PAGE  
1

Submission 

to

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education 
References Committee

Inquiry into higher education funding 
and regulatory legislation
	
	

	Submission no: 


	228

	Received:
	15/8/03

	
	

	Submitter:
	Northern Territory University Postgraduate Students Association

	
	

	Organisation:
	As above

	
	

	Address:


	c/o NTU Students Union
Northern Territory University
Darwin NT 0909



	Phone:


	08 8946 7223

	Fax:


	08 8946 7769

	Email:


	ntupsa@ntu.edu.au

	
	


Northern Territory University Postgraduate Students Association

Submission

to

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee

Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation

August 2003

[image: image1.png]NTU

Postgraduate
Students
Association




President

Trevor Le Lievre

Vice President

Sriram Venkatasubramanian

Secretary/treasurer
Michelle Miller

Original Draft by
Bernardine Atkinson

Contributions by
Brett Dwyer, Matthew Fegan,



Michelle Miller, Phil Totterdell

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Northern Territory University Postgraduate Students Association believes the budgetary proposals for higher education lack a vision for a first class higher education system.  The Northern Territory University is particularly disadvantaged by the proposals because the regional funding formula is inadequate to cover the extra costs incurred by isolation, deregulation of HECS will discourage enrolments and reduce the funding base compared to other universities.  There is no provision for capital injection for basic facilities, and much of the tied-funding is not under the control of the University.  We object to increased fees and costs being borne by students.  In particular we do not agree with real interest rates on loans, capping on loans, the proposed rate of discount for repayment of loans, and the starting point of repayments.  We believe that tied-funding is unfair and the proposals for governance, voluntary student unionism, and the proposed changes to industrial relations to be of no benefit for students.

INTRODUCTION
The Northern Territory University Postgraduate Students Association (NTUPSA) thanks the Committee for the opportunity to contribute to their Inquiry.  The Northern Territory University Students Union has submitted their own document to the Committee.  We support their views but NTUPSA considered that a separate submission outlining postgraduate student views was appropriate.  Our members are grateful for the opportunities that education at an Australian university provides and we hope our views are of benefit to the committee’s deliberations.

We have framed this submission in two parts.  Firstly we comment on the budgetary package overall and some of its underlying philosophy, then comment on the individual provisions of the package.

PART 1.
RESPONSE TO THE BUGETARY PACKAGE OVERALL

1.
The proposed changes seem to be driven by a belief that adherence to "market forces" will produce the best educational outcome for Australians.

This position was thought objectionable because:

(a) It is an abrogation of Federal responsibility not to ensure that universities are economically well-supported by the public purse regardless of economic vagaries that market forces generate (eg depressions, recessions and global downturns).

(b) It reflects a relatively unimaginative political position, that of economic rationalism, one apt to be changed with a change of government.

(c) Such a position favours the wealthy and the proposed arrangements will result in a significant economic burden of those who, through necessity, must borrow money to pay for their courses. When students have to pay for their education they will go to the best institution they can afford which, at this point in time, may mean overseas institutions.  It is far better for Federal Government policy to aim to have the conditions prevailing at Australian universities to ensure they are the world's best. The proposed arrangements do not show the Federal government is committed to providing support for this sort of vision to become reality.

(d) The proposed changes that university funding be subject to compliance with government ideologically-based policy epitomises the antithesis of the spirit of respect for the liberty, democracy and free enterprise which is our nation's inheritance.  This inheritance includes principles such as freedom from discrimination, freedom of association and freedom of thought.

(e) The overarching policy of simplistic adherence to market forces may force universities to reduce support for fundamental theoretical developments.  For example, research in humanities and in social service support disciplines are not likely to be able to generate independent funds and so these important philosophical domains, and community service disciplines, may suffer from a shortfall in funding.

(f) The package is unoriginal, lacking in real ideological vision and is another example of Australia blithely following an economic rationalist perspective.  It is crucial that Australia adopt policies that undisputedly enable us to take the lead in education throughout the world.  To achieve this sort of vision, our undergraduate, graduate and academic community need to be supported in every possible way:

(i) With costs for courses kept to a minimum.

