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The Cumberland Student Guild, on behalf of students in the Faculty of Health Sciences at the University of Sydney, welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Senate Inquiry into the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs.

 As far as the terms of reference to this Senate Inquiry is concerned, the Cumberland Student Guild is of the view that the timeframe allowed for by the Inquiry does not allow the Guild to prepare a comprehensive response to all the issues identified as worthy of debate by the Senate. 

Having being student representatives and advocates on the Cumberland Campus of the University of Sydney, our observations and recommendations are based on our continuous interactions with fellow students. We will refer to surveys we have conducted this year of students and information we collated recently regarding campus facilities to state our case. The impact of Government and university policy shifts on students will be assessed from a student point of view.

Our response is limited by the lack of data on certain aspects of the inquiry. The short timeframe individuals and organisations have been given to prepare submissions presumes the existence of such data. This is not the case. To prepare a comprehensive and legitimate response to issues identified under the terms of reference would take considerably longer than what has been allowed for by this inquiry process. We would like to request that any future inquiries on a subject of such importance and relevance be given an adequate response time.

In this submission, our focus is on the following issues:

1. Adequacy of campus infrastructure 

2. Equity and Access issues

3. Student support systems 

4. Education policy shifts 

5. Development of ‘user pay’ principles in education

6. Implications for the future of university learning and research

7. Quality control, especially of flexible learning and delivery courses

Cumberland students have concerns regarding the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources in meeting student needs. The issue of equitable access to students of essential facilities has been raised in a few forums, including by the University’s Access and Equity Committee in its meeting of February 2001. Concerns for adequate access by disabled students, those whose studies entailed long hours of Internet usage and by those not having computers at home, were aired at this meeting. 

Subsequent to this meeting, a campus audit of computer facilities was undertaken this month by the Cumberland Student Guild. This revealed major discrepancies between provisions on Main Campus as compared to Cumberland Campus. Students on the Main Campus of the University of Sydney appear to have access to better facilities in the form of hard drive storage space, cheaper printing facilities and longer lab opening hours. Cumberland postgraduates are particularly disadvantaged, having none of the perks of being postgraduates. Their counterparts on Main Campus have access to advanced software, extended lab opening hours (usually 24 hours), almost unlimited hard drive storage space and considerable free printing.   

The Cumberland Student Guild is intent on exploring such issues further and to push for equal access for students on this campus. There appears to be significant inequity between faculties, not just in terms of computer access, but also other student-related funding such as scholarships, research and travel grants, bursaries and library resources.  Certain faculties, which apparently bring in much needed revenue for universities, are better resourced due to the current funding formula and are better equipped to cope with pressures of student demand.

A survey of 238 first year students conducted this month by the Cumberland Student Guild, revealed the three issues of predominant concern to students. These were, adequate study facilities, including computers, library and lab facilities (75.2%), academic and study-related matters, i.e. grades, exclusions (67.6%) and transport (67.2%). We believe that this finding merits attention by the authorities due to the significantly high levels of concern. Also identified as important were accommodation, finances and employment. 

Students responding to the survey expressed concern at the lack of a proper orientation process to facilitate the integration of new students into the university learning sphere.  They felt that there was a need to have academic preparation sessions for new students, more ‘settling-in’ information from the University and proper programs to assist incoming students. (Please see Appendix 1 for a detailed report of the results of this survey)

Student support structures are, on the whole, ill equipped to handle student demand. The parking provisions on Cumberland are extremely inadequate, forcing many into using public transport. There is limited on-campus university student accommodation, although the Student Guild manages some off-campus accommodation for students. There is virtually little opportunity for casual employment in the immediate vicinity of the university campus.  

The adequacy of existing government-funded income support schemes to meet the increasing costs associated with being a student is highly questionable. Appendix 2, a special purpose paper prepared by the Cumberland Student Guild’s Resource Officer, discusses the adequacy of Youth Allowance and other income support measures and concludes that such measures are highly inadequate. Aside from the funds available in the form of Youth Allowance, AUSTUDY and ABSTUDY, other sources of financial support are practically non-existent for the majority of students.

To make matters worse, certain previously available funds to students have being re-allocated, sometimes effectively slashed off university budgets. This is of significant concern because some of these funds were awarded for study-related expenses, such as photocopying, travel and maintenance-related costs. 

