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Submission to Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee

Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation

Bendigo Student Association Inc (BSA) is the major on-campus provider of services to students at La Trobe University’s Faculty for Regional Development, based at its campus at Bendigo. As a representative body of students at this regional campus, we welcome the opportunity to submit our perspective of the impacts of the Government’s higher education package.

The vast majority of students at this campus are drawn from the immediately surrounding Bendigo area, or from other parts of Regional Victoria and Southern New South Wales.  La Trobe University research shows that the key responses indicated by commencing students as influencing their decision to enrol at the Bendigo campus are Location, Quality of Course, and Economic.

Whilst the economic benefits are obvious for students able to live at home whilst undertaking their studies, the costs for students relocating to Bendigo to study, either living on campus, or in off-campus accommodation, are significantly lower than for comparable accommodation in metropolitan areas. This is a significant factor when one considers that the majority of undergraduate students remain reliant on financial support from their families to enable them to undertake their studies.

The Bendigo campus provides quality tertiary education to people from rural and regional backgrounds and also provides the community it services with manifold social and economic benefits. La Trobe University, Bendigo contributes significantly to the economy of the Bendigo region, both directly through provision of employment, and indirectly through the activities of students and staff within the community. 

The wider social benefits of high-quality tertiary institutions located in regional Australia include the encouragement of the celebration of cultural and ideological diversity, and the forging of strong networks between those who will be leading our country into the future, whether it is as teachers, community leaders, or primary producers. Regional tertiary institutions are unique in that they are able to practically address the current widespread lack of connectedness between city and rural/regional Australia. By initiating a mixing of ideas, knowledge and aspirations from a myriad of origins, and being placed in a regional context, regional institutions have a great deal to offer to the future of this country.     

As the interests and educational needs of people in regional areas are as diverse as those of people in metropolitan areas, it is important to maintain access to as broad a range of study areas as is possible, with the essential criterion being that the quality of the education should not be less than that available to metropolitan students. In addition, the value of being educated in one’s own town or region should be recognised, and such education supported. Students educated in their own communities will have an understanding of those communities on which to base their future learning, and hence will be empowered and more able to apply that knowledge to improvement and strengthening of those communities.

At the completion of their undergraduate degrees, many students may leave their home communities to obtain employment, and it is vital that degrees from regional University campuses are not seen as in any way “second class”, if those students are to achieve their potential within Australia or overseas. Many students, however, will seek and obtain employment within the regional community, and the issue of quality remains as vital to these graduates, since they will be the future leaders and decision makers on whom those communities will rely. It is important that the standard of education across all Australian university campuses be comparable, in order that the skills and knowledge of those students educated in regional areas may be valued equally with those students educated at metropolitan campuses. 

The economic, environmental and social issues facing Australia now and into the future will affect both rural/regional and metropolitan Australia in a multitude of similar and differing ways. To successfully address these issues, and for Australia to continue moving forward, the knowledge, skills and ideas of those educated in cities and those educated in regional areas will be equally essential. Therefore it is imperative that regional Australia continue to contain high-quality tertiary institutions whose qualifications are valued equally alongside those of metropolitan-based universities.

Currently, a large proportion of students live under impoverished conditions, and this has a detrimental impact on their studies and their ability to reach their full potential. Increasing course fees would exacerbate this problem, increasing the need for students to work while they are studying. In addition, increasing course fees will deter many students from attending university as the financial burden will be too high for themselves and their families. This is of particular concern to us from a regional perspective, as many of the students attending La Trobe University, Bendigo are from rural and regional areas, who would not be attending university if this campus did not exist, due to the costs of relocating to a metropolitan area being too high.

Reducing the percentage of over-enrolled places at campuses such as Bendigo will preclude a large number of students from receiving a university education at all, as for many of our students, Bendigo is the only place they are able to study at. A reduction in student numbers at the Bendigo campus would result in certain classes not being large enough to be viable. If this were to occur, fewer subjects offered at the campus would mean less choice for prospective students and would result in courses becoming less attractive. For example, the removal of two or three mathematics or science subjects from the range at the Bendigo campus would affect choices within courses such as Applied Science, Engineering and Graduate Diploma of Education. Students wishing to become maths teachers may not then have the opportunity to do so at Bendigo. Changes of this nature undermine the value and quality of education offered at this regional campus, with the ramifications being that staff and courses are at risk. The ongoing impacts of such detrimental changes on the local community and regional economy cannot be quantified. 

Returning to the issue of student poverty, which is already a problem under the current higher education system, we believe that the new legislation does not adequately address the needs of students and their families. Many students already have difficulty paying off their HECS debts under the current system. Increasing HECS fees, increasing the number of full-fee paying places and offering $50 000 student loans will in no way alleviate this. The burden of such a large debt will deter many students from attending university. Reducing the number of HECS places by such a large degree is to promote an inequitable education system, where access for those students who can afford it (or are prepared to take out a loan) is increased, but access for the majority of the Australian population is significantly diminished.

If the quality of regional tertiary institutions is threatened by the proposed higher education reforms, and if many students are in fact deterred from attending university, it is Australia as a whole that will be adversely affected. Regional communities are likely to be both socially and economically affected, and the effects of this will in turn affect the ability of the Australian people to secure a socially, environmentally and economically sustainable future.  

We thank you for the opportunity to have input into your "Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation", as we recognise that changes in this area have the potential to profoundly affect the future of Regional Universities.

In furthering your understanding of the operations of Regional Universities, we would be pleased to discuss our concerns with you, and would particularly like to invite you to consider coming to Bendigo to discuss, with the range of stakeholders in this Region, the importance of our University to the future of this Region.
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