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submission to the

SENATE INQUIRY INTO THE HOWARD GOVERNMENT’S HIGHER EDUCATION PACKAGE
August 2003

INTRODUCTION -

The Australian Nursing Federation (ANF) welcomes the Senate Inquiry into higher education reforms in the 2003 budget. The ANF represents approximately 125,000 nurses in branches across all states and territories, employed in a wide range of settings in the private and public sectors including acute hospitals, nursing homes and hostels, community health centres, schools, universities, the armed forces, statutory authorities, local governments, offshore territories, industry and in remote and rural locations.

The ANF participates in policy formulation on a national level in health, community services, education, training, occupational health and safety, industrial affairs, immigration, veteran’s affairs and law reform.

A registered nurse qualification is gained by completing a three year undergraduate degree in the higher education university sector. Currently, there are approximately 33 undergraduate nursing courses available with some 22,500 students enrolled across Australia.
 Many nurses continue with their studies enrolling in higher education postgraduate degrees in order to specialise in specific areas such as mental health, aged care, midwifery and intensive care nursing. In most cases this is done within 2 years of completing an undergraduate degree, following a year of transition, known generally as a graduate year.  

Starting salaries for graduate nurses vary from $33,450 to $37,330 across the states
. It is important to note that in order to complete a postgraduate degree, nurses remain at work whilst studying, but often find it necessary to reduce their working hours to part time in order to maintain an income as well as to complete clinical components of their course.

Some universities are still able to offer HECS places for postgraduate courses.

The ANF welcomes the government’s acknowledgement of nursing as a ‘national priority’ discipline and the consequent concessions made in Backing Australia’s Future to nursing with regards to minimal rises in HECS fees and increased undergraduate places. However the concessions fall short of addressing current nursing workforce issues and individual nursing students’ needs.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

As is well documented, Australia, and indeed the world, is suffering a severe shortage of nurses. By the government’s own prediction, Australia will be 30,000 nurses short by 2006.
 The number of additional undergraduate places allocated to nursing fail to meet this shortfall. In conjunction, the lack of support for nurses undergoing postgraduate studies will have a negative impact on the number of nurses willing to specialise, thereby failing to prevent a desperate workforce shortfall in areas such as mental health, aged care, midwifery and intensive care.
The ANF is particularly concerned about the potential financial burden the proposed package will place on nurses undertaking postgraduate studies.

The Australian government needs to recognise education as an investment in Australia’s future. That future must be underpinned by principles that allow for equity, diversity and sound financial governance.  The ANF therefore:

· supports a university system that is based on the principles of equity, fairness and quality;

· supports life long learning;
· supports investment in information technology for learning and resource development, as well as an effective administrative tool;

· considers scholarships critical to allowing disadvantaged Australians access to the higher education system;

· calls for a review of the current funding system for student income support;

· supports a substantial increase in university funding with an effective indexation mechanism ensuring viability, responsiveness and quality;

· supports appropriate consultation between government and universities on a course mix protocol that considers student demand, workforce requirements, and demographics in order to ensure the institutional diversity;

· supports the initiatives established by the Indigenous nursing education working group report: “Gettin’ ‘em and keepin’ ‘em”; 

· supports publicly funded research;

· opposes further deregulation of university funding and student fees;

· opposes changes that increase the burden of student debt;

· opposes changes to legislation that inhibits workers’ rights; and

· deplores any constrictions on corporate governance that undermine the rights of workers and students.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. That the recommendations relating to undergraduate funding of nursing courses arising from the National Review of Nursing Education be fully implemented.

2. That the principles of ‘ life long learning’ be adopted with recognition that a voucher based system of funding is inadequate.

3. That core funding be retained as a ’block grant’ allowing universities to respond to the demands of their students.

4. That student loans do not attract interest but remain indexed to the CPI.

5. That student loans are sufficiently set to cover the full cost of a university course.

6. That financial incentives or penalties do not encourage the lowering of university standards in an attempt to maximise full fee paying student participation.

