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Introduction
The Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (CAPA) is the national peak body representing Australia’s 142,423 postgraduate students.  It has affiliated postgraduate associations in 33 of Australia’s public higher education institutions and in all States and Territories.  Australian postgraduate students fall into two broad categories:  postgraduate coursework students who number 105,046 and postgraduate research students who number 37,374
 (DETYA 2001).  Coursework students undertake a set programme of studies and are likely to be part-time, pay full up-front fees and have limited or no access to income support.  The range of coursework awards extends from graduate certificate to professional doctorate.  Research students undertake original research for a period of two years (Masters) and four years (PhD), are less likely to pay fees or HECS and can compete for a limited number of tax exempt scholarships.  Research places and scholarships are allocated competitively.

There is, of course, another binary system with which to classify Australian postgraduate students:  by gender.  While the participation of women in higher education has finally attained numerical equivalence overall, the distribution of participation rates is markedly uneven.  Different disciplines, institutions, age groups and levels of study return significant variations from the overall pattern – usually to the disadvantage of women.  Furthermore, the intersection of gender with other equity-identified demographic groups reveals the sensitivity of gender issues to other equity-compromising conditions.

However rates of access to and participation in higher education are far from the whole story, although these data are relied on excessively as measures of equity achievement, perhaps due to their ready quantifiability.  Just as significant in accounting for the experience of women in higher education are the qualitative aspects of their participation:  in other words, the ‘woman-friendliness’ of the university experience.  Many of the issues impacting adversely on women in education are matters that are typically dealt  with at the institutional level, but many of them are subtle consequences of policy decisions made at the level of government.  It is the experience of many women postgraduates that numerical ‘equality’ has not lead to conditions of equality on the ground.  Assertions that the data constitutes the proof of a job well done for equal rights in education is pre-emptive at the least (and, as it may lead to complacency, potentially dangerous).  There still exist many patterns of systematic discrimination on the basis of gender in Australian higher education, and structural problems in policy design and implementation are significant causal factors in continuing these unacceptable trends.  For this reason, CAPA believes it is a serious mistake for the equity-standing of women in higher education to be restricted only to women in non-traditional areas of study and research (DETYA 2001).  There is clearly a great deal more to be done, and if the measures currently in use do not reflect this, then the conclusion to be drawn is that new measures need to be devised, and not that everything is fine for women in Australian universities.

Given the range of concerns at hand, the CAPA Women’s Committee wished to address independently certain of the Inquiry’s terms of reference that are particularly relevant to the experience of women in higher education.  This submission is therefore complementary to the main CAPA submission, and they should be considered together.  The Women’s Committee refers readers to that document for of  terms of reference on which this submission is silent.

Discussion
(a) i
The adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to the capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand. 
Universities have been forced to meet shortfalls in operating grants and other basic funding mechanisms by resorting to means by which they hope to increase income while limiting or even reducing costs.  Some of these strategies have little capacity to allow for niceties such as equity concerns.  One such strategy is the use of new methods of delivery, specifically through on-line course delivery.  There is still little evidence that such methods are, in fact, any less expensive than traditional methods, and much anecdotal evidence that it can be a good deal less effective.  Whether it proves to be financially beneficial or not, the Women’s Committee notes that the on-line delivery has either been implemented or is in development at virtually every institution, and in most areas of study.  Whatever its merits, it comes at some considerable cost, and some of the debits to the account appear in the equity column.  

