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The Postgraduate Board of The University of New South Wales is the representative body of all postgraduates at UNSW. The Board It is also an autonomous board of the UNSW Student Guild.

In 2002 the PGB represented a total of 14,738 postgraduates. Of these 10,746 were engaged in higher degree study (which includes the PhD and other doctorates, Masters by Research and Masters by Coursework) while 3,992 were pursuing graduate diplomas and graduate certificates. Of the total postgraduates 3,770 were international students.

The Board employs two full-time staff and two part-time staff. It provides a range of services to postgraduates including a Postgraduate Lounge with internet and email facilities; a computer laboratory; a laptop hire service; an advocacy service where postgraduates can obtain information, advice and support when they experience difficulty in academic, welfare of administrative issues with the University; a variety of publications including a quarterly newsletter, a Handbook and the Postgraduate Thesis Guide; and a range of social events to assist students experiencing isolation and to promote the collegiality of the postgraduate community.

The Postgraduate Board is elected annually and postgraduate representatives on University Council, Academic Board, Committee on Research, Postgraduate Coursework Committee and Academic Services Committee are ex-officio members of the Board. The Board also participates in a range of working groups at the invitation of the University aimed at developing and enhancing the postgraduate experience at UNSW.

Introduction

The PGB is taking the opportunity to respond to the call for submissions to the Senate Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation because of the threat to equity and access the proposed funding and regulatory legislation represents. 

The PGB believes the new loan schemes being introduced through Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future (herinafter “Our Universities”)requiring repayments be linked to the CPI and  an interest rate of 3.5 %  is prejudicial to the welfare of students and will act as a powerful deterrent to higher study. 

The PGB is also concerned by the linkage between the increase in funding in exchange for prescribed actions by universities. In the policy reforms in University governance and workplace relations are the prerequisite for receiving funding under the new Commonwealth Grant Scheme (CGS). If universities do not comply with specific legislation to be introduced to mandate optional membership of student organizations those universities shall be penalized. 

From a government that espouses the virtues of non- government intervention these proposed measures represent extraordinary interference while also imposing new and substantial compliance costs.   

The PGB would also like to note the media reports through August of DEST’s research revealing changes in the HECS scheme in 1996 saw a drop in the participation rates of people from disadvantaged backgrounds and mature age 
people. 
 The alleged doctoring to pre-determine the outcomes of the Crossroads higher education debate undermines the consultative process and challenges the claim that the deregulation of fees has not acted as a deterrent to students. 

Recommendation 1:

The PGB recommends the Commonwealth Government recognise the education of indigenous students as a National Priority.

Recommendation 2:

The PGB recommends the Senate:

· Reject any legislative measures that introduce any mechanism to enable an interest rate charge, or any other additional charge, be levied on student fee loans (PELS, Fee-HELP) through increases in HECS fees, ‘up-front’ undergraduate and postgraduate fees. 

· Reject any legislative measures in relation to higher education reform until a more appropriate level of equity scholarships is made available to students coming from low SES backgrounds and that any income support derived through Centrelink is protected. 

· The ‘Learning Entitlement’ be extended to allow postgraduate access to HECS places without time-lapse restrictions.   

Recommendation 3: 

The PGB recommends the Senate reject any legislation that ties the Commonwealth Grants Scheme or any other funding to universities’ compliance with the agenda of the Government in relation to Governance Protocols and workplace reforms.

Recommendation 4: 

The PGB recommends the Senate rejects any legislative measure that introduces optional membership of student organizations.
1.The Principles of the Government’s higher education package. 
The PGB finds the principles of the education package - sustainability, quality, equity, and diversity - are undermined by the very policies the higher education package is introducing. The PGB questions the sustainability of a sector is continually shifting the prime responsibility for its funding from government to students’ and parents’ ability to pay deregulated fees. The PGB questions the claim on quality of the sector when quality is defined as outcomes relevant to market forces such as  “…those of employers, professional associations, labour markets and society…”
 as opposed to the central academic mission to develop and cultivate the intellect of students.  The PGB questions the commitment to equity in the higher education system as the government brings into full play the notion of user-pays and neglects to identify the failing participation rate of Indigenous students in Higher Education as a National Priority 
. The PGB welcomes the notion of the diversity of the sector but questions its sustainability without a strong commitment of government funding to support smaller campuses and their communities the regional loading not withstanding.

	Recommendation 1:

The PGB recommends the Government recognise the education of indigenous students as a National Priority.