7. That student scholarships reflect the real costs of studying, and that mechanisms are developed to ensure that they are effectively taken up by disadvantaged Australians, and are not included in means testing for Youth and other allowances.

8. That student income support is reviewed with a view to raising the income threshold for Youth Allowance.

9. That there is an increase in overall university funding that reflects the real costs of higher education and that an appropriate index is applied that is at least in keeping with CPI.

10. That corporate governance reform improve accountability and transparency without impinging on the rights of workers and students. 

11. That funding is allocated to support the quality of universities’ teaching and learning activities and that it is tied to workplace initiatives that enhance the working lives of staff and students.

12. That Australia’s Indigenous community is supported through initiatives that encourage uptake of further education through scholarships, adequate employment initiatives and appropriate consultation.

13. That funds are allocated to universities for research, which are independent, priority focused, and also allow for serendipitous activities.

TERMS OF REFERENCE

(a)
the principles of the Government’s higher education package

The ANF supports a university system that is based on the principles of equity, fairness and quality.  

The ANF does not consider that the Government’s higher education package is based on the principles of equity, fairness and quality. Australia’s university system has, and must continue to provide, a basis for generational growth and social cohesion, both within Australia and the broader global community. Further it should be recognised that higher education contributes directly to both Commonwealth and State income through higher taxation receipts4 and is therefore an income-generating asset to the Australian economy. Growth in cultural understanding, employment, workforce skills and living standards requires substantial investment.  It is critical and just therefore, that that the Government plays a central role in providing an adequate funding base and a regulatory governance framework for the system’s survival.

It is the opinion of the ANF that the government’s Backing Australia’s Future initiative threatens the current equity, fairness and quality principles of our university system.

The ANF supports life long learning.

As a female dominated profession, nursing depends on the ability of women to leave and re-enter the workforce with relative ease and without disadvantage. Often re-entering the workforce requires further education and re-skilling through the university system.

Further, the nature of nursing is such that postgraduate study is essential in order to provide highly skilled clinicians in specialty areas. Postgraduate study is higher education based. The number of universities that are still able to offer HECS funded places for postgraduate courses is declining and will continue to decline under the proposed package.

The government’s proposed ‘learning entitlement’ of 5 years full time study is not consistent with the principle of life long learning, especially as it relates to nursing, but also with regard to the current globalisation-driven economic forces and rapid technological change.  With such a proposed ‘voucher’ based system, students who change course for whatever reason or fail subjects will be disadvantaged, with many having to fund every subject that is to be repeated, and any extended learning beyond the 5 year entitlement being self funded.

It is understood that this aspect of the package is under review with details yet to be decided, but it should be noted that the ANF is opposed to a voucher-based system of student funding.

The ANF supports investment in information technology for learning and resource development, as well as an effective administrative tool.

It is disappointing that the proposed $14.5 million allocated to IT improvements, (and a further $5m per annum) will be essentially limited to a student tracking system to monitor the use of a student’s ‘learning entitlement’. It is the view of the ANF that if such funding is available for information technology it should be spent on improving learning resources for students and improving individual university administration procedures.

The ANF supports the initiatives established by the Indigenous nursing education working group report: “Getting’ ‘em and keepin’ ‘em”.5
The ANF welcomes the government’s initiatives for indigenous education but is concerned that the strategy falls short of being able to deliver the desired outcomes. In order to access the new money, institutions have to demonstrate an increase in Indigenous student numbers, have an Aboriginal Advisory Council and an Indigenous Employment Strategy.

The requirement to establish an Aboriginal Advisory Council and to implement an Indigenous Employment Strategy is a step in the right direction. The Government however is yet to provide any detail as to how the Council will be established and more importantly who will be eligible for membership. There has been no funding allocated for planned Indigenous employment growth.

(b) (i)
the financial impact on students, including merit selection, income support and international comparisons

The ANF opposes changes that increase the burden of student debt.