The CAPA Women’s Committee holds that strategies employed by universities to serve increasing demand cheaply, through the use of on-line based coursework, may exclude and discriminate against women students. Women often have not acquired the broad and expansive levels of computer literacy that are needed for participation in online modes of delivery.  Issues of access to computer networks at universities or the expense of computer installation in the home may restrict the access of women to courses delivered online.  A study carried out as UTS shows that factors contributing to making computer access and use more difficult for women students than men include:

· Lack of awareness of what is available;

· Lack of information about how to use computers;

· Lack of training in use;

· No support to address problems when they occur; and

· Technical problems

For example, women who are returning to postgraduate study by coursework, and as mature age students, may have never had to use computers before and find the technology issue compounds their difficulties in returning to study.  Not only are these female students struggling with the usual problems associated with returning to study after a long break (which may be as long as 20 or 30 years), such as remembering or even learning how to write essays, but they also have to determine how to write them using technology they have never used before.  Online delivery would be prohibitive to these women returning to study in a new era, because they may have little idea how to utilise and apply the technology.  This also may lead to an economic and capital disadvantage because the students would have to outlay money, in the first place, to purchase a personal computer.   The assumption that the provision of on-line servicing including course content delivery is a simple and uniformly accessible strategy is misguided at best.  The existence of a website available to enrolled students is little succour to those without computer hardware, software, peripherals, internet account, or the ability to use them.  

(a) ii
The adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to institutional autonomy and flexibility. 
The CAPA Women’s Committee believes that, in the current environment where the government encourages consultation with the business sector about the running of universities and research within universities, that women’s perspectives and ideas may be overlooked.  Senior management in the business sector is still overwhelmingly dominated by men who cannot adequately represent the views and needs of women from diverse walks of life.  In 1999 nearly 52% of postgraduate students were women, and they have a right to be consulted about the way universities are run.  The marginalisation of democratic governance structures in universities combined with a reliance on strategic policy-making linked to funding from business means that women are not getting adequate representation in this area.
(a) iii
The adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to the quality and diversity of teaching and research.
The Research Training Scheme (RTS) outlined in the government’s Research White Paper (Kemp 1999) places an inordinate emphasis on Higher Degree Research (HDR) completion rates.  The CAPA Women’s Committee feels that there is a danger that this may lead to a systematic discrimination against (among others) through an effective discouragement to participate in HDR studies.  This could occur because of the prevailing perception that women postgraduate students may take longer to complete than their male counterparts, or that they will never complete.  The veracity of this perception is not at all to the point here:  its presence in the minds of those who make decisions about projects and candidates accepted for HDR is sufficient.  

The CAPA Women’s Committee feels that many women may be discriminated against for normal occurrences in their biological life cycle such as child bearing and child rearing practices.  Notwithstanding the fact that both women and men participate in part time study at a similar rate, there appears to be a perception that women will take longer to complete than men. Under funding pressure associated with completions turnover rates, this perception is structurally biased against the interests of women applicants.  At its most extreme, women may find themselves unable to commence study at a university of their choice because the university is trying to procure as many completions as possible in a short amount of time.  Less dramatically, pressure to resist attending to the exigencies of life in order to march towards a completion will result in a more traumatic experience of study for women HDR students.  It is not difficult to see that such pressure may in fact be self-defeating, and result in more non-completions for women (reinforcing the notion that women are risky HDR propositions).  

CAPA maintains that equity of opportunity for access and participation is axiomatic throughout the public education system, regardless of one’s circumstances.  The Women’s Committee holds that the RTS systematically discourages institutions from enrolling those who may be likely to take longer to complete than the generic middle-class male that policy assumes as its model student.  Like all equity issues, it has implications for the system as well as for the individuals concerned:  for example, disciplines or departments that currently enjoy higher enrolments among women and other groups who are non-normative will effectively be punished for having more than their ‘share’ of HDR students whose circumstances do not allow them to breeze through their studies as efficiently and expeditiously as Dr Kemp would like.  

The women who do commence HDR studies will find that the maternity leave conditions attached to the implementation of the RTS are not adequate.  The provision of 12 months accumulated time of suspension of studies, with the possibility of 12 weeks paid maternity leave (through her APA) if the woman has been studying for more than a year, is an inadequate provision for time off.  The focus on quick completions as promoted by the RTS is discriminatory against the person responsible for child caring duties – more usually women than men – who need to take time off as part of their child rearing responsibilities.  There should be additional time off specifically allocated for this purpose for women – or men – to take up their child-rearing responsibilities without sacrificing opportunities available to others.  Child-carers should be allowed to have the 12 months accumulated time of suspension of studies to use in the same way as any other student, and extra time for child caring responsibilities.  We must have a university system which provides mothers with the ability to become researchers, otherwise women may be forced to chose between becoming researchers or becoming mothers.