The University of Sydney has just recently revamped its entire funding support for postgraduates. The previous scheme, ‘Postgraduate Maintenance Allowance’ has been replaced with the ‘Postgraduate Support Scheme’, now the main source of postgraduate funds. This scheme has much more stringent criteria for access by students, with the added stipulation that unused funds revert back to the university. The previous scheme distributed resources more equitably (average of $600 per full-time student), whilst the current system has become competition-based. Limits have been imposed on the number of times students can access funds from the scheme and on what funds can be used for. Those successful in accessing these funds have to abide by strict acquittal and reporting back procedures. In practice, students are going to find it increasingly difficult to access adequate funds essential to their study.

The ability of universities to target designated EEO groups due to funding constraints can be increasingly questioned. With regards to disabled students, access to university facilities is often required on an individual case-by-case basis. The budgets of welfare sections are limited and often in danger of being cut back.  Disabled students are faced with the prospect of not being adequately catered for. There appears to be little interaction and liaison between lecturers and welfare staff with regard to monitoring and feedback of individual disabled student cases due to pressures faced by university staff.

The situation is further exacerbated by the trend towards employment of an increasing number of part-time lecturers by Australian universities to cut costs. The impact of this trend on education provision, quality and accessibility needs to be systematically evaluated. Students have complained about not being able to gain access to casual or contract lecturers and about the quality of their courses. 

Cumberland students are concerned that, as a small campus, they would bear the brunt of ‘user pay’ principles that are rapidly being implemented in all arenas of the higher education sector, especially with regards to access and study facilities. The trend is for newer labs to charge for Internet usage and downloads. With computers and the Internet fast becoming almost prerequisites of the university learning process, it is ironic that students are being forced into paying for what is almost essential to their survival as students. The new system also makes accessing and downloading distant sites more expensive. This is reflected in the fact that in spite of  ‘better’ facilities, such labs are not as frequently used as other labs where the Internet is free for students. 

Changes in education policy seem to be ushering in an era where academic freedom may be constrained by lack of sufficient access to technology. From a resource point of view, students may be compelled towards areas that may be cheaper to study. There are implications for courses that include comparative/overseas research and for courses where spending time on the Internet is a requirement. This raises further access and equity issues, in addition to implications for the future of learning and research. 

There appears to be an increasing tendency on the part of most universities to offer courses on-line through the process of ‘Flexible Learning and Development’. This process needs to be monitored with respect to the quality of courses offered, students’ access to lecturers, timeliness and quality of the feedback process for those learning via the distance mode. With more and more courses going off-campus, there is a need to review guidelines for courses to see if they meet equity and access requirements and what stipulations currently exist as pre-requisites. 

In view of existing infra-structural constraints, it is of concern to us, as a student organisation, that recent policy thrusts (such as those outlined in the 1998 Green Paper) have been on early completions of research degrees.  Universities are being financially rewarded for their completion rates, with the number of completions forming a significant component of the funding formula. We are aware that universities are becoming less and less sympathetic to students making cases for deferment, students whose family responsibilities may interfere with study commitments or for whom work issues may take precedence over study.  

The above trends, coupled with the introduction of deferential HECS and other charges, serve to undermine the accessibility and affordability of education to currently under-represented groups in Australia’s society. 

The differing level of resources between universities and even within universities reflect the increasing commercialisation of universities and signal their move away from providing education as a community service.

To conclude, the Cumberland student Guild on behalf of its constituents, would like to make the following recommendations:

1. The Federal Government should implement and enforce a policy of ‘minimum standards’ with regards to computer facilities. This would ensure that all universities provide access to adequate computer resources, adequate free printing, hard drive storage access, necessary software, etc. 

2. The above policy should be extended to include library, lab and similar resources, lack of access to which could have an impact on the student’s ability to perform productively.

3. Students should be guaranteed sufficient income support in the form of access to government funds, scholarships and casual employment opportunities during the duration of their candidature.

4. Students should have access to adequate support structures at universities, including parking provisions on campuses, availability of public transport, campus security, accommodation and related matters.   

5. Issues of access and equity on individual campuses should be closely monitored and information made available to interested parties. Access and Equity Committees should not be delegated mere advisory status (as is the case at the moment on this Campus), but rather more significance and involvement in the decision-making processes of the University. 

6. The philosophy of ‘user-pay’ should not be extended to education, which is essentially a service to the community. It should be a Government responsibility to provide assistance to struggling universities or campuses unable to provide proper facilities or services. 

7. Student organisations, universities and other relevant organisations should be widely consulted with regard to intended policy changes, new trends in education, such as flexible learning and development, matters having an impact on student welfare and also for regular feedback on higher education-related matters.

8. The funding scenario for universities should be rapidly improved to prevent current conditions from deteriorating further, and to prevent education from becoming an elite commodity accessible only to those who can afford it. 