(ii) With the opportunity provided freely for life-long learning for all Australians especially the mature-age population. It is important to encourage new synthesis of knowledge and multi-disciplinary studies for students and staff – it is essential to have the opportunity to undertake second degrees without increased cost.

(iii)
With real security of employment for early-career academics that only increased finding would provide.  Semester-based casual contracts are increasingly used and Australia is in danger of losing the most talented recent graduates, those with flair and a love of teaching, to overseas institutions.  The current funding proposals preclude the essential Federal support needed for 'sowing' or 'seeding' new academic talent.

2.
The proposed changes specify that compliance with government policy is a precondition of funding.

This proposal should realistically be viewed as a form of coercion.

In relation to joining unions or opting for awards or individual contracts, staff can currently exercise this choice.  To impose compliance with government policy is an infringement of all staff's legal rights.  This position is short-sighted and would result in universities being, in some part, forced to operate along political whims.

Universities are not political institutions, they are institutions which nurture education, learning and through this, wisdom. To serve this end the academic apprenticeship (from undergraduate degree to Honours, then Masters and/or Doctorate) rigidly and uncompromisingly adheres to high standards of integrity.  Scrupulous adherence to truth and to ethical behaviour with students and staff, and uncompromising positions on plagiarism and any form of cheating or stealing of others' ideas are very important.

Loyalty to truth, knowledge and wisdom demands independence from funding arrangements dependent upon particular political ideologies.  This form of thought integrity and independence is essential to enrich our nation's heritage in every possible sphere.  Universities must at all times remain aware of and open and receptive to, different political ideologies and look to what is worthy and honourable in their various stated aims – but they must not be politicised.  The governing body (to date composed of genuine, peer-respected academics and community leaders) is elected to wisely nurture and foster wisdom in all disciplines not to be constrained by a particular political ideology which could diminish their overall responsibility to nurturing truth, knowledge and wisdom.

3. The encouragement for universities to be in some part responsible for generating income from the initiatives proposed by their staff and students.

We welcome this policy.  However, to realistically support the institutionalisation of this sort of independent fund-raising, seeding funds for patent costs from the Commonwealth would be an appropriate aid to assist all universities and indeed, all university departments, to embark on these sort of ventures.

PART 2.
RESPONSE TO SPECIFIC CHANGES

1.
Fees to be determined by the institution.

Students at NTU are already disadvantaged by the high cost of education, which alone can be prohibitive to enrolment and completion of a degree.  There are many benefits associated with studying at a small university, notably more individual attention and personal recognition, however many Territorians continue to venture interstate.  Market forces will ensure that NTU will not be able to increase HECS fees or may have to resort to decreased HECS.  This will effectively be a funding cut to the institution and diminish the ability to the university to fund courses appropriately.  At present NTU exists at break-even with no significant reserves.

2.
Introduction of a real interest rate of 3.5 percent to FEE-HELP.

This particularly affects the postgraduate potential recruitment because higher costs are, very simply, a further disincentive to complete a postgraduate education.

3.
FEE-HELP loan limits of $50,000.

This disadvantages those with limited borrowing capacity directly; they will not be able to borrow the entire cost of some of the professional degree course fees (eg. medicine) and thus these professions will become unnecessarily exclusive with wealth the measure used to determine participation, not necessarily aptitude for the profession.

4.
Compulsory debt repayments will be directed towards HECS and HECS-HELP debts, which do not accrue real interest, before FEE-HELP debts.

This creates a much larger debt burden – any interest-bearing loan should be paid off first.

5.
From 2005, students will be restricted to five years of full-time equivalent Commonwealth subsidised study before they exhaust their learning entitlements.

This arrangement precludes support for and discourages the development of essential multi-disciplinary expertise.  It automatically closes the door of supported completion to those who may not have been able to complete the degree in the allocated time and, in particular, will discourage disadvantaged groups from access to higher learning.  It also undermines the ideal of life-long learning for all Australians.

6
All students to be issued with a Commonwealth Higher Education Student Support Number.

This will result in an unnecessary duplication of administration involved with monitoring student records and the university would have to direct already scarce refunds towards this unnecessary and potentially intrusive exercise.  This may also lead to an infringement of students' privacy.