(b) i
The effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs, including its effect on the quality and diversity of education. 
There are currently significantly lower numbers of women than men employed at a senior level in academia, despite many years of alleged equal opportunity, and there is a rising disparity between the numbers of women who teach and research at the tertiary level, compared with the numbers of women students.  For example, at UNSW in 1998 women made up approximately one quarter of the academic staff
, while over half of the postgraduate students were women.  It has been suggested that one reason there fewer women academics than male academics is because women apply for less grants than men and therefore, bring in less money to the university than their male peers.  While this basic premise is unconfirmed, the prejudices that attach to it are widely distributed.

While the lack of grant applications from women may be accounted for by acknowledging that women academics are often concentrated in the Arts and Social Sciences, disciplines that offer fewer grant opportunities than the Sciences, the perception of women attracting less money to the university remains.  Increased reliance on private funding means that there is pressure on all academics to pursue grants, and there is a danger that women may be discriminated against because they are seen to be not bringing in enough revenue to the university.  As the ability to attract grants is becoming an important criteria in employing academics, women are missing out on appointments because of a perceived shortfall in this area.  The reliance on private funding means that not only is there discrimination being shown against women gaining employment as academics, but this also translates into a disadvantage for students because they are being denied the opportunity to be taught by women.  They are missing out on an opportunity not only to be taught by a diverse range of academics, but they may also be missing out on being taught by academics who are of a high standard because they are not seen to be attracting grants to the university.  From a women’s perspective, this could be construed as ‘money for the boys’ and, ‘men funding men’.

(b) iii
The effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs, including its effect on the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources. 
The CAPA Women’s Committee believes that the provision for women from all walks of life and all age levels to have the opportunity to attend university is a fundamental and widespread value in Australian society.  In order to facilitate this, however, there must be improvements made to the inadequate and antiquated systems for the provision of childcare facilities at universities.  Childcare facilities on campus, and at a low or nominal cost that is affordable to all tertiary students, is an achievable aim for all university campuses across Australia, and should be a priority concern of government and institutions.  Childcare facilities should be free to those of extenuating circumstances.  The CAPA Women’s Committee believes that all childcare arrangements at all tertiary institutions throughout Australia should be funded from a pool of specially allocated government funds, rather than obliging universities to find the resources form already drastically low operating grants.  Government investment on this respect would be more than justified by the economic and social benefit that would accrue by involving all Australians in higher education.

CASE  STUDY

The University of Wollongong runs two child care centres, Kids’ Uni North and Kids’ Uni South, with a total of 117 places available. Demand for child care places is greater than can currently be met. The ratio of places allocated to staff and students is set, as a matter of policy, at 55-57% (staff) and 43-45% (students).

These centres are funded essentially from three sources: an annual operating grant of around $180,000 from the university; around $60,000 plus ongoing capital expenses from Unicentre (the organisation responsible for providing a range of on-campus services, funded by compulsory student fees and its own profit-making operations) and around $25,000 more from students, via the University student organisations. 

