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Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee inquiry into Higher Education Funding and Regulatory Legislation

Submission from the University of Western Australia Arts Union

The University of Western Australia Arts Union is the representative body for students in the Faculty of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences at UWA.  There are about 2650 students enrolled in a BA degree or an associated diploma (Diploma of Arts and Diploma of Modern Languages).  About half of these study the straight Arts degree, with others studying specialist degrees (such as the BA(Asian Studies)) or a combined course (with Commerce, Economics, Education, Engineering, Law, Medicine or Science).  Students choose their course from a wide range of discipline groups, which include Anthropology, Asian Studies, Classics/Ancient History, English, European Languages/Studies, History, Linguistics, Music, Philosophy, Political Science and Social Work/Social Policy.  Over 70% of those enrolled in the faculty are female, and just under 10% are international students.  

The Union has considered the Government’s paper Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future and considers it deficient in almost all respects.  Four aspects of the reforms stand out.  The changes to HECS and full-fee paying student places give rise to a plethora of equity concerns.  The introduction of ‘learning entitlements’ affects the way a university education is approached by students, and paralyses the use of a BA as an ‘introductory’ or ‘general’ degree.  The new funding structure will see a rush of ‘course rationalisation’, threatening a number of disciplines within the faculty.  Finally, the changes to university governance and membership of student organisations weaken the important representative function that both the Arts Union and the UWA Student Guild provide for the students.

Changes to Fee Structures

The changes to university fee structures proposed by the Government will affect equitable university entry.  At UWA, entry requirements for Arts degrees have risen to a TER of 85.  This reflects the chronic under funding of university places in the State; there are simply not enough places to meet the heavy demand.  However, allowing universities to charge higher fees is not the answer.  The university system is already heavily tiered without having introduced a system that rewards those universities who are able to charge higher fees and punishes those who cannot.  The gap between rich and poor universities will widen as the rich use the money that they have gained towards improvement, while the poor continue to stagnate.  The effect that this system will have on students is even more concerning.  The introduction of flexible HECS rates means that students will begin to choose courses based on price as opposed to what campus or area of study is best for them. Worse still are scenarios where students choose not to attend university simply because of the debt that they will incur.  The deterrent effect of university fees was demonstrated by a drop in demand from mature-aged students following the 1996 introduction of differential HECS.  It seems inevitable that other vulnerable groups will be affected by any further fee increases.

‘Learning Entitlements’

The notion of ‘learning entitlements’ is both absurd and an affront to the concept of education as a public utility.  Imagine a system of ‘health entitlements’, where citizens get a set number of hours medical treatment every year.  Or ‘law and order entitlements’ dictating the number of police visits someone can request every decade.

Limiting the number of years of education that a student can acquire (without having to pay market rates) will radically alter the approach to higher education that students take.  Students will be forced to decide upon a vocational path at the beginning of their studies.  Considering that most first-time university entrants are school leavers (aged 17 in Western Australia), a system of ‘learning entitlements’ forces students to pigeonhole themselves into a career path before they are legally adults.

The effect of ‘learning entitlements’ on studies in arts and the social sciences will be dramatic.  Because of the non-vocational nature of an Arts degree, a perception will arise of studies in the arts as ‘wasted entitlements’.  At UWA about 45% of Arts graduates continue in further studies, many moving on to a second degree (such as Commerce or Law).  Under a five-year time limit, students would have to pay market rates to complete their second (more vocational) degree.  The result would not only be a move away from studies in arts but an attitude that a university degree is simply a step towards employment.  This ignores the less tangible benefits that the student, and society, acquires through being better educated.  A limit on HECS subsidised education would also affect the number of students completing honours as they will be forced to save their ‘entitlements’ for entry to a second degree.

Course Rationalisation

Under the new Commonwealth Grants Scheme, the humanities will receive the third lowest per student amount of government funding.  The only two courses to be funded less are law and business, both of which will be supplemented by the high student contributions due to their placement in higher HECS bands and their potential to attract the extra 30% ‘top up fee’.  Arts in many universities will lack the marketability of these other degrees (particularly considering the impact of ‘learning entitlements’) and the result will be that universities receive less funding for the BA degree than any other.  Consequently, a procedure of ‘course rationalisation’ will occur, threatening smaller discipline groups within the faculty such as Philosophy, Classics/Ancient History and Linguistics.  The university will restructure itself based upon the areas of study that produce the most revenue, be it through government funding, student contribution or corporate partnership.  The humanities stand to lose on all three counts.

Student Organisations

Automatic membership of a student organisation is an integral part of ensuring adequate representation.  Under the Government’s proposal, universities will be offered financial incentives for not allowing or administering systems of universal membership.  Student guilds and faculty level societies like the Arts Union depend upon membership fees for their very survival.  Most of the services that these organisations offer are unexcludable and often intangible (such as representation and the provision of commercial outlets).  Non-members benefit from these services as much as the members.  It is this reason alone that caused membership rates during VSU to fall to 30%, not that the guilds were failing to provide value for money.  In 1994 the Arts Union was attracting about $17 for every student enrolled in a relevant degree.  This has since fallen to about $2 and a system differentiating between normal and financial members.  As a result, the Union has become a shadow of its former self; unable to run events of the scale required to service all members.  The consequence of this has been a lack of participation in Union activities, and an overall decline in the organisation’s ability to represent its constituents. Things have improved for the Arts Union under the new Amenities and Services fee, but it will be many years before a full recovery is made.  The changes proposed by the Government will eliminate effective student representation and destroy campus life.

Conclusion

Through analysis of fee structures for students, ‘learning entitlements’, the Commonwealth Grants Scheme and ‘optional membership of student organisations’ the UWA Arts Union has concluded that the Federal Government’s proposal for the future of Higher Education should be rejected.   Both students and the fields of study within the Faculty of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences will lose under the model.  The result will be an increasing commodification of education, ignoring the intangible benefits provided to society by having a population educated in the humanities.  We would appreciate an opportunity to present further information to you at your public hearing later this month.

Yours Sincerely,

Mathew Chuk

Vice-President (Education)

UWA Arts Union
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