Since the Howard Government took office, Commonwealth investment in higher education has decreased from 0.9% of GDP to 0.7%, with fees, charges and other income increasing by 0.2%.6 It is obvious that the Howard Government is moving towards a user pays system that is less and less supported financially by the Commonwealth.

In relation to undergraduate studies, the proposed HECS-HELP (Higher Education Loan Programme), which the Government plans to introduce in 2005, will be interest free and adjusted for CPI. The repayment threshold will be increased to $30,000 in that financial year, however this is still less than the average graduate wage7 and any advantage will be swallowed up by the potential increase in student debt. It is possible for students to exhaust their ‘learning entitlements’ during undergraduate study and therefore be ineligible for HECS-HELP places at a postgraduate level, if indeed any will exist. It is also disappointing that the suggested ‘upfront discount’ will be reduced, lessening the incentive to be debt free at the end of a course.

The government has proposed an ‘equity’ measure for low-income students to gain entry into a course as full fee paying students. The loan, FEE-HELP will be capped at $50,000. Students enrolled in degrees costing more than $50,000 will not be able to borrow the full cost of their course. The loans will attract an interest rate of 3.5% on top of inflation, which currently would be equal to 6.5%. For the first time, students will be forced to pay real levels of interest that will compound year after year in the crucial early years of their working life. Our young people will be left to choose between missing out on higher education or drowning in debt.

The domestic undergraduate full fee paying students cap will double from 25% to 50% increasing the incentive for a university to take full fee paying students. It cannot be assumed that the full fee paying places will be given to low-income students who require a loan. However, given that those in underprivileged schools may not be able to achieve the higher scores needed to enter university despite ability, it might be that more low-income students will be forced into this debt option if accepted. Currently it is estimated that the majority of universities grant full fee paying places to students with an entry score of 5% - with some going as far as 20% - below the HECS required score8. It is envisaged that this range will increase further with both the incentive of the full fee paying option and the penalties proposed for under-enrolment. A low entry score may well be a recipe for disaster, increasing failure and drop out rates, further exacerbating workforce issues such as the shortage we have in nursing.

In relation to postgraduate studies, PELS will be replaced by FEE-HELP from 2005, with the same conditions as described above – a cap of $50,000 regardless of what the course costs with an accruement of 3.5% interest above CPI. Compulsory debt repayments will be directed towards HECS and HECS-HELP debts, which do not accrue interest, before FEE-HELP debts. The resultant increase in student debt will be prohibitive to many Australians and may lead to the forced accrual of dangerously high levels of overall debt. The proposed addition of interest, and the proposed cap on postgraduate loans will reduce enrolment in postgraduate studies rather than boost it.

A compounding issue is the fact that students, who have already incurred a FEE-HELP debt of $50,000 in a full fee paying undergraduate degree, will not be able to borrow the cost of their postgraduate coursework degree fees. Options for these students are limited:  borrow privately or do no postgraduate study. The ANF does not support the introduction of interest bearing loans for postgraduate study.

With regard to international students, the government’s package includes an increase in the Student Visa Application Charge, with an increased number of international student scholarships, and additional funding for promoting Australia as an international education destination, as well some funding for quality assurance. The funding for promotion and marketing however is $41.7million, 2.5 times the amount of funding allocated for quality assurance measures. It seems the government has a ‘get them in, no matter what’ approach, forgetting the importance of the educational product to be delivered and Australia’s reputation as a quality international education provider.

Further, the ANF, whilst recognising the importance of international educational ties and reputation, does not support the provision of places to overseas students, if it impacts negatively on access to places for domestic students, supply for the domestic workforce, and on the overall quality of education provided.

The ANF considers scholarships critical to allowing disadvantaged Australians access to the higher education system.

Income support for students likely to be under financial pressure is critical to encourage otherwise reluctant or financially insecure Australians to undertake study. The government’s package offers equity scholarships of $2,000 for indigenous, rural and regional low-income students and accommodation scholarships of $4,000. Both are limited to a maximum of four years regardless of course length and both are means tested against Youth Allowance, Abstudy and Austudy. What DEST gives with one hand, will be taken away by FACS, through cutting other benefits. It is the ANF’s view that both scholarships are sorely inadequate for their purpose and should be increased; that they should extend for the life of a chosen course; and should not be counted as income for Youth and similar allowances.

