that any deregulation of undergraduate fees will have the same effect. 

The majority of postgraduate coursework students pay full fees, and a significant source of assistance in meeting fees comes from employer contributions (K. Carrington and A. Pratt 2003). 

The introduction of PELS in 2002 has not removed obstacles to entry for people who don’t have access to alternate sources of funding, as fees for postgraduate coursework increased following the introduction of PELS. 

The areas of study that are most likely to attract employer contributions are areas in which low SES people are poorly represented. According to Carrington and Pratt, some universities have diverted scholarships and places under the Research Training Scheme away from disciplines in which low SES people are better represented, in part because the longer completion times and lower completion rates in these disciplines makes supporting these candidates seem less financially attractive to universities 

Carrington and Pratt also emphasise that the same marginalisation that operates for low SES people in these areas also affects women, for whom access to funding and choice of courses are material factors in discouraging participation, and for whom the vocational benefits of postgraduate study are less evident. 

It has been claimed by some commentators that deregulating undergraduate fees will have devastating effects on the representation of low SES students in Band 3 courses such as medicine, law and veterinary science.  A likely outcome is that the candidature in such courses will comprise genuinely gifted students from private schools, who currently dominate those courses, as well as competent but less gifted students from the same schools whose families can afford the fees.  

Women candidates from low SES backgrounds find it harder to enter these careers.

3.1 HECS-HELP (Higher Education Loan Programme) and women

The proposed reforms to increase student debt as a university funding mechanism will impact disproportionately on women

The proposed reforms misleadingly suggest that opportunity, student demand, and private gain operate in a ‘free market’ manner that is financially neutral in the long term to students who choose participate in tertiary education.  However the impact of these reforms will be felt more acutely by people experiencing financial hardship, and the reforms themselves impose additional hardship upon low SES students.  

Levels of repayment of student debt are highly dependent on graduate income. Men can expect to earn $622,000 more from their lifetime earnings compared to what they might have earned if they stopped studying at the age of 18. For women the comparable figure is $412,000. 

Women with postgraduate qualifications earn 76% of their male counterparts. 

Bruce Chapman, architect of HECS, has estimated that while 93% of men will have paid their HECS debt by the age of 65, only 77% of women would have reached that same goal. 

Research conducted in this area has already shown that employers generally are twice as likely to pay for a man to undertake postgraduate training as they are for a woman. 

Women, particularly those from low income backgrounds, will increasingly find their career aspirations defined by financial considerations, which often bear more heavily on women than men.   

4 Commonwealth Learning Scholarships Program

Taxable scholarships will not work for students relying on social security benefits to reduce their need to work while studying

The proposed Commonwealth scholarships are unlikely to have significant benefits for access and participation rates of all low SES students or women. One consequence of the scheme will be that universities will compete for the most academically gifted of low SES students, leaving capable students without the means of accessing an affordable place. 

A major problem is that, valued at $2,000 and $4,000 (for rural and isolated addresses) per year for up to four years, the scholarships do not meet the full cost of education. As scholarships are regarded as income for the purpose of entitlement to benefits, the value of scholarships to low SES students has been seriously challenged. Reports state that already some students ask that their scholarships be discontinued, as the corresponding reduction in their benefits makes it financially disadvantageous to be on scholarships that do not provide complete income replacement (Dorothy Illing, “Scholarships worthless: poor students”,The Australian, Higher Education Supplement, 30 July 2003).

It should also be noted that there are no scholarship programs for women studying or working in non-traditional areas such as engineering, building and information technology, even though this is a DEST designated equity group.