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

The PGB believes the principles of the Higher Education package are compromised due to the further deregulation of fees allowing universities to charge up to “…30 per cent more for their places than estimated HECS contribution rates for 2005…”
 band charges in addition to a new loan scheme for undergraduates and postgraduate coursework students that tie loans to the CPI and charge interest rates. This loan scheme is (ironically) called Fee-HELP. If students carry a HECS debt they will be required to repay that first while the interest rate loan accumulates.  This will have a significant impact on postgraduates. 

The Government argues it is individuals who reap the benefits of a university education through the rewards of higher income. It chooses to ignore the fact that it is essential for the future of the nation that higher education is embraced by its people to provide the knowledge and skills base required to sustain Australian society and its economy in a globalised, knowledge-based, high technology environment. 

 Incentives, not disincentives, are required. 

While some careers such as those in the IT, financial and commerce sectors are able to financially reward postgraduate coursework study through high incomes, there are many other areas such as social work, health or teaching that cannot.  The influence of individual financial reward in some sectors is borne out by DEST research which found “in the middle of decade there were also declines in students undertaking postgraduate coursework in the arts, humanities and social sciences and in the health area. However participation in the business and administration field of study, with high fees, increased steadily”. 
 This occurred in the context of the deregulation of fees for postgraduate coursework in 1994 and the accompanying decline in HECS- funded places. The PGB believes this has implications for the acquisition of a diverse knowledge base.

There is little provision for income support for postgraduate students.  Masters and doctorate programs are not eligible for income support such as Youth Allowance or Austudy
. Rental assistance is also inaccessible
 The PGB believes the new loan regime will be a disincentive to prospective postgraduates already carrying a substantial HECS debt in addition to paying substantial rents or mortgage. It is likely to be a disincentive to women looking to re-enter the workforce and update their skills to enhance their qualifications and competitiveness in the permanent job market.  The PGB is equally concerned at the financial impact and equity implications on undergraduates from low socio-economic backgrounds as today’s undergraduates are the postgraduates of tomorrow.  Students from low SES are vastly under-represented at university. “They make up around 16 per cent of the student body, well short of their representation in the community (25 per cent). “

Our Universities states “…26000 full-time students from low SES backgrounds and 2,500 Indigenous students commence university studies each year”.
 Yet the new proposed scholarship scheme will provide a basic $2000 per year for up to four years (one year short of the Learning Entitlement) with 2,500 students receiving such scholarships in 2004 rising to a total of 5075 scholarships in 2007 
. This is inadequate and falls way short of the approximately 26000 full-time SES students currently enrolling in a HECS income contingent loan scheme environment that operates today.  

The PGB believes the introduction of interest rate loans enforces the social divide that has emerged in the era of the free market and disenfranchises more Australians from accessing the higher education to which they are entitled as part of the Australian ethos of ‘a fair go’.

2.1 Learning Entitlement

The ‘Learning Entitlement’ allows students to access fully funded Commonwealth places for a limited period of five years. If postgraduates have exhausted their ‘Learning Entitlement’ as undergraduates they will be unable to access a HECS place and be obliged to pay full fees.
 It is the responsibility of universities to implement “…appeal mechanisms and associated mechanisms and associated remission of debts…”
. The PGB believes this advantages postgraduate study and is a disincentive for life-long learning. 

	Recommendation 2:

The PGB recommends the Senate:

· Reject any legislative measures that introduce any mechanism to enable an interest rate charge, or any other additional charge, be levied on student fee loans (PELS, Fee-HELP) through increases in HECS fees, ‘up-front’ undergraduate and postgraduate fees. 

· Reject any legislative measures in relation to higher education reform until a more appropriate level of equity scholarships is made available to students coming from low SES backgrounds and that any income support derived through Centrelink is protected. 

· The  ‘Learning Entitlement’ be extended to allow postgraduate access to HECS places without time-lapse restrictions.   




2. The implications of such proposals on the sustainability of research and research training in public research agencies.

We note the evaluation of reforms through Knowledge Nation: A policy  statement on research and research training is being conducted by DEST and an External Reference Group. The PGB will be submitting a submission to that review. 

  Our Universities has not addressed the pivotal role of research and research training in universities in this major reform package. This piecemeal approach undermines the ability of Our Universities to be a truly comprehensive and forward looking package when provisioning for one of the most vital components of university activity is missing.