A student subsidy of $4 a day is made available to anyone holding a health care or pension card as issued by Centrelink. Other than this, fees are set at the market rate. The Students Representative Council (SRC) and the Wollongong University Postgraduate Association (WUPA) are of the view that students, who already contribute a significant part of the child care budget through the payment of compulsory fees, should then have access to free or minimum cost childcare.
(b) iv
The effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs, including its effect on the maintenance and extension of Australia’s long-term capacity in both basic and applied research across the diversity of fields of knowledge. 
As there are far greater numbers of tenured high level positioned men employed in the university system than women, there is scope for the diversity and breadth of research of both a basic and applied nature to be lacking in significant areas where women would, either traditionally or otherwise, undertake research.  As we have already shown at (b)i, it would be fitting and in the best interests of the research quantum to encourage and employ more women across a broader base throughout a diversity of disciplines in the tertiary sector.  This would lead to a more expansive knowledge base across a plethora of fields and areas of research focus. As it appears that there are greater opportunities of higher profile research grants for men, it would be feasible to encourage greater numbers of women to achieve such levels of research, and to allocate specific funding schemes aimed at this end.  The government should set up these schemes specifically for women university researchers.  This could be achieved through mentoring systems and associations solely for women.  As women are significantly under-represented in Science and Technology, these disciplines would be an appropriate starting place.  Issues of gender imbalance surrounding these disciplines should be addressed, as this would add significant diversity to these specific fields of knowledge.  The CAPA Women’s Committee believes that through the focus of grants and funding that are being awarded to male researchers, women researchers are, in effect, being denied the opportunities for research output which, in turn, denies Australia access to the rewards of half the entire potential research output.  These effects are similar to those concerns we have addressed at (b)i.

(d) i
The equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including the levels of access among social groups under-represented in higher education. 
The CAPA Women’s Committee acknowledges that while women are not as under-represented in the higher education sector as they have been in previous decades, there are still lower numbers of women studying for a higher degree by research than men.  In some disciplines, it is startlingly low.  In those disciplines traditionally associated with high participation rates by women, such as Nursing and Teaching (see Figure 1), a greater than usual proportion of postgraduate work is conducted on a coursework basis in the service of professional development.  (It is not unreasonable to conclude from this that the absence of a strong research orientation in such disciplines is a vestige of an over-arching association of research activity with male academics – or at any rate, non-research with women students.)

Figure 1
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The CAPA Women’s Committee believes that as Teaching and Nursing are traditionally female areas, there is a distinct lack of funding that is available for undertaking research projects within these disciplines.  Further, as outlined previously, most of the study modes in these disciplines are coursework based and thus, this precludes research being undertaken except, again, by senior staff and researchers.  Comments at (d) ii also address this issue.  If we look at the figures without taking into account MBAs and areas within Information Technology, both traditional male areas of study and research, we can see the glaring disparity between male and female participation in coursework based curricula.  Moreover, the CAPA Women’s Committee believes that women are inadequately represented at all levels of administration throughout the academic sphere.  Women need role models just as men do – the dearth of women Vice-Chancellors and Deans sends a discouraging signal to women who aspire to a leadership role within the academy.  

Further to this, the inflexibility of HDR study with respect to child-rearing responsibilities (described above) contrasts with the modular possibilities of coursework, which lends itself more readily to tailoring studies around other family commitments.  Some women are also reluctant to apply for a research degree as they lack self esteem and the necessary self confidence to apply for this mode of study, which is considered more ‘high-powered’.  

The CAPA Women’s Committee is also of the opinion that there are further barriers to women wishing to study in certain disciplines where they are significantly under-represented, such Science, Technology and Engineering (see Figure 1 above).  Women embarking upon further study in these fields – particularly HDR study, which prepares one to proceed towards a high-profile academic or industry role in these fields – would need great amounts of self determination and willpower, even if they were granted a place with their male counterparts, and treated on an equal basis.  For the women enrolling in such programmes, it is only the beginning of their problems.  Women who enrol in such disciplines have the added pressure of being in a masculine based and gender specific environment.  Small improvements for them are hard won.  This, in turn, leads to a significantly lower enrolment rate of women in these male dominated disciplines.  

