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Executive Summary

This is the Submission of the Victoria University Student Union to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee relating to the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs.

This submission contends that the impact of increased private funding and market activity in higher education has had negative impacts on students at the Victoria University of Technology (VUT).

This is discussed in the context of:

· Falling Commonwealth funding

· Increases in student based revenue through HECS, fees and charges and commercial activities

· The erosion of academic and student support

· Increased rates of Unsatisfactory Academic Progress for students

· The social and other pressures that exist in the lives of students

· The position of VUT students/graduates in the labour market

The VUT response to this situation has involved:

· Increased expenditure on executive remuneration

· Increased expenditure on consultancies

· The erosion of per EFTSU funding for academic and student support services and libraries

· Increased expenditure in cosmetic and prestige capital works

· The implied notion that there is a deficit within the student body that can only be addressed by significantly altering the student profile

· A strategy based on manipulating the University’s image to meet that goal

The deregulation of higher education funding has meant that the quest for alternative forms of revenue has created management decisions that reflect an intensifying competition in the market for a particular type of student.  This strategic decision has the effect of policy determination on the basis of image management rather than the actual experience of students.  This experience indicates that academic and student support services be funded ahead of marketing and public relations exercises.

The Victoria University of Technology

The Victoria University of Technology (VUT) is the product of a series of cumulative mergers that have seen the institution expand in several ways.  The University consists of a TAFE and Higher Education Division and after the recent merger of VUT and the Western Melbourne Institute of TAFE (WMIT), in 1998, has seen the University spread across 14 campuses and total enrolments exceed 50,000.  These campuses are spread across the Melbourne CBD and throughout Melbourne’s western suburbs.  Higher Education programmes are delivered at six of the campuses:

· Footscray Park

· St Albans

· City (Flinders)

· Werribee

· Melton

· Sunbury

There are a number of key characteristics that need to be highlighted with respect to the student base of the University:

1. Complexity and diversity of student base in the University.

· The University’s Annual Report, 1998, of that year itself states it is “Australia’s most ethnically diverse University.”

· This base is spread over 22 identified course types, ranging across the entire standards/qualifications framework (certificate 1 and school level to PhD), and on significantly different educational principles (eg. elementary and advanced skills training, academic education, research supervision).

· There are “varying levels of literacy and numeracy skills, requiring significant and specific support programs” (Academic Board, minute 85.15)

· Students exist as a constituency of the University, by virtue of the their central role in the mission and conditions of the university and as a legislated group of the University.

· Within the historic model of the public university, the students form a distinct social and political group, alongside the staff and the administration. 

· This is reflected in the composition of the Victoria University of technology Act (Vic) itself, which notes in s. 4(2):

The University is a body politic and corporate consisting of… a Council… academic, teaching and other staff… the enrolled students of the University…

2. The composition of the students reflects the social, ethnic and cultural make-up of working class Melbourne, especially covering the West, but also in significant part students from other parts of the city, from regional areas and overseas.

3. The composition of the student base also reflects the breadth and complexity of the project of the University, in the internal stratification of its population and comprises: 

· Apprentices;

· Students undertaking “entry-level” studies: young people, mature-aged students without qualifications (esp. from NESB), work education. (C1-3);

· Diploma-degree students, moving between sectors and studying professional and semi-professional courses;

· Trainees;

· Unemployed, undertaking work-for-the-dole;

· Undergraduates;

· Postgraduates, both coursework and research;

· Residents.
The University is organised, generally speaking, with relation to sectoral enrolment and the TAFE and Higher Education Divisions operate as separate organisational units.  Clearly, this submission will deal with the activities of the Higher Education Division.

The Victoria University Student Union (VUSU)
VUSU is the representative body for all students at VUT.  VUSU is funded through the annually collected General Service Fee (GSF).  The GSF funds a range of services for VUT students.

As a representative body VUSU comprises an elected branch at every campus and an executive committee elected by and from the student body.  Elected student editors produce the student newspaper – Seed.  The Victoria University Postgraduate Association and the International Students’ Association are funded via the VUSU.

