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The La Trobe University Branch of the National Tertiary Education Union (NTEU) is committed to the provision of quality education at public universities, based on the criteria of equity and merit selection. We note with concern that the changes contained in the Backing Australia’s Future package will diminish these principles in Higher Education in Australia. This package will shift the financial burden of education further onto students. In doing so, Higher Education will become financially less accessible to more and more of the community. Those students who are unable to shoulder the massive debt these changes will entail - especially with the increase in HECS charges - will be kept out of Higher Education, decreasing the diversity of the student population further.

In this submission we will highlight the problem of financial hardship amongst students on campuses today before going on to argue that this will be exacerbated by the Higher Education changes in the Backing Australia package. 

We argue that the solution to Higher Education funding does not lie in pushing the burden for the cost of universities and Higher Education further onto students. To do so may allow universities to cover funding shortfalls but it will diminish the diversity of our student populations by barring access to disadvantaged groups in our community, for example those from lower socio-economic groups, those with dependents and those from rural Australia. It will diminish the principle of equity and merit selection in Higher Education by allowing some students to buy entry into universities while keeping out others who are unable to afford the levels of debt they will occur. These changes will increase the problem of financial hardship on the campuses of Australia’s universities.

The financial struggle many students face affording to be able to study is a problem at all universities in Australia. Yet it is particularly evident at a university such at La Trobe University which has a higher than average intake of students who do not fit with the ‘traditional image’ of a university student. La Trobe University has higher than average intakes of students from low socio-economic backgrounds, it has higher than average mature age entry programs, and with several rural campuses it has many students from rural and regional Australia. It is one of only three universities in Victoria — according to DEST — to have more over 15% of its students from backgrounds classified as low socio-economic backgrounds. This is particularly the case in the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences and on the rural campuses. As we will show below, financial hardship is adversely affecting student health and well-being and it contributes to poor learning outcomes amongst students. Students are forced to work long hours in paid employment at the expense of their studies, often in low paid and precarious employment. Whilst some level of work is not necessarily a bad thing, as will be shown below, the number of hours some students need to work is interfering with student learning outcomes on our campuses. Financial hardship is an important fact in causing students to discontinue their study. We argue that the Higher Education system is worse off if it further discards principles of merit and equity by making it harder for students suffering financial hardship to be able to enter our universities — and to be able to afford to stay.

We argue that in order to provide university education based on principles of equity, financial hardship amongst students needs to be alleviated, yet the changes contained in the Backing Australia’s Future package will work to exacerbate this issue. The government needs policies which ensure that all campuses in Australia contain higher levels of students from low socio-economic backgrounds and other non-traditional groups. To do so improves our Higher Education system for it is obviously the case that the overwhelming enrollment of students from particular suburbs, socio-economic groups and types of schools is not adequately reflecting the capability of other groups which are under-represented but rather is a reflection of the education system’s ability to provide education in an equitable and accessible way. Secondly, to do so in an important equity issue in a climate in which education is increasingly significant in work outcomes. 

As will be discussed in greater detail at the end of this report the changes in the Backing Australia package will worsen the financial hardship suffered by individual students and diminish the ability of students from low socio-economic backgrounds from being able to access universities, regardless of their merit. Analysis by the NTEU suggests that students are paying about 40% of the costs of their degree currently and that this will rise to about 44% regardless of whether universities raise students’ HECS contributions. If universities choose to raise their fees to the maximum amount fee allowed it would rise on average to 57% of the cost. The extension of the system of variable rates of HECS charges between different courses will push poorer students particularly out of courses with high graduate salaries. As will be noted at the end of this report other aspects of the changes will also disadvantage poorer students and exacerbate student hardship. For example the ‘five year rule’, which will mean that students in most courses will need to pay full fees if they take longer than five years full time equivalent to complete their degree, will overwhelmingly affect students suffering financial hardship who will have the most difficulty finishing their courses in the allocated times.

The following section of this submission will examine the findings of a recent report into financial hardship amongst undergraduate students at La Trobe University in order to highlight the extent of the financial barriers to Higher Education today. We will go on to argue that the changes announced in the Backing Australia’s Future package will exacerbate this problem and in doing so will push some groups of students out of Higher Education today due to their inability to finance their education.

