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To the Senate Inquiry into Higher Education,

 


I am currently a full time student enrolled, at the university of Sydney, completing the third year of my B.A. The changes to the higher education system therefore will probably not affect me personally. However I consider it my duty as a concerned citizen to demonstrate how the financial demands of higher education are already burdensome enough without adding to this burden for those in years to come. An open, accessible and publicly funded education system is so crucial to the democratization of opportunity, knowledge and information of society. Thus this inquiry is looking at more than just the question ‘can students afford to carry more of the financial load?’ This is about whether these reforms challenge the notion of a democratic Australia. 

The Department of Education, Services and Training stated very recently in their report into Higher education that (an increase in) fees acted as a barrier to participation. The fact the government felt so compelled to censor this from the report indicates that they too understand how farcical the ‘idea of an accessible education system would become under these reforms’. Whether the government chooses to acknowledge this in private or feels that DEST was incorrect in its findings, it is clear that any incursions on the ability to participate in a quality education are unacceptable because in the end not only the user pays, society does as well.

 

It is probably the case that you wont get a submission from every student, that otherwise given the appropriate information, or the time to actually care, would make a submission. The truth of the matter is that most students are too preoccupied with study, and most importantly, work to fund their study, to write to this inquiry. There is a reason a student is described as a full time student. They are expected to study full time, yet under the current system many are being asked to work full time as well. I know an Engineer who has thirty hours of classes a week and then follows it up with 15 hours of work. Where does he study? This certainly not occur in a vacuum, where time stops conveniently between work and the next exam. The ludicrous nature of the current system is obvious when you consider the fact nobody in their right mind would expect a high school student to work to fund their education, yet at a higher, more difficult, and involved level this is expected. It is normal! 

 

I refuse to let myself be sucked into this system of depravity. I do have a casual position that involves one day each weekend but other than that I live of youth allowance. The finances at my disposal however only just manage to get me through each fortnight. This only due to the fact I am lucky enough to have a free warm bed to return to at night and a full fridge of food even if I don’t have the money for photocopying, course readers, clothing, a train trip or my own food. On a more dire level I have friends who must live away from home for various reasons. They get Center Link payments that subsidise part-time work. However they are still below a satisfactory level of living, I recently had to lend my friend twenty dollars to get from one payment to the next. ME! The government presides over a system where the poor are subsidizing the poor just to get by. SHAME!

 

I am quite aware of all the dimensions of the legislation and will not labor on the points except to note those elements I find most at odds with the notion of an affordable accessible, quality education system. These measures include VSU, AWA’s for lectures linked to funding increases, increased rate of HECS, the introduction of FEES Help for a full fee loan at about 7 % interest, a system of learning entitlements for students and inadequate measures for high quality post graduate research opportunities, the marginal funding of over enrolled places at universities and finally the ‘specialisation’ according to a campus natural advantage etc… All these smack of economic rationalization. I have a fundamental problem with the governments/ Nelson’s reform package that states ‘ Universities are not businesses but should be run like businesses’. They are not, nor should they be run, like businesses. They should be run in order to be of high quality first and for most, not high ‘efficiency’, a euphemism for a ‘cheap minimalist’ educational experience. Instead we should be asking what would it take for a world standard experience? The answer is not to make students carry more of the funding burden.  

 

     Though it is probably beyond the scope of the inquiry can aI ask that notice be made of the meanness of the current and proposed system in perspective is the increase in upfront and illegal course fees. What is wrong with this nation’s leaders? Let me express my absolute disgust, and utter horror, at the Carr government’s recent decision to increase UPFRONT fees for TAFE to the levels of $1500 dollars and more! The fact I still cannot afford my course reader of $50, four weeks into semester, seems almost trivial. Even though I have had to tell my tutor that I am as yet to have enou8gh money to fully participate in my education.

 

Please carefully consider these reforms, students out there are hurting! If you think they will continue to come to university blindly building up debts of 10’s of thousands of dollars without performing some cost/benefit analysis, that goes along the lines of, ‘Do I want a deposit for a home in four years? Or debt that for some (women) that wont be paid of until the age of 50?’ Politicians and this Senate inquiry are kidding themselves and doing society and democracy a great disservice. Education is so important, especially in an age of cerebral complexity and a demanding economic climate. This country really does need to define itself once more as the ‘knowledge nation’ by providing an accessible, world class, publicly funded education system today!

 

 

Concerned Student and very concerned Citizen, Nicholas Maconachie.