The PGB supports the important point made in the Joint Submission to the Higher Education Review by AIMS, ANSTO and CSIRO that the “roles, responsibilities and research of government research agencies differ from those universities”
.  The taskforce to be established need to ensure the investigation of “greater synergies [and] closer collaboration”
 between the two is not doublespeak for rationalization and diminished investment of public funds to either universities or publicly funded research agencies. 

3. The effect of this package on the relationships between the Commonwealth, the States and Universities, including issues of institutional autonomy, governance, academic freedom and industrial relations.

The Commonwealth’s linkage of compliance with changes to university governance and industrial relations in exchange for increased funding reflects political interference that encroaches on the autonomy of the University and erodes the freedom of the academy. Each university should be able to determine the composition and function of its Council in accordance with the relevant enabling state legislation and through each institution’s identification of its academic and strategic mission. 

Most concerning is Protocol 3 in its restriction on members from acting “as a delegate or representative of a particular constituency” 
and the invocation of sanctions “…if the member breaches the duties specified…”.
  This Protocol appears related to the Commonwealth’s (and perhaps in some cases a University’s) desire to reduce participation of student and staff representation on Council. 

This approach is short-sighted. It demonstrates a lack of understanding of the relationships that are forged between academics, students and general staff in a unique and complex culture characterised by learning, teaching and research.

The presence of students and staff on University Council expresses the University’s need to have an ongoing dialogue amongst its diverse stakeholders. It represents a consultative, collaborative ideal which enhances the public accountability of the University.  

Staff and students experience the University at the grass-roots whether it occurs in classrooms, research centres, laboratories, through its internationalisation strategies or via overseas conferences.  Their first-hand experience of the academy provides the important filter through which University Councils can review and assess the success and failures, the strengths and weakness of their institution. It is their participation on Council by which other external Council members can develop an understanding of the impact of their decision-making on the University. 

A similar linkage is also made with the Commonwealth Grant Scheme as a financial reward being made available to universities that demonstrate “a commitment to workplace reform”  
 and “utilizing the flexibilities available under the Workplace Relations Act 1996”.
 ‘Flexible and responsive workplaces’ are already sought and achieved with efficiencies and progressive initiatives being implemented to reflect the needs of both universities and staff through the collective Enterprise Bargaining process. A change to the negotiation process and the move from negotiation to individual should happen at the behest of the workplace and not through government decree. The PGB supports the right of university staff to retain collective bargaining as its preferred negotiation tool. 
	Recommendation 3: 

The PGB recommends the Senate reject any legislation that ties the Commonwealth Grants Scheme or any other funding to universities’ compliance in relation to Governance Protocols and workplace reforms.




Optional Membership of Student Organisations

The ongoing attempt to introduce optional membership of student organizations is borne of a time-warped perception of the role and functions of student organizations in contemporary universities.  
Again the autonomy of the universities is being intruded upon with the threat that “Institutions would be penalized for breaches of the legislation” 
to ensure optional membership and to ensure universities don’t collect fees on behalf of student organisations. 

The Government is claiming that students “should have the right to freedom of association” 
 as though student organisations are akin to unions. They are not.  

The more appropriate organizational model that reflects the reality of student organisations is that of a not-for-profit organization whose core activities are the provision of services to a wide and diverse student cohort supported by the work and contribution of volunteers (the students).  
Contemporary student organizations provide a wide range of services to support students through their time at university. The PGB for instance provides a range of IT support services which are essential for study today. They include a laptop hire service, a computer laboratory, and internet and email facilities. The PGB additionally provides targeted childcare subsidies to assist students juggle the demands of parenting, studying and working; an advocacy service to provide information and support students through academic, welfare and administrative difficulties and to assist in the resolution of problems; publications to promote communication and social events amongst the postgraduate community.  

Student organisations provide a focal point through which the university can source student input, representation and assistance in committees, working groups and reviews. Student organisations provide important experience to students in governance, elections, chairing meetings, coordination of activities, funding-raising and communication all of which add to graduate attributes which are attractive to potential employers. Student organisations are a positive force that exist through the collection of modest annual fees that when pooled benefit the public good. 

The Government that is in the process of deregulating fees begs to argue that the modest student organisation compulsory fee is “… inconsistent with improved and easy access to higher education…” 
 The PGB believes student organisations provide services that offer a ‘safety-net’   ensuring students’ time at university is not disadvantaged for want of being able to afford or access essential ancillary support for their studies.

	Recommendation 4: 

The PGB recommends the Senate reject any legislative measure that introduces optional membership of student organizations.
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