Introduction

This submission will deal with issues most pertinent to students at Victoria University of Technology (VUT).  Generally, this will involve a discussion of the effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on student experience and university management.  In essence the bulk of this submission will be a response to part (b) of the Committee’s Terms of Reference.

This submission will, initially, outline the actual changes in funding sources for VUT and will demonstrate that the withdrawal of state funding has resulted in increased reliance on student based revenue.  Subsequently, the discussion will turn to the implication that the decisions of university management have had on student experience. This will occur with particular reference to the continued erosion of university infrastructure.

Funding and Revenue

Commonwealth Operating Grants
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There has been a significant shift in the sources of University revenue since 1996.  As Commonwealth funding has dropped from $84,986,000 in 1996 to $64,362,000 in 1999 (a reduction of 24.27%) the responsibility for funding of Higher Education has shifted to the individual.  This can be seen in an analysis of VUT’s HECS revenue and the income that the University has generated from the sales of goods and services to students.  What this reveals is that the University has sought to maintain income by transferring the burden on to individual students.  The sharp increases in revenue from areas such as the VUT Student Village, the VUT Bookshop and Fees and Charges displays this shift.

HECS Revenue

As the Commonwealth has withdrawn funding to the Higher Education sector the revenue derived from student contributions has increased.  At VUT HECS revenue in 1995 totalled $21,745,000 and had increased to $52,528,000 by 1999.  This represents an increase of 141.56%.  The University’s enrolment figures 1997-2000 reveal that, despite peaks in student numbers in 1998 and 1999, the number of students had dropped by 568 or 3.52%. 
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Student Village Revenue

[image: image3.wmf]0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

3000

$000

Year

Student Village Revenue 1995-1999

1118

2442

2895

2923

2766

1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

The Student Village is a student accommodation facility established by the University and overseen as part of the Business Operations Unit.  Revenue raised by the Student Village increased by 148.3% between 1995 and 1999.

Bookshop Revenue
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The VUT Bookshop has increased its revenue by 46.66% between 1995 and 1999.

“Other” Fees and Charges
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The University has the capacity to levy fees, charges and fines in relation to a range of “ancillary” services.  These fees are to be levied in a manner that is consistent with the Advice of the Commonwealth Minister for Education pursuant to the Higher Education Funding Act (Cth).  The implications of the University’s fees and charges regime will be discussed in more detail in the context of student experience at VUT.  At this point it is relevant to note that in the period that data has been made publicly available VUT’s revenue from fees and charges of this type has increased by 217.92% - from $318,000 in 1998 to $1,011,000 in 1999.

There are a number of Fees and Charges in relation to the process of enrolment and payment of fees that cause serious problems for a large number of students.  What follows is a discussion of the application of this fee/fine regime.

· Late Enrolment Fine ($60) and Reinstatement of Enrolment Fine ($60)

Whilst the University must not levy charges in relation to admission services – presumably this would include enrolment – it may levy charges as fines or penalties provided that such charges are levied principally as a disincentive and not in order to raise revenue or cover administrative costs. The Late Enrolment Fine applies in two distinct circumstances.  The first is when a student does not enrol or re-enrol by or on the specified date and attempts to enrol at some later point.  The second case is where a student has not paid fees by a date nominated by the University.  The University’s position is that the Late Enrolment Fine acts as a disincentive to students paying relevant fees after the specified date. This is exacerbated by the requirement to pay any additional fines and the initial amount at the same time.  The University clearly benefits from the status quo and should be pressed to move towards arrangements that have some relationship to the reality of student experience.  University statistics clearly show that current arrangements do not do this.  As of March 7, 2001, the following statistics reveal the impact of the current University regime:

Late Enrolment Fine ($60) – 1418 imposed ($85,080)

Late Enrolment Fine & Reinstatement of Enrolment Fine ($120) – 599 imposed ($71,880)

Students terminated due to non-payment of fees – 536

Presumably, this last group of students could reinstate their enrolments by paying $120.  This translates to $64,320.  The University has already collected $156,960 and may collect up to $221,280.  An additional 222 students have had their enrolments lapse.  These figures may become even higher.  Given the number of students affected (2775 or around 15% of the Higher Education student population) it is clear that the current fee arrangements act as a revenue raising device for the University and do not ensure compliance with payment requirements. The basis on which the University has determined its rationale that the Late Enrolment Fine is a disincentive needs to be explained.

