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Introduction

I have taken the time to write this submission because I believe access to good quality education (from primary to tertiary) for all members of the Australian public is essential to building a prosperous, democratic and functional society.

In terms of tertiary education, the Nelson Reforms will take away this access for many low and middle-income earners, and reduce the quality of teaching in the smaller, less prestigious universities in the country.  The Nelson Reforms are ideological reforms, designed to further entrench a user-pays model in the education system.  These reforms have nothing to do with budgetary constraints, because as I will discuss below, funding education from the public purse is not very expensive and morally correct.

HECS is a good system, in that, despite students accumulating a large debt, they can pay back what they have been charged when they are earning above the threshold.

Public funding for higher education is essential to building a fair system, and it isn’t that expensive.  As independent research, commissioned by NSW Senator Nettle has shown, totally free tertiary education, at the current number of places, would cost an additional $1.7 billion, much less than the $2.4 billion the Government spent on a tax cut of $4 a week for the average worker.  The claim that Australia cannot afford a decent publicly funded tertiary education system is a myth, and only reflects the priorities of the Government.  The claim that it is wrong for factory workers who have never attended university to fund students is also a myth.  An educated workforce helps brings prosperity to everyone living in that country, and I’m sure factory workers wouldn’t mind paying the $5 (or so) a week in tax for a publicly funded education system, if it meant their kids have a chance of getting in and accessing that system.

Personal Experience in the Higher Education Sector

I studied at a public primary and secondary school, and I am currently in my last semester of an engineering degree at Monash University in Clayton, Victoria.  I have been at university for almost five years and have seen the effects of the policies of the Government in the last 5 years first hand.  From this experience, and the experiences of my friends and family, it is not so hard to see how the current higher education package will affect students and prospective students.

This package effectively caps the number of HECS funded places at universities, and allows for future growth in student numbers through up front full fee places.  What this will do is make it harder and harder for a prospective student to get into a HECS place, due to increase in demand for education and population growth.  We have seen this happen as the government cut HECS places over the last five years.  I enrolled in a Science/Engineering course at Monash at the end of 1997; the score needed to get in was about 85.  It is now above 95.  Most of the growing numbers of students who miss out on a HECS place will not be able to afford to pay up front full fees, even with a loan, and so a university education will become more inaccessible to middle and lower income people.  HECS charges have also reached a level where poor students will be put off studying due to the large debt they will have at the end of their course, allowing them to increase by 30% will only worsen the situation, and result in a further “brain drain” from Australia.

Accessibility, I believe, is the most important point.  I want to live in a society where a secondary student at least has the opportunity to study at university.  University entrance cannot use wealth as a criteria, as having full fee places does, entrance must be based solely on academic merit.  The better resources of private secondary schools already means that lower income students are at a disadvantage when it comes to university entrance, this package only serves to enhance that disadvantage.

As a student, I am well aware of the desperate need for more funding in the higher education sector.  In the five years I have studied, I have seen contact hours reduced, tutorials of about 100 people and the general standard of education, at what should be one of Australia’s most prestigious universities, dropping to what I deem to be unacceptable levels.  Universities need more money, but that money should not come from students, who don’t work full time and can’t afford to pay more.  This money must come from taxpayers in general.

 The five-year limit, the “learning entitlement” on a HECS place will also mean that students will be unable to explore their options, and some may be forced to study a course they do not like and are not interested in.  It will also mean that adults who want to gain further qualifications will be unable to do so unless they can afford up front full fees.  This will not only be bad for those individuals, but for Australia, since it will lead to a less educated work force.

Thank you for your time,

Pablo Brait.