Student Poverty at La Trobe University: The Poverty Report:
Financial hardship suffered by students is already an issue of great concern on campuses without the additional burdens that students will need to carry with the changes in the Backing Australia’s Future package. Between 1998 and 2000 research was carried out on the campuses of La Trobe University which highlighted the existence of high levels of financial hardship amongst undergraduate students. The report indicated that financial hardship was making study difficult for some groups of students and contributing to poor educational outcomes for them. The authors’ state, in conclusion, that:

“There is clear evidence that financial hardship is affecting the learning of respondents with respondents reporting reduced academic performance, consideration of withdrawal, absence from classes, inability to fund study materials and considerable stress as a result. (ADU 2000: 48)"


This report came as no surprise to our members, both general and academic staff, who witness the impact of student poverty on a daily basis. This might be through needing to refer students to counseling and other services or being aware of the increasing extent to which students are needing to squeeze study around work commitments and the impact that has on students’ abilities to participate in courses.

This research into financial hardship amongst students entitled ‘Student Experiences of Poverty at La Trobe University’ was commissioned in 1998 by the Equity, Access and Personal Welfare Committee (EAPWC) and undertaken by the University’s Academic Development Unit (ADU). The study involved a survey that was mailed out 3000 randomly selected students matching the campus, faculty and year profile of the general student population and a series of focus groups. A valid sample group was attained with a 26% response rate. Both students who were experiencing financial hardship and those that were not responded to the survey.

The Poverty Report noted financial hardship was affecting students’ health and their ability to study in a number of ways. It highlighted that student financial hardship was a widespread problem across our campuses and it affected student learning through:

•
being unable to afford study materials such as text books, photocopying, costs associated with practicum’s, and so on;

•
missing class due to the financial costs associated with getting to campus;

•
inability to study due to competing work commitments (which usually were poorly paid and due to their casual basis involved instability as hours of work could change);

•
many students had considered withdrawing from studies because of the financial pressures associated with study;

•
some students were unable to adequately look after their health being unable to pay for health care, eating poorly for financial reasons and being unable to afford to use heating.

The report identified that financial hardship was not evenly distributed on campus or between the different campuses of La Trobe University. It suggested that students could be clustered into five groups which each experience financial matters and their impact in different ways. Two of these groups were identified as being most likely to be affected by financial hardship. The first of these groups which were suffering higher levels of financial hardship (22% of respondents) were made up mainly of rural students and tended to have higher levels of male students and third year students than the general population. This group is unlikely to receive monetary or other support such as free meals, support in purchasing books. This group had a greater than average number of respondents who had poor or very poor levels of academic performance. Students in this cluster were more likely to have considered withdrawing from their university course for financial reasons. This group considered work, stress and fatigue to be reasons for poor academic performance more so than any other group. The second of these two groups (5% of respondents) was the group most affected by financial hardship. This group is mainly comprised of students at the Albury/Wondonga campus. It includes some overseas students and most members of this are either sole parents or have multiple dependents. This group receives the least financial or other support (such as free meals). This group consistently saw financial pressures an impediment to their study, and were most likely to say that balancing work, study and family was their main financial issue. This group considered financial issues to be affecting their study more than any other cluster did, but academic performance ranged within this cluster.
Student Incomes:
The report noted student income was low and study costs were high. The mean income per fortnight for respondents was $463, a figure which differed widely amongst the respondents. It was noted that there is less financial support for students from parents and guardians than is often imagined. The main source of income for students was employment. This was the main source of income for 63% of respondents. Only 30% of students received financial support from their parents. Austudy or Abstudy formed part of their income for 46% of students, receiving $228 per fortnight on average. Another 8% were able to access other government benefits for which they received an average of $325 per fortnight. Other income sources included scholarships for 4% of respondents (an average of $99 per fortnight) and savings and investments (an average of $393 per fortnight). 