(d) ii
The equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including 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. 
The CAPA Women’s Committee is of the opinion that the Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) is already a significant disincentive for women to engage in further and/or higher degree programmes.  It is our experience that women take longer than men to pay off a HECS debt, not least due to fact that Australian women are in receipt of a lower average wage than their male counterparts, despite the equal pay provisions of our wages system (see Figure 2).  The existence of a HECS burden constitutes a significant impediment to undertaking further study, since the obligation to service that debt (combined with the tax system’s blindness to the strain it places on household revenue) renders it impossible for people to save for fees and other costs, and to support themselves while undertaking further study.  This effect marginalises women as a group more effectively than it does men:  it is inequitable, unjust and extremely unfair.  
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Figure 2

More women than men are in postgraduate coursework programs throughout Australia, as discussed above at (d)i.  Although some postgraduate students are the beneficiaries of employer support in undertaking postgraduate study, it tends to be more readily extended to men. Furthermore, when it is offered, it comes in two distinct forms.  Men are more likely to be given time off for study than women, and are much more likely to be supported in the form of support for fees and other costs (see Figures 3a and 3b).
  Allowing for the overall bias towards support for men, the difference in the form of support is telling.  Women are less likely to be considered good ‘investments’ in straightforward financial terms, while men are perhaps more valued as providers of a future financial return.  Women close the gap somewhat when the support takes the form of time off – the idea perhaps being that employers want to support the study notionally, and will allow some study time.  The corollary, of course, is that men are perceived to be in less need of more time to study (that is, employers are content for study to take place during family time for men – a net burden for the many women partners of these men in part-time study). 
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Figure 3b
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The problem for women is that their participation in postgraduate coursework is already more impaired by financial constraints than their male counterparts, who are the ones more likely to receive support for this purpose than the group that needs it more.  The CAPA Women’s Committee states that this is unfair, unjust and inequitable behaviour.  This anomaly in the employer-employee relationship with regard to support for people studying in higher degrees needs to be addressed at once.  As previously stated above, the CAPA Women’s Committee believes that women do not often have the resources to pay off their debts for higher degree study, including HECS debts, as speedily as they might hope to.  This is a consequence of lower salaries and perceived need for support during study times whilst working.  Further to all this, the CAPA Women’s Committee is of the opinion that women rely more on coursework places that are HECS funded than do their male counterparts.  This is a definite disadvantage for those women.  

CASE  STUDY

Anne is a single mother who is a part-time student in a Masters degree by coursework.  This degree is only available as a Masters level qualification and only on a fee-paying basis.  The fees for this course are $1100 per unit.  It is a 12 unit course making the total course costs $13,200.

1st Semester 

Once Anne decided to return to study she realised that she would not be able to pay her fees on her salary of $25,000.  Anne obtained a better paid position now earning $30,600.

To pay her fees for 1st semester and the summer school bridging subjects – an approximate total of $3,600 – Anne re-financed her existing car loan.  Throughout 1st Semester she was forced to work a 38 hour week (with 2 hours per week study leave granted) in order to pay her increased loan repayment and save for her 2nd semester fees. 

This meant working an 8.30am-5.30pm day 4 days a week.  Anne had to take her son to childcare and pick him up before 6.15pm.  On Monday nights Anne left work early to travel to university for a 5.30pm. class.  On Thursday mornings she went to a class at university, which finished at 12.15pm, and rushed back across town to work.  As you can imagine, this was stressful semester for Anne, under tight financial and time pressure.

2nd Semester 

During first semester, under the harrowing regime described above, Anne was able to save enough money to pay her second semester fees.

The classes in 2nd semester were held at 9 am-4.15pm on Thursday.  This meant that Anne had to have a whole day off from work and consequently her income decreased.  She was now looking at an income of approximately $26000.

Anne was now under such tight financial constraints that if anything unexpected came up she had no reserves to combat this.  In the middle of the year she found herself in the unexpected position of needing to shift house.  The expenses involved in shifting house, paying bond, two lots of overlapping rent and actual moving costs meant Anne had to use half of her savings in house shifting expenses.

Luckily Anne obtained a loan through a Student Loan Fund for $1000.  She paid this loan off at $100 per fortnight.  This loan however, combined with her increased rent and decreased income meant that she continued further into debt throughout the semester.

When Anne’s car broke down in December, costing over $900 to repair, she found herself in a distressing situation and further in debt as she had to borrow more money to cover this.