Universities are required to award the scholarships on basis of merit rather than need to students who are to study full time. This is most likely to result in the scholarships advantaging those who would probably attend university in any case, or those on higher incomes, rather than those who might not proceed to higher education otherwise.

Finally the scholarships are so few in number they will cover approximately only 20% of eligible students.9  

The ANF calls for a review of the current funding system for student income support.

The proposed higher education package shows no commitment to improving the student income support system. Many students work excessive hours to merely survive to the detriment of their academic performance. Most students in this situation are from families whose incomes are sufficient to exclude them from Youth Allowance but fall short of being able to fully support them while studying.10
(b) (ii)
the financial impact on universities, including the impact of the Commonwealth Grants Scheme, the differential impact of fee deregulation, the expansion of full fee places and comparable international levels of government investment

The ANF supports a substantial increase in university funding with an effective indexation mechanism ensuring viability, responsiveness and quality.

A financial analysis of the government’s Backing Australia’s Future package undertaken by the National Tertiary Education Union suggests a drop in the baseline operating income due to the introduction of the Commonwealth Grants Scheme, and the phasing out of ‘over enrolled’ and ‘marginally funded’ student places.11 The analysis suggests that the government will ‘claw back’ about $584 million of current expenditure commitments, effectively halving the projected increase in funding to universities.

The Government’s package does not address the issue of adequate indexation. The universities’ are at risk of funding falling below the real rate of cost increases with a current index of about 2.5%. The obvious result is the cutting of resources. The problem will of course compound each year an inadequate index is used.

(b) (iii)
the provision of fully funded university places, including provision for labour market needs, skill shortages and regional equity, and the impact of the ‘learning entitlement’

The ANF is opposed to further deregulation of university funding and student fees.

The proposed changes to university funding from centralised block payments to discipline based payments (Commonwealth Grants Scheme) with an option for a possible 30% increase in course fees will, in effect, further deregulate the education ‘market’, possibly promoting elite, expensive universities with others viewed as ‘poorer cousins’ with consequent variation to educational services and standards. There might also be the opportunity (or need) for collusion amongst local universities to act as cartels.    

The Government’s estimated 10% fee increase will almost certainly blow out as most universities will opt for the full 30% increase in high demand courses, if not all courses. Based on the Vice Chancellors’ public comments this has already been flagged as likely. The obvious net result is an increase in the cost of university education, an increase that will primarily be borne by the student.

The higher education reform package includes additional funding for regional campuses that will be incorporated into the Commonwealth Grant Scheme.  The amount of additional funding is dependent on distance and isolation. This funding is however, tied to compliance with the Commonwealth workplace relations policies, and to the proposed National Governance Protocols. In addition, universities will have to ‘negotiate’ with the Government as to how many students they can teach, and what courses can be offered. Also the funding does not take into account the regional universities’ capacity to provide distance education courses and the number of students these courses attract. Exclusion of these students may distort the impact of the scheme. 

The ANF supports extra funding for regional universities, however the funding should be directly related to their needs as an educational institution, and the provision of quality courses. 

(c)
the implications of such proposals on the sustainability of research and research training in public research agencies

The ANF supports publicly funded research.

The ANF recognises that the government’s package does not focus on research funding but anticipates the pledged review of research funding in 2004. Current funding arrangements for research in public universities are partially predicated on incentives to increase investment by the private sector.  Other direct government funding is ‘quarantined’ because of the Australian Research Council’s own areas of priority.

Forcing the universities into the private funding pool increases competition for the research dollar at large, spreading it even thinner. It also forces them to adopt the strategies and orientations of private sector research organisations.  Whilst it could be argued the latter issue makes good economic sense it could equally be argued that it compromises the independence of universities and constrains the serendipitous nature of publicly funded research.