7.
HECS and HELP beginning repayment proposal of $30,000.

It is thought that it would be more appropriate for this repayment schedule to commence when the equivalent of a first year professional salary is achieved.  The starting salary for a general staff member of NTU who is a graduate is $35,000.

8.
Maximum repayment percentile.

It is thought a maximum of four percent would be a fair and more manageable repayment plan.

9.
The proposal to reduce the discounts for upfront fee repayment and lower the bonus for voluntary repayments.

This is simply a fee increase.  We do not agree with such arbitrary cost savings.

10.
Proposed new Australian Postgraduate Awards -31.

31 new APA scholarships is less than one per institution on average.  This will be of little benefit to NTU.  300 new scholarships for the nation would be a more realistic figure.

11.
Additional $1 million to aid postdoctoral researchers to attend overseas specialist conferences.

To build the nation's intellectual capacity and establish a sound reputation abroad, a more realist funding pool would be at least $10 million.

12.
Proposals for international postgraduate students.

International postgraduate students at NTU have suggested:

(a)
That opportunities be more widely advertised in the recipient nations;

(b)
That Australia and each university retain a say in who is selected and what disciplines are supported.  NTUPSA concurs with the CAPA recommendation that this selection be tied to overseas aid and diplomacy efforts;

(c)
That to further establish a reputation for excellence in higher education we should create 30 scholarships for each institution and that a careful and hospitable induction to the best of the Australian way of life be provided for all scholars.

13.
Additional funding proposed for regional universities.

In the case of NTU, the additional funding is still inadequate in proportional to funding for other universities.  Costs are more than 30 percent above that for institutions in major centres and the regional loading is only given for internal EFTSU.  At NTU there is an increasing move to external courses and a push for internal students to do some units externally.  This is often promoted to keep costs down but reduces the educational value of these units.  The university needs to increase support services, particularly information technology services, to external students, many of whom live in remote rural communities.  The regional loading should thus apply for all EFTSU.

14. Tying funding to governance, VSU and industrial relations provisions.

Governance is determined by state and territory legislation.  The universities do not control these provisions.  NTUPSA objects to funding that is tied to provisions over which the university has no direct control.  At NTU we are in transition to new legislation to govern the Charles Darwin University and the NT Government has already changed what was proposed by the University.  VSU and industrial relations are even more complicated because of jurisdiction disputes between federal and state governments. We support a high degree of autonomy with minimal political interference.

15.
Voluntary Student Unionism.

NTUPSA objects strongly to voluntary student unionism.  In no case in Australia has VSU been of benefit to students.  It means decreased services to students and less say in the services provided.  Universities would have to fund some of these services resulting in less funding for education.

16.
Research Funding.

The budgetary proposals have not considered research funding substantially.  Research funding is currently under review elsewhere, but should have been integrated in these budget proposals.  Significant injection of funds is required to increase basic facilities for research.  This is particularly important for a young university like NTU.  Competitive research funding programs are not the appropriate way to increase basic facilities, as is currently the case.  NTU is particularly disadvantaged in this way.  We believe the public purse should be used to provide an appropriate research infrastructure to help launch the new Charles Darwin University towards fostering excellence in research.

CONCLUSIONS

We would like the committee to note any increased real cost to Australians to pursue higher education is a disincentive, particularly for disadvantaged groups, to pursue a higher education, and it particularly discourages the pursuit of postgraduate degrees.

There is no doubt that NTU will be disadvantaged in the new funding proposals and this alone is not conducive to the further development and prosperity of the Northern Territory.

Capital is needed develop a first class higher educational system in Australia.  The proposed funding arrangements would seem to mitigate against that endeavour ever becoming a reality. Investing in education is as essential as investing in the nation’s defence – capital should be dedicated accordingly. 

As a representative body, the Northern Territory University Postgraduate Students Association and its membership are disappointed in the extreme with the Government's short-sighted position.  We note that it follows a succession of Government policies which have failed to provide true vision and leadership in relation to the education agenda for the nation.  We believe that the Senate has the opportunity and the responsibility to rearticulate a more profound vision or else we will see Australia sink further and wallow as a nation with a second class education system and an accelerated brain-drain.