Clearly this issue is of concern to a number of students regardless of a consideration of the legality of its imposition.  Student Administration may exercise discretion to waive the Late Enrolment Fine, however, there appears to be little consistency in application and even less willingness to acknowledge the range of circumstances that may affect a student’s ability to pay.  Students in financial difficulty will not be compelled by a disincentive if they simply cannot pay.  There must be a public articulation of the criteria upon which the exercise of any discretion to waive a Late Enrolment Fine rests.  Currently, the application of this discretion is ad hoc and is not subject to any transparent process.  There must also be a clear delineation of those with authority to exercise the discretion.

It would appear that in some instances the invoices that are being issued to students contain no specific notice that they will be required to pay any Late Enrolment Fee.  The invoices issued inform the student that failure to pay relevant fees by the date specified will lead to the lapse of the student’s enrolment.  Previously, failure to pay a Late Enrolment Fine would lead to such a lapse, which could be rectified by payment of the Reinstatement of Enrolment Fine, the Late Enrolment Fine and any other outstanding fees.  It is unlikely that a fine, of which students have no notice, could reasonably be considered a disincentive.  Students with little or no money could reasonably view this as a disincentive to enrolment rather than a disincentive to pay any relevant fees.

What is clear from this approach, and what will be made clearer below, is that the University refuses to acknowledge systemic problems.  Rather such problems are treated as both the problem and responsibility of individual students regardless of the widespread effect that they have.

Conclusions

The simple conclusion is that the increased reliance on private funding and market behaviour means that students pay more to access and participate in education.  It is clear that VUT has sought to address sharp reductions in Commonwealth funding through the imposition of user-pays mechanisms and student based commercial activities.  The responsibility for funding has clearly shifted from the state to the individual.  This shift is manifested in a number of ways that will be explored below.

Victoria University of Technology – a Crisis in Image or Student Experience?

VUT is confronted with a worrying decay of public perception and student experience.  In a general sense the University management’s response to the diminishing rate of Commonwealth funding has been to preside over the erosion of support infrastructure for students and to pursue opportunities for the manipulation of the University’s “public image” to improve VUT’s market position.

This submission will outline the deterioration of student experience with reference to several key indicators.  This discussion will also include an analysis of the University’s policy in relation to the specific aims of the institution in relation to its geographic and social location.  Subsequently, the submission will outline the steps that the University has undertaken in response to, or in spite of, the crisis of student experience.

Student Experience

Key factors that describe the reality of student experience at VUT reveal the affects of increasing reliance on private (student) funding and market behaviour within the education sector.  Areas for discussion will include:

· Academic Progress

· Student Support Services 

· Social and Other Pressures on Learning

· The Position of VUT students/graduates in the Labour Market

There may be considerable overlap on the consideration of these areas.

Academic Progress

The University has a formal Unsatisfactory Progress Procedure that requires students who have not met standardised requirements to appear before a University Committee.  In 1997 3.16% of students made unsatisfactory progress.  By the end of 2000 this had increased to 9.02% and represents a numerical increase of 175.44%.  What this indicates is that there are a number of pressures that operate on the lives of students that effect academic performance.  The rapid increase in unsatisfactory progress also points to the University’s failure to maintain and extend support structures to match the nature of student experience.
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Social and Other Pressures on Learning

The combination of factors including workloads, the erosion of income support for students, pressures on completion (eg. HECS) and the shift of responsibility for teaching and learning to students exacerbate the social conditions of the majority of VUT students.  Many students report that they work close to full-time or full-time jobs in order to support themselves or their families.  Many students are subject to external and family responsibilities that they must combine with study.  Given this scenario it is useful to consider the following:

· Changes to HECS have added significant pressure to speed up study regimes.  Increased rates of HECS, lower repayment thresholds and the GST induced spike in CPI rates of indexation act as major disincentives to extended or drawn out study.  Most students understand higher education to mean significant debt.

