The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace relations, Small Business and Education References Committee

S1.61 Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600 

Dear Honourable Committee Members,

I would like to make a submission to the Higher Education Inquiry into the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs.

I am an Arts student at the University of Western Australia, currently undertaking 4th year honours, and I live at St Catherine's College. I am also the Education Officer with the National Union of Students (WA Branch), and have been active in my student union for the past two years. I therefore have a great deal of contact with students, and am aware both through them and my own experiences that our public universities are not meeting our higher education needs.

I wish to address the following terms of reference.

a) The Capacity of current funding arrangements with respect to

i. the capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand.

I believe our university sector is currently in crisis, due to the lack of public funding. My classes, since I started university, have always been too short and overcrowded. The English department where I study has half the number of staff it had fifteen years ago, yet there has been no reduction in student numbers. I believe that my education has been of a sub-optimal quality, due to the lack of staff time available and oversized classes. 

I also believe that university facilities are unable to cope with increasing demand. I am frequently taught in classrooms and lecture theatres where there is insufficient space for students, forcing students to sit on the floor, or in spaces where their view is obstructed. The problems with this are twofold, universities have neither the funding to create larger spaces, or preferably, decrease class sizes by employing more staff.

Underfunding of our universities has also lead to a huge over reliance on charging students of ancillary and illegal fees (eg readers, notes, laboratory equipment), to fund university departments. Students are paying twice for their education, once through HECS, and again through substantial ancillary fees. In many cases such fees are a breach of the Higher Education Funding Act, which states that students fund their education through HECS, and can’t be charged for materials essential to their course.

ii. Institutional autonomy and flexibility.

I believe that the inadequacy of university funding arrangements has seriously compromised the institutional autonomy of universities in Australia. A perfect example of this is the recent reports of softmarking for full fee paying students. Public distrust of university standards has arisen because of the well-known funding crisis in our universities. Even if not all reports of softmarking are true, the reputation and integrity of our university system has been seriously compromised, simply because universities cannot afford to jeopardise their income, whatever the consequences.

The funding crisis has also had serious effects on internal university processes. I recently dealt with a complaint from a student who had been lied to by her potential supervisor for a PhD thesis. She was studying an inter-disciplinary area and had requested that two people jointly supervise her, each from a different department. Her initial supervisor told her this was impossible, that no one in the other department (English) had the knowledge or the interest in supervising her. Further inquiries by this student found this claim to be false. The English department at this university had not even been contacted. The truth was that individual departments receive funding based on student load – to have shared this student with another department would also have necessitated a sharing of funding.

Smaller, less populous departments at universities (eg. Ancient History, Classics, Philosophy) are often described within universities as ‘poor’ departments, which must be merged with so called ‘wealthier’ departments or often simply abolished. This is an attitude which must cease if our universities are to be institutions which over education of quality and diversity. Universities are not profit making enterprises, they exist to give they and for the benefit of education to both individuals and the community. The quality and diversity of our education should not be dictated by the majority.

Simply because a subject is less popular than others is not reflection on it’s value, and the loss of such diversity and knowledge from our education system would be great.

iii. the quality and diversity of teaching and research.

I hear frequent complaints from students that quality of teaching, in particular in the sciences, is of a poor standard. Students often complain that teachers have inadequate training and teaching skills, as well as poor communication skills. They feel that teaching is treated as an obligation, which must be met in order to continue research projects at the university, but to which little commitment and dedication is being applied. I believe that this is not the fault of individual teaches, but another consequence of the lack of funding to universities, such that universities are forced to rely on inexperienced and often overworked junior staff or postgraduate students, without providing proper monitoring of quality, or adequate training and support for staff.

b) the effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sectors ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs, including its effect on:

i. the quality and diversity of education

I believe that to give the market  and industry influence over the direction of our universities is a dangerous thing, for similar reasons to those outlined above. I believe that reliance on industry support compromises the integrity of our education and academic freedoms. 

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

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

I believe that university education is becoming a privilege only the wealthy can afford. Despite the fact that 70% of Australian children attend public schools, the majority of my peers at the University of Western Australia have private school backgrounds. Where are the students from public schools? 

Without the support of a wealthy family or income support, accessing and coping with the demands of university courses is not easy. I know a number of students on low incomes who have had to quit, defer or study part time in order relieve the financial pressures of study.
ii. the effects of the introduction of differential Higher Education Contribution Schemes and other fees and charges and changes in funding provision on the affordability and accessibility of higher education.

I believe that education is right, not a privilege, that we should all have access to education, regardless of wealth and that education should be publicly funded and free. HECS not only acts as a deterrent to those of lower socio economic status, but privileges the rich, who are discounted if they can pay their fees up front, rather than deferring them until after completing their study.

I believe that the government should meet the cost of university, as an educated population is of benefit to all of society, not by a user pays system.

iii) the adequacy of current student income support measures

Current student income support measures are totally inadequate. I am the child of a single parent who works, yet I have never qualified for income support and have always combined full time studies with two or three days per week working in low-paid, casual jobs. In two jobs I have been employed for below award wages and conditions.

I also believe that the level of service provided by Centrelink, as do many students I have spoken to. The difficulty is obtaining, and retaining benefits is made harder by the extensive and frequently required paperwork, and the serious understaffing of Centrelink branches.

f) the capacity of public universities to contribute to economic growth:

iii) through research and development, both via the immediate economic contribution of universities and through sustaining research capacity and the longer term.

I would question whether the role of universities is to contribute to economic growth at all. I believe that universities have a role to play in the community and social growth that comes from education. I do not believe universities are for profit. I did not enrol to study in a profitable area, I enrolled to learn. I believe in the value of education for education’s sake, and that universities exist to teach skills such as critical thinking, analysis and understanding, not simply to provide vocational training. I do not believe universities should be dictated to by demands of industry, but rather by demands of community.

The conditions of our universities in Australia require urgent attention. I urge you to recommend a reinjection of funding for universities, a quality, independent and accessible higher education system, a livable income for all students, and the abolition of full fee places.

Yours sincerely

Emma Wynne

University of Western Australia

St Catherine’s College

Stirling Hwy

Nedlands 6009

emma@unistudent.com.au
Ph: 9442 0553

