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UWA Science Union:

Submission to the Senate Inquiry into Higher Education Funding and Regulatory Legislation

The Science Union of the University of Western Australia represents students from the Faculty of Life and Physical Sciences and natural sciences, approximately 3000 students in total. These students study in areas including Biomedical and Chemical sciences, Anatomy and Human Biology, Human Movement and Exercise Science, Psychology, Physics, Animal and Plant Biology as well as Earth and Geographical Sciences.

The Government’s review of Higher Education, specifically the paper entitled Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future, has been considered by the Science Union and has been found inadequate in several areas. Those that are of specific interest include higher fees, ‘Learning Entitlements’, course rationalisation and the effect on student unions.

Fee Structure

A little as 4 years ago, the TER entry rank for Science was 79.5 – this year it was 85.5. This huge jump is indicative of the lack of places available in science in Western Australia and the high demand for these places. This means that should higher fees be implemented in lines with the government’s review, the proposed 30% rise in HECS fees would certainly be able to be charged in full. This would have a huge effect on all students.

‘Learning Entitlements’

Science is regarded as a generalist degree that leads on to specialised postgraduate learning or to further degrees in other areas. Specifically it is often used as a stepping stone into fields such as Engineering and Medicine/Health Sciences. Approximately 45% of all students commence full time study on completion of their BSc. This is a huge number of students. With the implementation of ‘Learning Entitlements’ this will not be possible without incurring a huge debt. For example, a BSc graduate completing a four year graduate medicine degree would accumulate an approximated debt of over $88,000, under the proposed ‘learning entitlement’ regime. (see below)
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This will lead to prospective students having less interest in a science degree, opting rather to head straight into other areas of greater vocational interest. In recent years there has been a great emphasis placed upon the need for science research and science teachers, the deterrent caused by the ‘learning entitlement’ will dramatically reduce recruitment into these fields. Also those who do undertake a science degree will be more likely to cease studies upon completion of their degree, as opposed to taking further educational opportunities. This will result in less specialised professionals and less research will be undertaken. 

Course Rationalisation

Science Union covers a variety of areas, some of which would attract more corporate investment than others. However, many areas within the sciences cover similar ground to those within Medicine and Engineering, meaning that the more general sciences will lose sponsorship to these more specific fields. The University also already receives more money per student from HECS and the Commonwealth Grants Scheme in both of these fields. Under the proposed changes, science will receive significantly less funding. It also means that the University would be able to increase focus in areas of profitability within science and decrease in other areas - schools within science will be unfairly advantaged or disadvantaged based on their profitability. This poses a great threat, seen specifically recently in the cuts imposed in Geography. 

Student Organisations

Over the last 10 years the Science Union has undergone many changes. A decade ago, the Union started each year with a budget of approximately $28000, whereas now the annual budget is about $6000. This was largely to do with the collapse under VSU, and the Union is only now just begun to claw its way back. Before the Science Union had strong, large committees which were highly organised and regulated. They were motivated because they had the financial backing to do something for their students. Under VSU a science student receives the benefits of a student faculty society whether a member or not, thus causing a dramatic drop in membership. Beforehand Science Union received approximately $15 - $20 per student per year, a figure that dwarfs the current $1.50 received per paying member now. In the last few years since the collapse, the Science Union was virtually inactive. With so little money to spend, the ability of the Union to hold events, educational or social, was strictly limited. By encouraging the university to support VSU, the Government’s proposed changes will cripple student societies, student representation and university life.

Conclusion

It is the view of UWA’s Science Union, that the plans under the government’s paper Our Universities:  Backing Australia’s Future will not benefit science students. Higher Fees imposed on Science places will affect all students, and possibly deter them from taking on a BSc. ‘Learning Entitlements’ will further deter students from science studies, and will cripple efforts to promote science research and teaching in science. It is believed an unequal shift, based on financial opportunities for the university, will take place between the various schools within the science faculties. These changes would advantage few and disadvantage many. Finally, organisations such as Science Union will, under the proposed changes, suffer to the extent that students will be unable to benefit from their student representatives due to insufficient funding. 

Yours Sincerely,

Elisa McGowan

Education Vice-President

SCIENCE UNION
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