· Increased class sizes (the University’s de facto freeze on sessional employment for budgetary purposes has served to double tutorial sizes in one Faculty), moves to “automate” or have students teach themselves (flexible learning), reduction and erosion of support functions, emphasis on work placements and forms of  “supervision” and the shifting of support services to an “at risk” footing all represent factors effecting a shift of responsibility for education onto students themselves.  If the University is increasingly concerning itself with fiscal responsibility, it is determining that, in practice, the responsibility for learning and education is placed on the student.

· The increasing focus on “Student Directed Learning”  (SDL) as essential to course structure reinforces the withdrawal of the University from teaching and academic support.  The use of a quota system of SDL hours as a strategy of cost saving indicates that the priorities of the University are fiscal rather than educational.

The Situation of VUT Students/Graduates in the Labour Market

Much of the content of this section is drawn from research commissioned by the University.  The “Quality Audit of Employment Outcomes” conducted by Chandler and Macleod in 1999 reveals findings that are as alarming for students as they are for the University.

· High levels of unemployment and bad employment outcomes in the University’s biggest faculties – Business and Law and Engineering and Science.  The report described this as “particularly disturbing.”

· The “perception that prospective students and employers see VUT as a university of last resort.”  In 2000 only 37% of applicants placed VUT as one of their top three preferences (University Council minute 90.6).

· The crisis in skill and “skill levels” identified in the report (notably in surveys of employers)

· The fundamental problem of “competing against a sandstone mentality.”

· The finding that “nearly 30% of undergraduates interviewed were not employed.

Student Support Services

As students have borne the brunt of the restructuring of the education system and the transfer of responsibility for funding they are also subject to a form of pincer movement at the local level.  Accompanying VUT’s selective austerity programme (or as a major part of it) has been the reduction of support infrastructure for students at a campus level.

Any discussion of student support at VUT must be undertaken with consideration of the University’s Personalised Access and Study Policy (PASP) that was designed to enable flexible, negotiated and individualised enrolment plans for students.  It was envisaged that PASP would also incorporate questions of student support into the negotiated agreement on student enrolment – the implementation of which would have required a massive injection of resources to student support services.  It is instructive to note that PASP has largely collapsed.  PASP forms a central plank of the University’s Flexible Learning Agenda.

Learning Support

· The University’s Student Learning Unit (SLU) underwent a massive change in 1998/99.  In a move that reflects the growing impact of market behaviour within the institution the role of Academic Support was put on a revenue neutral basis.  No longer was a system of individual and small group consultations based in student determined need to be applied.  The SLU, which forms part of VUT’s Centre for Educational Development and Support (CEDS), would be contracted to provide educational support to Faculties, Schools and Departments as was seen to be fit.  The burden for funding for such educational support was shifted to the faculties at a time when teaching and learning budgets were, and continue to be, subject to an austerity programme.

· In 1999 the University’s Academic Board commented on the serious lack of support for learning support by noting that “the failure of the University to dedicate a meaningful level of resources generated through its marginal funding allocation, to ameliorate this acute problem, seriously undermines the integrity of this institution … the adequate resourcing of the Student Learning Unit is a pivotal issue in this discussion.” (Academic Board minute 85.15)

· Commitment to learning support, as reflected in funding for the SLU, does not compare favourably to other priorities of the University.  In 2000, CEDS received $1.6 million, while it is proposed that $3 million is spent on upgrading the façade of the Footscray Park campus.  

