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University of New England Students’ Association (UNESA)

Education Action Group (EAG) submission to the Senate Inquiry Committee.


The UNESA Education Action Group would wish to highlight the following concerns to the Senate Review Committee.

The application of market interest rates to fees for certain students deferring their debt:

This will have a detrimental effect on students from poorer backgrounds, or mature aged students, who according to the omitted sections of the National Report on Australia’s Higher Education Sector 2001, are already showing signs of decreasing participation in Higher Education due to the partial deregulation of HECS in 1997. Rural students and those from equity groups will also be locked out.

It must be highlighted that for varying reasons students are specifically choosing to come to regional universities in preference to the metropolitan universities, as some of the personal case studies below reveal.  In NSW alone 85,100 students are enrolled in regional universities (SMH ‘Tertiary Education Guide’ ‘Go Bush for a Personal Experience’14/8/2003 p 2).  It comes down to a matter of choice – some people may not want to live in the city, seeing instead the benefits of undertaking education in a regional centre. There are many such benefits, some of which are canvassed in the personal submissions below. One of the drawcards for UNE is its great staff student ratios – you actually get to know your lecturers. 

Rural unis will lose their attraction when courses are lost and local students may be forced to move away for further education where they can draw upon a greater range of academic fields. This is likely to occur if UNE is forced to specialise to a few areas like teaching and nursing. 

Around three-quarters of young UNE students will be employed in rural areas.  According to this trend it is crazy to try and force people to go to cities for specialised courses where they are unlikely to return. North West NSW has many high-poverty country areas. Promoting diversification and a well-educated society in northern NSW will improve people’s quality of life and the academic capital in the region upon which it may draw to address its current situation.

In particular say UNESA EAG notes the significant link between the Armidale community, the region and the university.  Sport and cultural activities occur often mainly because of the university’s presence. It also notes the important economic contribution the University of New England makes to the region in terms of employment and turnover.

The committee would argue that the creation of a few world class universities is nowhere as productive as producing a world class university system where education is accessible to all and not just the well-off. The current proposal fails to provide an equitable system as it is based upon ‘access based on the ability to pay’, and not ‘access for those with merit’. Such a system cannot increase the intellectual capital of Australia. Firstly, much of the education will return over seas with international full-fee paying students, and secondly just because  someone has rich or well-off parents doesn’t make you the smartest kid on the block. The proposed reforms actually undermine the future of Australia’s competitiveness within the global market. 

Tertiary education doesn’t just increase the student’s quality of life, but rather increases that quality for the whole community.  Everyone needs to access the expertise of those who have a degree daily, through teachers, nurses, government services, legal and the myriad of other forms of professional help.  With specific reference to law students, they in many cases don’t plan on practicing law and earning the big dollars, but rather may work in legal aid, or for other lower paid organisations. Some are undertaking law as a generalist degree and will never actually practice law. The notion that such students should be paying big dollars for their degrees because they go on to earn the most is therefore void.  Perhaps if governments want people to pay their fair share corporate taxes should be increased?  It seems that the money is located in the hands of the large companies and their directors. 

The UNESA EAG notes that the proposed five-year limit on study reduces chances to change degrees. It also casts the burden on those undertaking degrees that are longer than five years (such as medicine) to front the cost themselves.  We also note that retraining is a constant and life-long need for persons in today’s society.  Are we likely to see increased rates of unemployment if people’s access to re-education is limited? In addition the time limit doesn’t take into account people who are unable to complete their degree in the given time because they either failed or withdrew from units, or took too long. A variety of factors including disabilities, pregnancies, needing to go out to work to support one’s education or to survive will increase the time to finish a degree. There are those who simply change their mind and decide on a new career path.  Granted, professional students may be a drain on the system, however social security system already has the contentious habit of limiting time to finish a degree.  For degrees which exceed five years who pays for the last few years?  Essentially we believe that it will be rich students who are able to finish such degrees disadvantaging others. Further, many students who enroll at the UNE already have partial study under their belt, and the Learning Entitlement is likely to have negative impact on these students.

We have provided several case studies which we think highlight the ongoing need for the services provided specifically by the University of New England.

Phil

I came to UNE as my first choice because it was in the local area and offered a wide range of courses.  For me as a country boy from Kempsey, the notion of moving away to the big city was a scary prospect and I don’t think I could have handled it in a hurry.  I was actually only able to afford to go to UNE because I received a scholarship for my first year’s college fees, but its proximity and lowish cost of living were major factors in choosing Armidale.  I am concerned that because UNE won’t be seen as a glitzy high priced university that the degree I earn here will be of less value in the job market than one from a university where the tuition costs are higher.  If fees are to increase elsewhere then I believe regional universities will be seen as cheap and with that the connotation of nasty.  I did baulk at taking law as part of my coursework when I saw that its HECS fee was much higher than the other arts subjects.  I believe strongly that by increasing HECS further many people - especially from non-wealthy country families where debt is rife and all measures to avoid it are taken - will become a hindrance to further education.

