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Gai Manby to Senate Inquiry to higher education funding and regulatory legislation

Dear Senators,

The Concise English Dictionary defines (in part) Education:  n. the process of educating, systematic training and development of the intellectual and moral faculties

1.  I have been involved in educational issues at a primarily State level for the last eight years and have heard from educators at all levels that more and more is expected of them for less real term dollars, and with inadequate resources.  Obviously, an urgent injection of funds and personnel is required.  However, treating Education as a commodity, and students as customers is not compatible with Brendan Nelson’s stated vision “that every Australian is able to find and achieve his or her own potential”.  Equity is needed for that to happen, but in making Education a commodity, like all goods of value, it could eventually be available only to those who can afford to pay for it. 

When I showed the Government’s document entitled “Higher Education Reforms  -  at a Glance”, to my 16-year-old daughter, her comment was “This smacks of an elitist society”.  (By the way, this document included confusing tables and left out a lot of relevant information.)

2. The proposal to put Universities in the hands of business people instead of interested stake holders will move the emphasis away from the human (that is, the whole person we are hoping to shape and mould into a responsible and contributing citizen) and further towards profit or “the bottom line” as the main ethos.

· As things stand now, my daughter will have to work far beyond a reasonable amount of stretch in order to gain the UAI she needs.  If she gains University Entry, like most Regional students, she will have to leave home, get a part-time job, learn to cope on her own with a bit of government assistance and no support network.  When she finishes, before she earns one professional dollar, she will have a large HECS debt to pay.

If the goal posts are now moved and more places are given to fee-paying students, the pressure on her to excel will be extreme and in her case will be counter-productive due to its sheer enormity.  If she gains entry, she’ll have to do all of the above with less dollars and a larger debt at the end.  She might crack under the pressure.  Such a debt is not an optimistic beginning to one’s financial life.

· Whilst the notion of ensuring a basic number of places, and thus graduates, in specific disciplines of need to the nation is a commendable one, I fear that the Commonwealth Grants Scheme will actually serve to restrict these numbers.  Anyway, who gets to decide what the nation needs? – the educators – the politicians – the students themselves – or the men with their eye on the bottom-line?

Again, making Education a commodity and allowing institutions to decide  their own worth/cost/affordability will likely lead to an “Ivy League” group with the rest floundering in an under funded  and second rate quagmire similar to that of the college where TV’s Dick Solomon teaches in 3rd Rock From The Sun.  Or perhaps the high school in the movie To Sir With Love is a frightening example of what Public Education might sink to. 
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The expansion of full fee places is only a good thing if it leads to an equivalent expansion in merit-based places. 

It does make sense for Universities to have an area of expertise but this should not be market driven.  Rather, it should grow from local interests and industries. 

· The provision of fully funded university places, or Scholarships as they were once known, is essential if Dr Nelson is going “to see that every Australian is able to find and achieve his or her own potential”.   Public Education should be free to all Australians.  Regional students need more realistic financial support because of their removal from their communities.  Likewise, students from a disadvantaged background need additional assistance.

3. Research is unlikely to be unbiased when profit margins and deadlines are the driving force.  Research can be a long and daunting process which is often curtailed or redirected to an outcome that is more likely to attract funding.  A market culture will increase this tendency.

4. As previously stated Education should not be a commodity.  Forcing States and institutions into bidding wars for education dollars may enhance the bottom line, but it can only have a negative impact on the customer (that whole human being whose intellect and moral faculties we are trying to train and develop). 

5. Taxpayer dollars should be redirected from funding America’s colonial ambitions. The Romans, under the sign of the eagle, sought to “civilise” Europe.  Similarly, George W. Bush, under the sign of the eagle, seeks to “democratise” the Middle East, and eventually the whole world.  The American ethos of you can have as much (or as little) as you can afford is not in keeping with Australia’s “fair go” attitude.

True democracy, if it is achievable, can only occur when the people are informed and educated and thus able to think and vote in a logical and non-reactive way.  Education should be elevated to first place on the Government’s spending list.  If the people have knowledge, all the rest will fall into place.

Gai Manby, 14 August, 2003