Anne Quits her Studies

Although Anne had achieved excellent results throughout her studies, Anne found that she was unable to continue to study, mainly due to financial restraints.  Anne had to give up her studies and her chance at a new career.  It was a heartbreaking decision.
The mooted Postgraduate Education Loans Scheme (PELS) is hardly the instrument with which to deliver women from their disadvantage.
  Indeed, the CAPA Women’s Committee sees this scheme as potentially even more disadvantageous to women students as a group, even while some may gain access who were previously excluded.  While fees remain unregulated, the effect of PELS will be to drive fee prices up still further.  It is ironic that a mechanism ostensibly created to increase participation in coursework throughout Australian universities will succeed in shifting the cost of education even more towards students and their families – a cost that is already excessively burdensome and perhaps economically untenable.  This scheme will only lead to added debt, further constraints on participation, and the eventual stripping-down of postgraduate coursework programmes into commercial credentialing machines for predominantly male populations of MBA and IT students.

(d) iii
The equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including the adequacy of current student income support measures. 
The CAPA Women’s Committee abhors the current regime of taxing part time HDR scholarships under the Australian Postgraduate Award (APAs) and the institutional equivalent awards (UPAs).  Full time scholarships are tax exempt, as a means of making it possible for people to extend their deferment of properly salaried employment in order to undertake further study.  The different tax treatment of part time scholarships is indefensible.  There are very strict and special conditions for the gaining of, or converting to, a part time scholarship.  Many people have had to convert for reasons pertaining to the care of children and incapacitated loved ones.  The rules regarding these part time scholarships mean that, in many cases, it will be women that will be in receipt of them, because women are more usually the ones who adopt primary carer duties.  As part time scholarships are not tax exempt in the same way that full time scholarships are, this means that recipients of such scholarships, the majority being women, are financially disadvantaged through the taxation system.  The CAPA Women’s Committee strongly urges that the tax free status should be extended to part time scholarships. 

The CAPA Women’s Committee also believes that there should be an equitable and efficient Austudy type scheme implemented to allow more postgraduate participation at HDR level.  This should include Rent Assistance, as postgraduates and all Mature Age Students have different and more diverse needs than those participating in undergraduate courses.  Furthermore, the CAPA Women’s Committee believes that this action would allow more women to participate and therefore address the gender imbalance in Australian HDR enrolment.

(e)
The factors affecting the ability of Australian public universities to attract and retain staff in the context of competitive local and global markets and the intellectual culture of universities.
The CAPA Women’s Committee believes that Australian universities have a responsibility to attract and retain female staff members and female researchers on the basis of gender equity and initiatives surrounding gender issues.  The recent Innovation Action Plan announced by the current Prime Minister, has a component on Federation Fellowships.  It was suggested that 25 Fellowships be made available for $225,000 per year over 5 years.  It has totally overlooked the increase in infrastructure that is badly needed to restore the attractiveness of the Australian university research environment, and resorted merely to ‘throwing money’ at the problem.  The CAPA Women’s Committee believes that this type of action would only serve to further entrench the already deep patriarchal system that exists within Australian universities.  By focussing on the one big dollar appointment, it neglects to address issues of environment, networks, support groups, and mentoring systems – all characteristics of research practices favoured by women.  If, as former Education Minister Amanda Vanstone has publicly stated,
 the Prime Minister runs a ‘female friendly’ government, it is difficult to understand how a scheme that is rampantly patriarchal in form can be celebrated as the Big Idea that will stem Australia’s brain drain.
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� These are enrolment figures for 2000.  The missing 3 postgraduates are higher doctorate students.


� ie. (b)ii, (b)v, d(iv), (f)i-iii, (g)i-iv and (h).  


  This submission deals only with terms of reference (a)i-iii, (b)i, (b)iii-iv, (d)i-iii and (e). 


� Barraket, et al (2000) p. 154.


� Devos (2000)


� Source: Anderson, Johnson and Milligan (2000)


� Also see Brown, Swinbourne and Harrod (1999).


� See the main CAPA submission for a more detailed discussion of the effects of PELS.


� The Age, Friday 16th March 2001, p. 13
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