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The submission to the Senate inquiry refers to the second of the terms of reference:

The effect of these proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities with particular reference to:

· The financial impact on students, including merit selection, income support and international comparisons, and

· The provision of fully funded university places, including provision for labour market needs, skill shortages and regional equity, and the impact of the “learning entitlement’.

Ms Kay Gardner, Convener

Introduction

The members of Equal Opportunity Officers in Higher Education (EOPHE Vic) are equal opportunity officers who have been appointed in universities to support legislative requirements for equal employment opportunity programs and government policies for achieving equity of access to higher education for all Australians.

The professional activities of EOPHE members are guided by the principle that ability is not differentially distributed across the population according to gender, socio-economic status, ethnicity or other social groups.  This principle is the basis of the EOPHE Vic submission which addresses the following – 

Term of Reference No 2 point 1. 

The effect of these proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities, with particular reference to the financial impact on students, including merit selection, income support and international comparisons
2.1 Financial Impact on Students

Higher education institutions are free to increase students’ HECS charges for most courses by up to 30%. Nursing and teaching are the only courses exempt from this increase in HECS.  It is proposed that students begin to repay their HECS debt through the taxation system once their annual income reaches $30,000.  In addition HECS will be indexed to the Consumer Price Index.

Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) Changes and FEES per annum 2003

Course
Current HECS  
 HECS+ 30%


Full Fees

Arts


3680


5010


13000

Science

5242


7137


18000

Law


6136


8355


20000 

Under the proposed changes higher education institutions will also be free to increase the number of students in fee-paying places up to 50% in each course. From 2005 Fee-paying HELP (FEE-HELP) loans to a total limit of $50,000 will be available to assist students paying full fees in public and some private higher education institutions. Loans will be indexed to the CPI plus interest will be charged at 3.5% for ten years. It must be noted that $50,000 at which students’ loans are capped will not cover the cost of many undergraduate courses such as those at Bond University.  

These proposals will impact disproportionately on some of the most disadvantaged groups. Because students will pay interest on these loans, those on low incomes will actually pay more for their education than students working full time in well paid positions.  Under current HECS arrangements women take longer to pay off their HECS debt than their male counterparts – 93% of men will have paid their HECS debt by age 65 as opposed to 77% of women.
 As women’s incomes are less than men’s, this will impact disproportionately on women from low socio-economic backgrounds, women whose family responsibilities mean they have to work part- time and those who live in regions where unemployment is high.  

Recommendation 1 

That Government offer zero cost HECS places or reduce by 30% HECS tax for low SES and other under-represented groups as an adjunct to the scholarships scheme.

Recommendation 2

That Government offer holders of Temporary Protection Visa (TPVs) Fee-free places.

2.1.1 Levels of Debt/Debt Aversion

Currently little work has been done on debt aversion and attitudes of Australian students towards acquiring debt. However the U.K. Vice-Chancellor’s group Universities UK survey conducted in 2002 showed that concerns about finances were widespread:

· among prospective students, at least one in four qualified but disadvantaged students doubt that they will go to university because of debt

· those most fearful of debt were Muslim students especially Asians, blacks and other ethnic minorities, those from lowest socio-economic groups and single parents

· those least fearful of debt were generally males at independent schools from families in the highest socio-economic category

· of enrolled students surveyed, 86% of final year students believe debt is a deterrent, almost 75% have serious concerns about accruing debts and paying them off.
  

The survey findings suggest that student funding policies potentially deter the very groups that are the focus of efforts to widen participation.  Recommendations included 

· grants not loans would be more successful in attracting students from under-represented groups

· universities need to be more active in addressing the attitudinal barriers of low socio-economic groups  

· students need to be convinced of the benefits of going to university.

In Australia the effects of user- pays in the form of HECS or fees on the participation of under-represented groups is contested.  Anecdotal evidence supports the view that some groups are less likely to take on a HECS debt for cultural and social reasons. These include Australian Indigenous people and some ethnic groups for whom debt is a family responsibility.  Students from low socio-economic backgrounds and mature aged students also report debt aversion.  The latter’s participation rates declined noticeably after the HECS rates were increased, the repayment threshold lowered and differential HECS introduced in 1997. 

A report just released by the Department of Education, Science and Training states that

older persons new to higher education, studying part-time or externally appear to have been more responsive to HECS changes than other groups.

In addition

….the share of males from a low SES background in HECS Band 3 courses (the most expensive) declined appreciably, by 38 per cent, following the introduction of differential HECS charges.

The report concluded

The lesson from this study is that any future changes to HECS arrangements would need careful design to minimize their impact, particularly among groups more sensitive to student charges.

While the full impact of these proposals on students’ debt levels is as yet unclear, there is no doubt that students will accumulate higher levels of debt particularly if they attend high cost institutions. The effect this will have on students’ ability to get a loan to buy a house, or to afford to have a family needs to be subjected to rigorous examination. 

A study which targets prospective students’ choices and the ways financial issues such as HECS, fees, attitudes to debt and student income support shape those choices is needed to clarify these issues.  
Recommendation 3

That Government commission a study, using the model employed by the Universities UK survey, on debt aversion in the Australian population.

2.2  Student Income Support

2.2.1 Scholarships

Commonwealth Learning Scholarships Program (CLS) comprising two types of scholarships – one for educational costs and one for accommodation costs will be established.  Merit based, non-repayable and targeting Australian Indigenous students and those from low income and rural backgrounds, Commonwealth Learning Scholarships will be distributed to institutions on the basis of their proportion of full-time low SES students, taking into account their ability to increase the number of low-SES students attending their institutions and the SES status of the area from which they draw their students.

