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The Australian Federation of University Women -Victoria is one of the six State and two territory Associations forming the Australian Federation of University Women.  The Association aims to promote the advancement of women in both personal and public life through initiatives in education and to further peace and international co-operation through the promotion of understanding and friendship between women of the world irrespective of race, nationality, religion or political opinion.  





This submission to the Senate inquiry refers to only one of the matters listed in the terms of reference:


d) the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including: 


the levels of access among social groups under-represented in higher education.





However, AFUW-Vic is concerned with the formulation of educational policy and to act as an advocate on educational issues generally.  It endorses the submission made to the Senate inquiry by the national president, Dr Jennifer Strauss, particularly the emphasis on the need for increased funding for the infrastructure of universities.  





In making the submission, we have drawn on the knowledge of members with considerable experience of working in equity programs in Victorian universities.





Dr Margaret James


President


29 March 2001








Contact details:


Postal address: 6 Cremin Court, Rosanna, Vic 3084


Telephone: (030 94581783


Email: margjames@bigpond.com


�



d) the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including: 


the levels of access among social groups under-represented in higher education





The need to take positive steps to ensure equality of opportunity to participate in higher education was formally recognised in 1990 with the introduction of the Higher Education Equity Program, based on the report A Fair Chance for All: Higher Education That’s Within Everyone’s Reach (Commonwealth of Australia 1990).    By 1990, the growth in higher education enrolments ensured that access to higher education, once a privilege of a minority, had become a reasonable expectation of large numbers of Australians.  However, it was recognised that particular groups of Australians were not participating in proportion to their demographic representation or had limited participation in particular fields of study.  This situation is neither fair to individuals nor beneficial to society.  It is certainly inconsistent with the statement in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 26:


…higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit. 





In 1990, the government designated six large community groups recognised as under-represented in higher education to be the focus of action to achieve greater equity in higher education.  The six groups are:


Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people;


people with disabilities;


people from low socio-economic backgrounds;


people from non-English speaking backgrounds;


people from rural and isolated areas;


women in non-traditional areas.





All government-funded institutions report annually to DETYA on their performance in relation to each of these groups, using a set of performance indicators developed by the department, which enables monitoring of progress on an institutional, state and national level.   While there has been marked progress for some equity target groups since 1990, significant problems still remain which need to be addressed as part of funding policy for higher education. 





AFUW has certainly been pleased to note that women have progressed extremely well in higher education in the last ten years: women represent 55% of undergraduates and 49% of students enrolled in Higher Degrees by Research.  However, women still under-represented in engineering, IT and architecture.





We have also been pleased to note that there has been consistent growth in the participation of people with disabilities in higher education.   The access of Indigenous people to higher education has also improved.  Nevertheless, figures published by DETYA indicate that other disadvantaged groups appear not to have increased their proportion in the student population.  See table below:





�
Equity groups as a share of non-overseas students (%), Australia, 1992 and 1999 





Equity group


�
1992


(%)�
1999


(%)�
�
Indigenous�
1.0�
1.3


�
�
Non-English Speaking Background


�
5.1�
5.3


�
�
Rural�
18.6�
17.4


�
�
Isolated


�
2.0�
1.8�
�
Low Socio-Economic Status�
14.6�
14.7�
�



Source: Commonwealth Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, 


Characteristics and Performance Indicators of Higher Education Institutions, 2000: 


Preliminary Report





These figures point to the continued under-representation in higher education of rural people and the socio-economically disadvantaged, both issues which need to be addressed.   





Another outstanding problem is that despite improved access and participation rates, DETYA figures show that Indigenous students still experience lower success and retention rates than the university student population as a whole. 





While the identification of the six major target groups for equity programs has certain advantages for policy-making and service delivery, the reliance on categories leads to a blurring of the extent to which some students experience multiple disadvantage i.e they may belong to more than one target group.  Internal diversity within the groups is also masked.   Disadvantage can extend beyond the boundaries of the established equity groups and take other forms than under-representation.  Ferrier and Heagney cite two conclusions from recent research as examples of the complexities of disadvantage:


low SES females are less likely to overcome the barriers of gender disadvantage than high SES females;


rurality and low socio-economic status combine to produce the greatest educational disadvantage. 


They conclude that 'disadvantage is complex and multi-faceted, and tends to be dynamic rather than fixed'. 





These issues can be adequately addressed only through increased funding.  At present, institutions are eligible to receive Higher Education Equity Program (HEEP) grants, amounting to a base payment of $80,000, with an additional amount based on the number of students from each equity target group enrolled at each university, adjusted to reflect their academic success and retention rates.  Even the highest grant received in 2001 (amounting to $166,000 to the University of Western Sydney must be regarded as far from adequate to address the challenges and complexities of improving equitable access. For a time, Merit and Equity Scholarships provided remission of HECS payments for small numbers of students from equity groups at each institution, but these were discontinued before their value could be assessed.  


Funding for Indigenous students is somewhat more satisfactory as it is provided separately through the Indigenous Support Funding program, according to a formula which emphasises academic success as well as participation. 





The HEEP grants are inadequate for their purpose for several reasons.  Declining funding per EFTSU makes it difficult for universities to find money in their basic budgets to provide additional services for less advantaged students.  Although the HEEP grant is intended as seed funding, it is often used to pay for salaries of core staff.  As the grant is provided on an annual basis, it is difficult for universities to engage in long-term projects or provide ongoing employment for equity staff.   But the major difficulty for institutions is that the HEEP grant is intended to be used for a diverse range of target groups, with competing needs.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that institutions are devoting a large portion of their HEEP grants to meeting the needs of students with disabilities.





This group is increasing not only in numbers, but also tending to include larger numbers of very high-need students.  For example, a deaf student may require services costing up to $20,000 per annum. The unpredictability of these enrolments adds to the difficulty.  The effect of the Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act has been to ensure that on the whole, these needs are being met, despite the strain imposed on institutional budgets. (See discussion paper by Yvette Devlin.)  The hidden cost may be that groups not receiving similar legislative protection are neglected.





Recommendations:  AFUW-Vic makes 3 major recommendations to improve the equality of opportunity for disadvantaged groups.  The funding arrangements proposed reflect the need for services and support to be delivered both at the institutional and individual level.


 


1 HEEP funding should be doubled and institutions provided with guaranteed funding for a 3-year period.





2 Merit and Equity Scholarships should be reintroduced for socio-economically disadvantaged students.  They should provide financial assistance during the undergraduate years as well as the remission of HECS payments and be designed to recognise the special needs of rural students.





3 A separate two-part funding model is required for students with disabilities: a flat figure per EFTSU (to enable institutions to provide basic infrastructure and low-cost services) plus a separate supplementation for individual students with high support needs.  
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