· The SLU has a key strategic and educational role to play, not least because (as the Chair of the Academic Board reported), “the dimensions of the student cohort in the University with significant learning difficulties is of alarming proportions.”  (Academic Board minute 85.15)

· In the context of one in eleven undergraduate students making “unsatisfactory progress” the issue of learning support cannot be considered as “remedial” but structural in the activity of the University.

· In the SLU’ report, 18/5/00, it was stated that demand for individual consultations remained high.  Whilst there is no quantification of the level or nature of this demand it is interesting to note that in 1999 saw only around 500 students on an individual basis. (CEDS Annual Report, 1999)

· VUT expenditure per EFTSU in relation to academic support has consistently been way below the national average.  Despite a 58.48% increase in funding per EFTSU between 1997 and 1998 VUT’s expenditure in 1998 was only 58.12% of the national average.
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The University Library

In 1995 the University employed 100.3 FTE staff in its libraries across six

campuses. By 1998 the number of library staff had fallen to only 76.7 FTE.

Almost a quarter of the workforce had been cut over a three year period.

Simultaneously expenditure on libraries fell by $261, 100 by the year 1998.

VUT responded to the cut in funding by cancelling 5% of its serials

subscriptions in 1998.
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VUT’s expenditure per EFTSU in its libraries has consistently remained well below the national average for such expenditure.

Student Services

· There has been a steady erosion of Student Services in areas such as counselling, financial support and advice, health care and housing assistance.

· Excluding General Service Fee (GSF) revenue Student Service and Student Administration together received around $1.8 million in the 2000 Budget.  The use of GSF revenue to fund some part of these services is another indicator of the shift to student based funding.

· Waiting lists for counselling are sometimes weeks, and increasingly counselling is limited to short-term “crisis management” with little scope for long-term assistance.

· International Students face waiting periods of up to four weeks to see International Student Advisers.

· There are no counsellors specifically engaged, trained or assigned to Drug and Alcohol counselling.

· The provision of health care is skeletal at best.  There are two qualified health care professionals serving specific campuses.  Incidents requiring the attendance of some health care personnel are referred to a voluntary first aid network that is under resourced.

· There needs to be a shift away from the “crisis management” footing towards a proactive approach that is not only capable of responding to crisis but of undertaking broader and properly resourced campaigns of support, education and intervention.
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The erosion of Student Services at VUT is evidenced by the massive drop in expenditure – in 1996 VUT expenditure per EFTSU was 152.11% of the national average but had dropped to 66.75% of the national average in 1998.  This represents a drop in funding of 45.88% per EFTSU.

The VUT Response – “Image Management”

Given the obvious crisis that confronts VUT in relation to a student body that is squeezed from all sides – students are increasingly the source of the University’s funding and face diminishing levels of support – the response has been not to confront and alter student experience but to attempt to alter public perception of the University.

This preoccupation with “external perceptions of the University” translates into two main responses.  The first is a series of marketing and public relations exercises and the second, and related strategy, is an attempt to alter or modify the student base of the University by recruiting students with what is perceived as a greater chance of academic success.  This strategy is explicitly stated in the University’s Strategic Plan (recruitment based on Tertiary Entrance Ranking (TER) scores) and is implicit in developments such as the development of the Law School.

Numerous official and internal statements and actions by the University and its bodies reinforce this shift:

· Leasing of a corporate box at Melbourne’s Docklands Stadium at the cost of hundreds of thousands of dollars, perceived as establishing the University’s “identity in the public mind” and as a “positive engagement” with the University’s “corporate environment” (Academic Board minute 88.5.1).

· In the wake of the Chandler and Macleod Report the view of the Academic Board that the problem of employment outcomes arose out of the failure of the University’s activities being “distilled … and transmitted to the external community” and the subsequent need for a “rigorous marketing campaign” (Academic Board minute 95.18).

· The prominence of Public Relations strategies in the University’s budget goals for its Resources Division in 2000 (2000 Budget, pp. 57-60).