Commonwealth Education Costs Scholarships (CECS)

CECS will provide full-time undergraduate Commonwealth supported students with a scholarship of $2,000 per year for up to four years. Priority will be given to full-time students from low socio-economic and/or Australian Indigenous backgrounds. Initially 2,500 new CEC Scholarships will be provided for next year increasing to 7630 by 2007. 
Commonwealth Accommodation Scholarships (CAS)

Full-time undergraduate Commonwealth supported students from rural and regional areas will be eligible for Commonwealth Accommodation Scholarships worth $4,000 per year for up to four years (not the five years of the Learning Entitlement) to assist them meet accommodation expenses where they have to move to undertake a higher education. In 2004, 1,500 scholarships will be offered, allocated on the basis of academic merit building up to approximately 7,550 by 2007. The scholarships will count as income for the purposes of Youth Allowance, Abstudy and Austudy.

Flaws in proposed scholarships program

· Serious implementation flaws arise from the proposal if allocation is to be on the basis of postcode to determine low socio-economic status, a method already under review because it is not sufficiently focused on the individual student.

· In the survey carried out by the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC) in 2001,
 54% of part- time students indicated they would study full time if their financial circumstances permitted. However part-time students are not eligible for any scholarships in the proposed program.  No rationale is presented in “Backing Australia’s Future” for denying access to scholarships for people studying part-time e.g. because of disability, financial hardship (which would not be overcome by a $2000 scholarship) or caring responsibilities.  Indeed such a restriction might constitute indirect discrimination for some people on the grounds of disability or caring responsibilities.

· Scholarships are for four years only and do not cover the period students may need to finish their course.

· Equity benefit of the scholarships is muted, if not eliminated because the scholarships are to be counted as income for social security purposes.

· Students from high and middle income families are already over-represented by more than 50% in higher education. The Government needs to increase the number of scholarships for low income students if this imbalance is to be rectified.  

Recommendation 4
That Government address the internal contradictions in this program and employ a whole of government approach to student support and exclude income from scholarships for social security purposes.

Recommendation 5
That Government offer scholarships for part-time students, especially students who have family responsibilities, disabilities and those who need to work.

Recommendation 6
That Government increase the number of scholarships to a level sufficient to effectively widen participation in higher education. 

2.2.2 Inadequate Income Support Youth Allowance, Abstudy and Austudy

There are no measures aimed at improving student income support in the Federal Government’s 2003 budget despite evidence coming from surveys, research projects and reviews 
conducted nationally and intra-institutionally that Youth Allowance, Abstudy and Austudy are insufficient and therefore ineffective in widening participation.  For example, the AVCC’s survey of students’ income and expenditure showed that Youth Allowance, Abstudy and Austudy levels are too low, students are penalised for working to supplement them, and that some drop out to go on unemployment benefits which are higher. Income support from Youth Allowance is set at approximately 20% below the poverty line and income support from Abstudy and Austudy a substantial 39% below the poverty line.

Recommendation 7

That Government increase levels of students’ income supports - Youth Allowance, Abstudy and Austudy so that recipients have incomes which are above the poverty line.

Recommendation 8

That Government provide Rent Assistance to Austudy and Abstudy recipients.

2.2.3. Cuts to Pensioner Education Supplement (PES)

Students who are blind or vision impaired will not be able to access their Pensioner Education Supplement of $31 per week during the summer break in the changes proposed in Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future.  Unlike other students many students with disabilities are not able to take up casual employment in the summer break.  Frequently they use this time to catch up on courses missed because of their condition or to organise materials in alternative formats such as Braille.  To withdraw the PES over the summer break could well cause students with disabilities to withdraw from their courses and go on to the disability pension – an outcome which defeats the purpose of increased efforts by the Government and universities to give these people access to higher education and thus to employment in the long term.  This issue requires a whole of government approach so that long term gains can be made for a small cost.

Recommendation 9

That Government restore the Pensioner Education Supplement to blind or visually impaired students over the summer vacation.

2.3  International Comparisons – What Australian students pay

The average contribution Australian students make to the cost of their higher education has risen from approximately 20% in 1996 to about 40% in 1997 when HECS rates were increased and differential HECS introduced.  It is estimated that students’ contributions will rise to between 44% and 56% depending on the amount of HECS universities decide to charge in 2005.  This contrasts markedly with the 23% the Organization for Economic and Co-operative Development (OECD) estimates European students contribute.  A 30% rise in HECS bands 1 and 2 will cost Australian students more than low and medium cost courses in the UK, France, Singapore, USA and New Zealand.

Recommendation 10 

That Government does not permit institutions to increase HECS rates. 

Term of Reference No 2 Point 3. The provision of fully funded university places, including provision for labour market needs, skill shortages and regional equity, and the impact of the “learning entitlement’.

The Impact of the ‘learning entitlement’

Under the proposed changes students who qualify for a HECS place will hold a learning entitlement, which allows them five years of equivalent full time study in that place. Students who fail to complete their degrees within that time will have to enroll as full-fee paying students if they wish to complete their studies. It is not clear how the five year limit on learning entitlements will affect the life long learning agenda, and the continuous updating of knowledge required of workers in the 21st century. However it is clear that students from low socio-economic groups, some students with disabilities and those with family responsibilities will be affected because of their need to balance study with work and family commitments. The proposal will also create barriers to selecting non school-leavers who have already proved themselves in a tertiary setting and disadvantage those who articulate into Medicine or Law from other courses such as Arts.

Recommendation 11 

That Government extend learning entitlements beyond five years to ensure participation of students from low income backgrounds, people with disabilities, people with family responsibilities and those using intra-institutional pathways to prestigious courses.
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