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27 July 2003
Dear Senators,

I am writing as a postgraduate student of the University of Melbourne to express my concerns with the proposed higher education reforms currently being reviewed by the Senate.

I am convinced that these ‘reforms’, if passed by the Senate, will further erode accessible and equitable public higher education in Australia.   It is my belief that if our government has a firm commitment to higher education, then it must invest accordingly.  Forcing students to take on a burden of prolonged debt from increases in HECS for undergraduate courses, loans with 3.5 per cent interest (on top of inflation) for postgraduate courses and increasing the number of fee places is unacceptable. It should not be seen as a solution to addressing the funding crisis from cuts to higher education under the Howard Government since 1996.

Universities have been driven to seek funding from students and the corporate sector. This approach effectively limits the opportunity for postgraduate study to the privileged.  Such a system prevents “lifelong learning”, a central principle that the Government is supposedly promoting through the current Bill. The proposal to increase the number of fee places to 50% of HECS places for each undergraduate course and the recent decision to cut “over-enrolled” HECS places will make the higher education system far less accessible to Australians.  

I am deeply concerned with the following issues:

Fees

High competition for graduate-entry jobs in recent years has made postgraduate study almost a necessity for many students, forcing them to take on the burden of substantial debt.  Studies show that disadvantaged groups often have ‘debt aversion’, meaning that people coming from such backgrounds will be averse to postgraduate study. A study undertaken by the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (CAPA), The Social And Economic Impact Of Student Debt, has shown that postgraduate students are already delaying buying houses, cars and even having children, as a result of their compulsory debt repayments. The combination of a postponed career, foregone income and debt are significant factors that effect postgraduates. This will be compounded by the increases in HECS charges (i.e. HECS-HELP) and the proposal to charge market interest rates of 3.5% (on top of the CPI) on the new scheme ‘FEE-HELP’. These proposals will deter students from undertaking postgraduate study and student debts have broader social implications. 

‘Specialisation’

The proposed reforms will effectively create a hierarchy of higher education institutions in Australia, with well-funded (and expensive) research rich universities, catering for the privileged and under-funded, small and/or regional universities that cater for the rest of the population.  The government’s argument that Australia needs to create ‘world class’ universities should not come at the expense of an equitable education system. ‘World class’ universities can be created across Australia by injecting much needed public funds into the higher education sector to reverse the funding cuts in higher education, and build for Australia’s future through contributing to the social, cultural, political, technological and economic needs of Australian society. There would also be a space for universities as institutions that encouraged academic freedom and intellectual inquiry that is not constrained by market imperatives or government directives.

Disciplines that fail to attract corporate funding or are not marketable to fee-paying students are currently finding it difficult to provide quality courses to students, or are under threat of extinction. These proposed reforms further threaten disciplines that contribute to society, but can’t be valued in monetary terms.

University Governance

Under the current proposed reforms, universities will be promised funding contingent on their compliance to government demands in university governance. This is an unnecessary intervention on the university’s autonomy and will give too much power to corporate and financial interests at the expense of the major stakeholders in universities, academics and students. 

“Voluntary” Student Unionism

The so-called Voluntary Student Unionism that is currently proposed by the Howard Government is an attack on students’ right to represent themselves. Student unions, associations and sports unions create a vibrant campus culture and extra-curricular activities that are central to university life. Moreover, they provide essential representative and advocacy support for both individual students and the student population as a whole.  Without these representative and service-providing bodies, universities will be a far less enriching experience for students.  Moreover, student unions are vital to maintaining critical debate in universities and broader society, a fundamental part of a well-functioning democracy.  The proposed Voluntary Student Unionism legislation would render universities as simply “degree factories”, rather than places where students can help shape their own education.  

Conclusion

I urge the Senate Inquiry to consider my concerns and to reject any reforms that increase the cost of study and place a burden of debt on individual students.  Furthermore, I urge the Senate to reject on principle reforms that block out access to postgraduate education for disadvantaged groups, and threaten each student’s right to a representative voice.

See cover sheet for list of names