· The development of “prestige projects” such as the Law School at a cost of $10 million (University Council minute 92.6.3)

· The construction of a “Commercial Car park and Pedestrian Walkway” at the University’s Footscray Park campus at a cost of $12.5 million (University Council minute 92.6.3).

· The development of a Capital Asset Management Plan 2000-2005 that involves the expenditure of $121.65 million (Capital Asset Management Plan 2000-2005).

· The rate of Executive Office Remuneration has increased by 87.99% between 1996 and 1998.  Whilst this period encompasses the expansion of the organisation it also reflects an exception to the policy of selective austerity seen in other areas.

· In 1996 VUT spent $173,000 on consultancies.  In 1999 that figure had climbed to $5.689 million – an increase of 3188.44%.  This staggering increase occurred during the period of the merger and expansion of the University.  The increase serves to highlight the University’s willingness to spend on activities unrelated to the formulation of policy and practice based on student experience.
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Major concerns with the prevailing strategy and accompanying practices are that implicit to the strategy are the notions that:

· The strategic direction of the University can be ostensibly founded on “management” (or manipulation) of the image of the institution.

· That the real deficiency of the institution lies in the seeming deficit within the student body (and the academic elitism reflected in this).

· The University should or would be able to move away (in practice) from its mission or base in communities that are regional, working class, multiethnic and frequently lacking in experience of academic (or even tertiary) education.

The implicit “deficit model” of students’ abilities and experiences at VUT is especially disturbing, and has a significant impact on policy settings that emphasise the “external perception of the University” rather than the actual experience of students.  Examples of this trend include:

Evaluations of PASP

· As stated earlier PASP began as an open access policy for the University that was to be applauded.  At the time the Vice-Chancellor noted that PASP would include “greater concentration on academic support and setting of increasing targets for success among less prepared students” (PASP External Evaluation, p.4).  In the process of implementation of PASP and the metamorphosis of the University there has been an implicit criticism that open access leads to a dilution of quality based on the types of students entering the institution.

Assumptions underlying some aspects of the Chandler and Macleod Quality Audit, including:

· Graduate outcomes in some significant part are based on “personal or academic presentation” of students.

· That the issue of quality significantly corresponds to the low TER scores of students.

· That the “personal skill level” of students is fundamentally problematic.

Emphasis on the policy of recruitment of students with higher TER scores.

· This notion rests on the premise that the implicit weakness of the University lies in the low entry scores (indicators) of students and hence in the academic quality of the student base.  Documents such as the University’s Strategic Plan explicitly make the assumption that low TER scores/entry standards are now the basis for the “quality problem.”  The Strategic Plan now looks to “high-potential students.”

Implications of the University Response

The Victoria University of Technology Act (Vic) is the governing legislation of the institution and deals largely with questions of governance and the mission of the University.

Section 4(2) of the Act states that “the University is a body politic and corporate consisting of – (c) the enrolled students of the University.”  In legislation students are deemed to be a constituency of the University.  This requires the capacity for autonomous self-representation in participating in the management and policy determination of the University.  This translates to University responses to student experience rather than attempts to manipulate external perceptions of the University with the view to altering student composition at VUT.  Many students recognise courses and administration as subject to agenda, procedures and practices beyond their control and that are often contradictory and unresponsive and detrimental to them.  This occurs despite the best intentions and actions of many staff and contributes to rates of non-completion, failure and grievance.  Students need to be properly recognised as active and valid actors in the University with the capacity to influence “operational” aspects and policy (and not just be considered as a statistical object and “cohort”).

It is submitted that the increased privatisation of education funding and exposure to market behaviours has hastened the development of such University practice.  The question of participation within a stratified and competitive education market has shifted the emphasis towards image manipulation and alteration of the student base as mechanisms to ensure greater access to student markets and organised private capital.  It is suggested that the appropriate response is to build a model of participation based on recognition of the “social capital” of students as the productive and constructive base that animates the learning process in the University.  The notion of social capital relates to the skills, qualities and abilities possessed by students as a practical basis of participation in learning, decision making and policy formation.