This mean student income of $463 per fortnight compared with a mean expenditure of $405 per fortnight. Again there was a wide variation in this figure with some respondents reporting a greater expenditure than income. For most students, there income was divided in the following way:

•
rent/mortgage: $159 per fortnight

•
vehicle costs: $59 per fortnight

•
books/stationary: $23 per fortnight

•
entertainment: $41 per fortnight

•
telephone: $24 per fortnight

•
clothing: $30 per fortnight

Study Specific Costs
Studying at university is a costly business. As well as financing living costs, study involves a raft of other costs, for study materials and for other costs payable to the university. This includes buying costly text books in a climate where libraries are no longer able to afford multiple copies of text books for student use. The Poverty Report estimated that the cost of buying books alone was about $300 per semester. But it involves many other costs on top of this. For example photocopying costs for subject readings, the costs of downloading essential readings and lecture notes from subject homepages and other sites, accessing emails, accessing the internet — for an increasing number of university tasks such as enrolling, and acquiring subject information need to be done via the internet, printing costs, and for some students the costs of lab equipment, and attending practicum’s and internships. Universities are increasingly gaining revenue by imposing fees and fines for various services including payments for late enrolments, the liberal use of library fines and other charges, fees to access academic records, and so on. 

The Poverty Report showed that these costs were prohibitive for many students. Financial reasons prevented 62% of respondents from buying some study materials and 5% said they could not afford to buy any study materials at all.

Many students commented that they do not realize how much it would cost to study before they started. Yet the authors of the Poverty Report note that these students are unlikely to be in a position to be able to adequately save given their incomes.

Travel costs
The Poverty Report showed that one way in which financial pressures were impeding students’ ability to study was by physically stopping some students from being able to afford to get to their campus to attend classes. For students on low incomes, transport costs are a significant expenditure. This is the case whether students are able to rely on public transport or are using their own cars. Twenty-nine percent of students said they missed classes because they could not afford transport. Again, this was generally an even greater issue for the rural campuses. At Albury-Wodonga and Mildura about a third of students were missing classes because of transport costs. 

A significant financial constraint for many students is the need to move to be closer to their campus. Thirty-eight percent of students needed to move to attend La Trobe. This was particularly the case for students attending the Bendigo campus (56% of respondents) and the Albury/Wodonga campus (53%).

Employment
For those students who are able to find work, employment is the obvious solution to the need to cover the costs of living as well as to pay for costs associated with their study. Employment, though, is a major impediment to study. To study full-time is a demanding commitment requiring a time commitment equal if not more than a full time job. To study successfully also demands the setting of good study routines, with which casual employment with varying hours and times of shifts can interfere. It also demands being able to attend lectures and tutorial times (which vary each semester) and for some students employment can get in the way of this.

The need to work was cited as the major financial impediment on their ability to study by 26% of students and 43% of respondents said they missed classes due to work. 

The report noted that students are less dependent on parental support that is often thought and this means that students were needing to fund their living and studying costs through employment. Two-thirds of students were relying on work as their main source of income. The number of hours being worked by students is a major problem because of the way it impinges on the student’s need to study and attend classes. About two-thirds of respondent were working: 42% under 11 hours per week; 38% between 11 and 20 hours a week; and 9% between 36 and 40 hours per week. This was generally low paid work — 72% of respondents were earning $12 or under an hour.

Poverty and Withdrawal from Study:
The high cost of studying is an important factor causing students to discontinue study. In addition students are failing or doing poorly because they do not have enough time to study. One-quarter of respondents in The Poverty Report said they had considered withdrawing from universities for financial reasons. Again this was particularly a problem at rural campuses — at Shepparton 52% of students had considered withdrawing for financial reasons. The report noted that 3% of students had or were about to have their enrolment terminated because they were not able to pay fee or fines.

Health and Diet:
A particularly concerning outcome of student poverty is that some students are unable to access adequate health care and have poor diets due to financial hardship. Half of the respondents to the survey said their health care was being adversely affected by financial hardship. 39% of respondents said they would ‘occasionally’ eat inadequately due to financial pressures. As with most of these poverty indicators, the situation was found to be worse on our rural campuses. On the Bendigo campus 16% of students said they would ‘often’ eat inadequately for financial reasons, and the same was reported by 13% and 12% of students at Mildura and Shepparton respectively. 

The ability to pay for heating is of course an important factor in maintain good health in the winter months and this was not proving feasible for a significant number of students. Twenty-eight percent of students surveyed were unable to use heating due to the inability to finance this cost. 
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