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Submission to the Senate Inquiry into Higher Education 

The current higher education system leaves much to be desired due to the prescriptive one-size fits all approach. The new direction as set out by the Federal Governments Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future reform package allows universities to improve in both sustainability and quality - which will be a big step forward and one that is required urgently.

The ability for Curtin University to charge a fair market price for its Engineering courses and allow differentiation between itself and UWA will be for the betterment of students at Curtin. Moreover with the monopoly the Sandstone universities current have over the research grants system broken, a rejuvenated postgraduate cohort at Curtin will soon follow. This increase to the postgraduate activity on campuses will aid both undergraduate students and lecturers immensely, giving invaluable advise to student from their resent experience both academically and in the workforce.

Additional funding of $6.9 billion over 10 years and the partial deregulation of the higher education system together with the refocusing on students is set to reinvigorate the sector. Through a greater emphasis on teaching and learning outcomes I think the community, as a whole will be able to regain some faith in our higher education system, which is greatly needed. While this package of reforms is a good first step I would envisage further reform be gradually rolled out over the next decade so we can continue to develop and expand a truly first rate higher education system.

The creation of 25,000 new Commonwealth supported places is another sustainable and justifiable step in the right direction. The opposition’s policy Aim Higher on the other hand is to create 40,000 places funded to the detriment of the engineering departments and engineering students’ job prospects. These additional 40,000 places would be funded through their planned reduction of the diesel fuel excise rebate to the mining sector, the wealth creators of the economy. Another opposition policy rubs salt into the wound further by reducing the HECS level for mathematics and science degrees, leaving Engineering, the application of both science and mathematics, out. What would the consequence of this reform be?

· Reduced job prospects for engineers, the wealth creators in the economy, due to the burden passed onto the mining and resource sector

· Disproportionately higher HECS rate to degrees of similar content only run by different faculties.  Where is the equity now?

· Engineering enrolments will continue to decrease to the detriment of the economy and nation

· A massive increase in maths and science teachers, however unfortunately their students will have fewer or no career paths to study towards.  This is a self-defeating and ill-conceived model.

The Federal Governments proposed reforms to loan arrangements add flexibility, for students to study both at home and abroad, this in conjunction with the raising of the HECS threshold to $30,000 will further add equity to the system. These changes mean that, in a practical and meaningful way, all Australians can have the opportunity to attain a higher education qualification, in the knowledge they will be supported every step of the way, by the Commonwealth to reach their full potential. With all the hype around $100,000 or now $150,000 degrees the reality is student will go from paying on average 26% to 26.8% of the cost to educate themselves. As a current student I feel privileged to be supported through my education by many people, some of whom will never attend a higher education institution. Rather than whingeing about a small increase to introduce sustainability into the higher education system, and make it truly world class, I whole-heartedly endorse the increase and realise that without sustainability built into the system the higher education system will continue to degrade.

I am still not sure whether all the ideas from the crossroads review were taken up in this package of reforms.  One discussion point in particular that was raised, related to allowing potential students to make comparisons between different universities and courses. This proposal was to be accomplished by a set of standardised learning outcomes data, which all universities would complete and publish. For me personally data of this kind would have been of great help. Supply of this kind of standardised information would allow the facts to be understood rather than just the often biased or misguided thoughts from friends, family and school staff. This initiative would be inline with the paradigm of allowing universities to specialises in different areas and provide a medium to differentiate their courses inline with the move away from the old one size fits all approach, and I urge this reform to be taken up at the earliest opportunity. 

I hope the above discussion and comments are of help in your committee’s findings.

If you require any additional information I would be happy to be of further help.

Best regards,

George A Tetlow

Student 4th year B Eng (MECH)