Amber Pofflotski

I grew up in Walcha, nearby Armidale.  I did however live in Ballina for high school.  I got a TER of 90.50, got into Science/ Law at Newcastle but chose to pursue journalism at UQ, then after a few years deferred and took a few years off.  I have since returned to study at UNE and find myself excelling in my subjects and AM realising rural life and rural universities have a lot of benefits. Certainly for people of country origin having family support is important and would be more likely to pursue career options in rural areas.  

Having tasted the education in cities and rural areas I can say from my personal experience that UNE offers students a more personal touch, a relationship with lecturers and other students which can’t be obtained in the city and therefore you gain a sense of belonging which is part of the total university experience.  I would highly recommend rural life and study for anyone that finds themselves with a tendency to undergo stress or who are on a limited budget and believe that for this and other reasons rural universities should be supported to the utmost.  

We have schemes like scholarships to get people into rural medicine and in the same respect we should be supporting rural education.  Both my brother and father are students at UNE too!  Dad is doing postgraduate work in palaeontology and my brother is a qualified mechanic who has returned to study and finding he is achieving a level of success he hasn’t ever had before.  For people with rural backgrounds especially the choice of being able to study at universities like UNE makes higher education a viable option.

Anna 

I am originally from rural background (Forbes, NSW.)  I moved to the city for high school and in my HSC scored a UAI of 90. I proceeded to an elite Sydney uni but later moved to UNE.  Rural people are disadvantaged in city areas, and often suffer discrimination. Pressures that students normally face, are often increased for rural students in urban environments. Coming from a rural working class family, there is conflict between my experiences and my parent’s values.

Debt adversity is a factor for me, considering from a young age our family was burdened by debt. 

 Since beginning university I have also become a person from a single parent- working class rural background,

Having lost my father to cancer. I understandably took longer to complete my degree because of these factors. . Since being at UNE I have thrived and can see the great benefits of coming to this uni, from being part of a community and actually being able to get to know my lecturers and people in my class (as it is not just about being elite). Also I encounter people who aren’t afraid to admit working class values and are supportive of the broad range of backgrounds that exist here. 

My point in raising issues about my experience is that although I have “proven” intellectual ability, studying in an urban environment coming from my background has still been incredibly difficult for me. The main pressures I would say that have contributed to this include working 30 + per week, while studying to be able to afford to study- given that the government benefits are not sufficient to cover urban rent and living costs. Included in these financial pressures is payments from a tax debt that I incurred during the period I was studying (though I wasnt even working in full time employment.) The other main pressure is distance from my family and this also equates to emotional distance.   

Student services which are there to help disadvantaged students from dropping out are being attacked by the reforms because of the increasingly commercial interests of universities (which they are forced to adopt from these government reforms.) Funds are being cut from uni budgets services- like counselling.  

Coming to a rural uni there are less distractions, I don’t have to work full time to support myself as I did in the city and I’m not as exhausted as I was previously (with a government benefit of $310 per fortnight there is actually no possibility of studying without working or incurring more debt). Major health issues are lessened in country areas, things are more manageable and the healthy environment helps too.

Country areas are disadvantaged in many aspects of life. Important public services and cultural activities are much poorer than in city areas. Armidale is an excellent town in that it is a quite welcoming of people from other cultures and it also has a great cultural environment especially for a small town/city. I believe that the quality of education at this university will suffer through specialisation. This will impact on the types of people who currently come here. I think that these types of community’s should be nurtured and appreciated, and not seen as “inferior” or made to be actually “inferior” by these policies- as they batter their ability to continue to thrive. 

Louise

As a mature age student, I have taken up the opportunity to go to university, as it became a goal for me, at this time of my life. Doing part time studies has been very fulfilling and has made changes to my outlook on life.  The learning is beneficial which has made me an independent thinker with an opinion which is not frowned upon, this leaves you a more confident person.  I chose regional university, as after living in the city I found the rural setting better, because I was originally from a rural background.  The numbers in a rural university classes are smaller therefore there is better contact with lecturers and students making results better and more student satisfaction.

Laura

UNE has allowed me to get a feel for what I want in my Education and life. In my Science degree I am also studying French, at UNE I have had the opportunity to live with French people (and other Internationals.) I am constantly encouraged to participate in different functions or with different groups e.g. Alliance Francaise, Vice-Chancellors leadership Program, National Youth Leadership Forum, Soccer Team and AUSAID sponsored Peace Symposium held here.

Honestly I can say I don’t think there are too many people of my age and experiences here at University. Briefly I live with three Bangladeshi’s, a South Korean, an Australian girl and two French girls and have also lived with an Iranian and a Nepalese man. I have learnt more outside of University because of where I live and have been given more opportunities because of the contacts I have made here. The open manner of UNE has contributed to that. It is quite an achievement for me. What I hope to do with these experiences is take them home (Lithgow, NSW) and help make others more accepting of everything and everyone that passes through UNE.

If we were to limit the diversity of students and disciplines and reduce or stop the services (e.g. HECS/VSU) our experiences would not be so credible. All that I can hope for is that someone will have at least some of the same opportunities that I have had so far.      