Who is participating?

The Victoria University of Technology Act defines the objects of the University as including “the development and provision of educational, cultural, professional, technical and vocational services to the community and in particular the fostering of participation in post-secondary education for persons living or working in the Western Metropolitan Region of Melbourne.” (s. 6(i))

It is, therefore, significant to consider the approach of the University to the communities to which it has a legislatively mandated social obligation.  The communities of the Western Metropolitan Region of Melbourne are characterised by a lack of experience in post-secondary education, are working class and are of Non-English Speaking Backgrounds (NESB).  It is not unreasonable to suggest that a student body that would be characterised in this way would be in greater need of student support services than students at some other tertiary institutions.  It is difficult to comprehend how approximately 500 individual consultations at the University’s SLU is consistent with meeting the need presented by the student base.  Rather than determine policy and implement a programmatic response to the needs of students the University seeks to counteract the perceived “student deficit” by changing the social, economic and cultural base of the student body.

The evidence of this move to alter the student base can be seen in rates of “Westernality” (the University’s shorthand for people working or living in the Western Metropolitan Region of Melbourne) and participation rates of NESB students.  The rates of participation of these students indicate that the University has subjugated one of its objectives to its position in a competitive education market.  It is significant to note that the logical conclusion of such a market is the exclusion of the students considered in s. 6(i) from higher education.  That subsection purports to acts as a legislative protection from the operation of market behaviour in the education sector.

“Westernality”

In 2000 approximately 39% of Higher Education students resided in the Western Metropolitan Region of Melbourne (University Council minute 90.6).  The University Council also noted that there had been a recent decline in the University’s rate of “Westernality.”

NESB Student Participation
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Rates of participation of students from NESB have fallen in percentage terms from 38.7% in 1997 to 31.5% in 1999.  This represents a fall from 6237 NESB students in 1997 to 5545 in 1999 – a drop of 11.01%.  This represents a significant alteration of the student base at VUT and a shift away from the objectives of the University as determined by legislation.

Conclusions

The deregulation of the Higher Education sector has ensured the creation of a more competitive market requirement.  The reduction of Commonwealth funding for Universities and the decisions of the University to seek other sources of revenue has had profound effects.  Students have become a source of revenue and are increasingly required to shoulder the burden of funding.  The operation of a competitive market in higher education means that Universities are increasingly competing for a higher share of students who are deemed to have greater chances of academic success.  Achieving this greater market share will enable the University to measure its performance on the basis of indicators such as graduate employment outcomes and improve its standing within a “corporate environment.”  Facilitating such improvements in standing and manipulating the puiblic image of the University are crucial – and the only – parts of the University’s strategy to rectify what is clearly a crisis in student experience at VUT.

As expenditure on a variety of academic and student support services falls expenditure on external consultancies, cosmetic capital works and marketing exercises grows.  Concurrently, rates of Unsatisfactory Academic Progress have risen dramatically and the legislatively defined student constituency of VUT has declined.  The University’s response to the confluence of eroding support infrastructure, the increased exposure of the sector to market behaviours and the reduction of Commonwealth funding amounts to smoke and mirrors.  Implicit in the University’s response is the notion that students themselves are responsible for the poor academic performance of the University and to rectify this situation the institution should attract a better quality of student.  

Recommendations

· That post-secondary education be fully publicly funded

· That there be national standards of student and academic support

· That the regime of Fees and Charges implemented be reviewed with the view to ensuring that students are not exploited as revenue raising instruments

· That Commonwealth funding policies reflect the requirement for adequate provision of academic and student support services

· That Commonwealth funding policies reflect the broadest public need for education

· That the Commonwealth implement some regulatory framework to ensure protection of student interests and provision of infrastructure

This submission is made by the Victoria University Student Union and is authorised by:

Klaus Lange – President

and

Lambros Tapinos – Vice-President (Higher Education)

Victoria University Student Union

PO Box 14428

MCMC VIC 8001

(03)9688 4360
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