(d)
the effect of this package on the relationship between the Commonwealth, the States and universities, including issues of institutional autonomy, governance, academic freedom and industrial relations

The ANF deplores any constrictions on corporate governance that undermine the rights of workers and students.

Further funding incentives are conditional upon the universities complying with the Howard Government’s workplace relations policies. Access to a pool of $404.3 million over 4 years will be available to institutions able to meet the Government’s plan for industrial ‘reform’ of the sector – particularly the introduction of AWAs, a ‘workplace productivity program’ that would link individual pay to performance, and a corporate restructuring of university governance.

This can be viewed as nothing but blatant political manipulation. It does no more than further the Howard Government’s drive to undermine the effectiveness of collective bargaining, decreasing wages to below industry standards, and weaken the influence of unionism and workers’ rights to representation. University funding is about education, not political contrivance.

The proposed forced restructuring of university governance may lead to the reduction or indeed the exclusion of students and staff from university governing bodies. Student and staff representatives play a vital role in providing accountability as they are sufficiently independent of the executive and administration so as not to be compromised and, unlike external representatives, they have direct knowledge and experience of the operations of their university.

The ANF supports appropriate consultation between government and universities on a course mix protocol that considers student demand, workforce requirements and demographics in order to ensure institutional diversity.

The replacement of the block funding mechanism with the Commonwealth Grant Scheme will see the extension of Government control over each university’s mix of courses. Funding will be differentiated on the basis of discipline. The discipline mix and hence the funding will be ‘negotiated’ with the government. The university will not be able to set its own mix in response to student demand.

Whilst it is argued that a centrally planned course mix will better manage workforce and demographic needs, a system that is totally centralised may well be slow and cumbersome, and may not reflect student choice resulting in under enrolment and associated inefficiencies. Workforce and demographic issues could be managed in a manner that encourages universities to adjust course mix through financial incentives or savings to both institutions and students.

The ANF opposes changes to legislation that inhibits workers’ rights.

The government plans to amend the Workplace Relations Act to limit workers’ rights to take industrial action. The particular wording targets all education and health workers. Once again the Howard government is using the guise of a social policy, such as education, to further its own political agenda in its attempts to restrict the industrial, collective and union rights of the workforce. The ANF will actively campaign against any such moves. Funds should be allocated to support the quality of the university sector’s teaching and learning and should be tied to directives relating only to those activities.

The government would be better placed to provide funding for workplace initiatives such as improving occupational health and safety; reducing occupational stress and ill-health; and implementing family friendly work environments, all of which would promote universities as attractive employers.

The government has also targeted students in its anti union campaign by pledging to introduce legislation into parliament to provide for voluntary student unionism. The consequent decrease in student services will only go further to disadvantaging students, especially those who require the most assistance.

(e)
alternative policy and funding options for the higher education and public research sectors

Overall, the ANF would support funding options that that are based on incentives rather than penalties. We would advocate for the maintenance of the block funding system that is appropriately indexed and allows for diversity of courses that respond to student demand and workforce issues.

Appropriate scholarships that are means test free, non interest bearing student loans, and a review of student support schemes would enhance opportunities for Australians to access higher education.

Transparency and accountability for university funding and strong student and staff representation on university boards would enhance corporate governance. A commitment to safe and healthy working conditions and a commitment to freedom of association are also essential, not only to the higher education sector, but to the Australian way of life.

Finally the ANF would advocate for a mechanism that funds research in universities in such a manner that maintains their independence and at least partial freedom from private incorporation.

CONCLUSION -

Recent polling shows that the vast majority of Australians are prepared to pay more taxes to ensure free health and education for our country.12 The Australian people recognise the importance of both.

Education of Australians must be seen as an investment, not a burden. It is a vitally important part of the economy on a number of fronts: workforce, social, economic, and international. What the government has offered in this package sells the Australian people short. It shows an ideological thrust based on a user pays system, hatred of unions and a short-term political agenda. The ANF urges the inquiry to consider alternatives.
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