6 Strengthening research capacity

The commercialisation of research is likely to focus research opportunities and career prospects into areas which are non-traditional for women, and result in the marginalisaton of women’s traditional areas of research

Women face challenges in relation to achieving full participation in research opportunities.  An environment that cultivates equitable access for women includes: 

· flexibility, acceptance within the workplace culture, and continued opportunity for those whose career paths are interrupted due to family responsibilities 

· research-only time, ie. flexibility with teaching allocations which are higher at the lower levels of academia where most women are situated

· gender balance on strategic decision making research committees (difficult when membership is often ex-officio at senior levels, and women are not employed at these levels, and the few who are, are overburdened with committee membership)

· support, recognition and valuing of the contribution of women

‘Backing Our Futures’ focuses on building research infrastructure and promoting the commercialisation of research.  This takes a narrow, monetary view of the role of research in Australian life, and fails to provide incentives for addressing the long term needs of women in the tertiary sector.

Emerging strategic research directions may have implications for recruitment as universities place greater emphasis on attracting staff with particular skills and experience, eg. in specialised fields of research.  Maintaining the current upward trends in women’s recruitment will be more challenging in this context.  

Women are more often represented in the ‘soft’ research areas that don’t attract the levels of funding that universities will increasingly be obliged to focus on.  Marginalisation of ‘women’s’ research is a real issue of concern, firstly in terms of women’s career prospects and secondly in terms of the health and balance of public debate.

Universities like UTS continue to work vigorously to improve the representation of women in research.  However, women’s participation in research is likely to be challenged with the emergence of highly competitive research funding concentrated in areas where women are not well represented.

7 A renewed focus on equity

Higher Education Equity Programme (HEEP) does little to offset the support costs for equity group participation in higher education

The Higher Education Equity Program (HEEP) operates under the rationale that barriers to higher education should be removed for all groups.  At current levels, funding through this program is minimal and does very little to offset the increasing pressures on universities to support adequately the teaching and learning of students from equity groups. 

In the proposed reforms, Indigenous staff and students are targeted for certain schemes. Improvements in funding to universities are conditional on individual institutions demonstrating specific achievements in the area of access and equity, as well as operating outreach program, offering specialised support to equity groups, managing the Commonwealth scholarships, and establishing institutional equity scholarships.  In other words, any additional HEEP funding is conditional on universities incurring additional costs to fund equity programs.

8 Fostering flexible and responsive workplaces

Government should provide incentives for the development truly “flexible and responsive” workplaces that recognise and act on systemic impediments to women’s participation in higher education

A key issue for women’s representation in universities is the continuing under-representation in both senior academic and support staff positions.  Nationally, women were employed in 60% of general staff positions at universities in 2002, but occupied only 38% of senior general staff positions.   Nationally, women were employed in academic positions at a rate of 37% in 2002, compared to their 18% representation in senior academic positions. 

The proposed reforms do not appear to provide any incentives for the development of strategies to address the continuing under-representation of female staff at the decision-making levels of universities..

The vast majority of female staff are employed at lower levels in both academic and general staff positions, and their ability to exercise power in “negotiating” their own individual contracts would be extremely limited.  In particular, women who are from non-English speaking backgrounds, are Indigenous Australians, or have a disability, are more often found in the lower levels of university employment. 

In a market environment, funding shortfalls have real implications for future staff levels, and will drive increased casual and contract employment.  Women are over-represented in both of these areas already.

Research also shows that union negotiated collective agreements continue to achieve substantially higher salary increases and greater protection of working conditions than individual contracts, particularly for part-time and casual workers – the vast majority of whom are women. 

Any government reforms aiming to increasing the participation and development of women in the workforce must recognise the importance of affordable and accessible childcare.  Numerous reports have suggested that the increasing costs of childcare force women to choose between continuing their career part time and the cheaper option of staying home full time.  In the tertiary sector, a career break of this length can severely retard women’s career aspirations.

13
Optional Membership of Student Organisations

Student unions provide essential support services that are vital contributions to building inclusive university environments

The proposal to abolish compulsory student unionism fails to recognise the essential services and support offered to students by their representative organizations, eg. childcare subsidies, advocacy, and tutoring support. Particularly in the support offered to financially disadvantaged students, the work of representative bodies is vital to universities’ capacity to ensure low SES students can access and participate in higher education.
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