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Dear Committee,

The YWCA of Australia would like to thank the Senate Committee for the opportunity to comment on the terms of reference for this inquiry. 

The YWCA of Australia has an ongoing interest in the process of higher education reform and was involved in submissions and consultations around the Crossroads Review. In addition to this submission we have also endorsed the submission drafted by the Australian Federation of University Women to this inquiry.

The YWCAs primary concern in contributing to this inquiry is the opportunity that access to tertiary education represents to women reaching their full potential and achieving economic independence and our comments will be directed to these priorities. 

We are concerned that changes to the regulation of fee structures tied to the ongoing and increasing gender pay gap means that women are less likely to have the economic resources to access education as full-fee paying students and as HECS-HELP students will carry that debt for longer and therefore pay more.

The on-going low levels of income support available to students and the particular impacts of childcare costs and availability on women’s ability to participate in education are also a concern.

We trust that the deliberations of the Senate Committee will be productive and look forward to receiving the final report.

Yours sincerely,

Joyce Lawrence

Co-President

YWCA of Australia

22nd August 2003
About the YWCA of Australia

The YWCA of Australia is a women’s membership organisation nourished by its roots in the Christian faith and sustained by the richness of many beliefs and values. Strengthened by diversity the YWCA draws together members who strive to create opportunities for growth, leadership and empowerment in order to attain a common vision: peace, justice, freedom and dignity for all people.

The YWCA is a global organisation represented in more than 100 countries, with a global outreach of 25 million worldwide. In Australia, the YWCA is represented in over 30 locations in all States and Territories, and currently delivers services to more than a quarter of a million women, men and children each year, throughout rural, regional and metropolitan Australia. The YWCAs of Australia provide services in youth; training; childcare; health; housing; emergency accommodation and travel accommodation. 

The local associations of the YWCA of Australia are the: YWCA of Adelaide; YWCA of Albury/Wodonga; YWCA of Brisbane; YWCA of Broken Hill; YWCA of Canberra; YWCA of Darwin; YWCA of Newcastle; YWCA of Perth; YWCA of Port Pirie; YWCA of Rockhampton; YWCA of Sydney; YWCA of Tasmania; YWCA of Toowoomba; YWCA of Townsville; YWCA of Victoria.
The YWCA of Australia’s Education & Training Policy

Preamble
Access to education and training is potentially the most powerful tool for the creation of an equitable and just society. Curricula and teaching materials in many cases remain gender biased and often perpetuate gender stereotypes.

Women are clustered in a narrow range of vocational and access programs in the education system, which reflects their position in the labour force. Skewed distribution of female students in traditionally women-dominated and vocational training programs reflects broad social perceptions about women's roles.

Overall, women have fewer opportunities for career development and leadership training.

Policy
The YWCA of Australia will provide education and training opportunities for women and girls in recognition that learning is a lifelong learning process.

The YWCA of Australia will work to maximise the education and training opportunities available to individual girls and women to enable each:

· to develop her full creative potential;

· to establish and develop her career and her economic independence;

· to enrich her life and that of her family and friends;

· to contribute to and enhance her community through active participation and responsible citizenship.

The YWCA of Australia endorses the principle of equal opportunity and equitable access in education and training. These principles require that individual differences and needs are recognised to avoid disadvantage to individual women.

The YWCA of Australia commits itself to the promotion and development of non-discriminatory education and training.

The YWCA of Australia endorses the need for affirmative action in education and training. The YWCA of Australia understands affirmative action to mean the taking of systematic positive steps to achieve demonstrable progress toward equal educational and training opportunities.

The YWCA of Australia supports the allocation of sufficient resources for educational reforms, which are informed by feminist principles.

The YWCA of Australia recognises the value of skills developed in unpaid work and in informal work situations, such as families and households. It values prior learning and acknowledges transferable life skills.

The YWCA of Australia supports measures for the education of all children and the provision of adequate economic circumstance for all families and endorses the campaign for the elimination of child labour.
Terms of Reference

1. The principles of the Government’s higher education package.

2. 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,

· The financial impact on universities, including the impact of the Commonwealth Greats Scheme, the differential impact of fee deregulation, the expansion of full fee places and comparable international levels of government investment, 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’.

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

4. The effect of this package on the relationship between the Commonwealth, the States and universities, including issues of institutional autonomy, governance, academic freedom and industrial relations.

5. Alternative policy and funding options for the higher education and public research sectors.

This submission will primarily address issues under the first and second terms of reference.
HECS-HELP

The YWCA of Australia welcomes the proposal to set the repayment threshold for HECS-HELP loans at $30 000 as this is closer to media income than the present low-income threshold. It signals a return to the principle that the costs of tertiary education borne by students at levels closer to the benefit is gained by tertiary education. 

We are also supportive of the proposed increases in Commonwealth support for nursing, education and some other humanities. We support this change not only because these are areas that have high concentrations of women students and staff, but because it recognises the importance of supporting studies in areas which provide essential services to the community and sometimes necessary critiques of the social system.

We are concerned that proposed changes to fee levels, fee regulation and the introduction of the learning entitlement will have a detrimental impact on women’s ability to access tertiary education and on the price we will pay for that education.

Increases in HECS-HELP levels across the bands, apart from education and nursing, will only serve to dramatically increase the debt already carried by students
. For women this represents a number of specific concerns. 

The gender pay gap, which continues, reflects the reality of women’s absence from the paid workforce and their prevalence in part-time employment because of child rearing. This means that women will take longer to pay back their HECS or HECS-HELP
 and therefore we will because of that pay more for our education because of the ongoing indexation.

The repayments are gross earnings and therefore will be harder to pay once there are costs of children. This means that a sole parent is forced to pay her HECS before she can cover childcare costs or other necessary expenses.

The threat of the ever-increasing levels of HECS or HECS-HELP debt exacerbates anxieties that this debt may be privatised. Were the HECS and HECS-HELP debts to be transferred to banks this would add the pressure on young women to not have children or enter the housing market. 

We know that employer support for postgraduate education flows mainly to men
 and this pattern is likely to occur for undergraduate studies were employers are expected to assist in repayment of student loans.

LEARNING ENTITLEMENT

Information currently available about the proposed learning entitlement scheme leaves many important questions unanswered. The YWCA welcomes the aspects of the proposal that demonstrate the government’s support for lifelong learning and the role that tertiary education can play in that process. The concerns that the YWCA has about the learning entitlement scheme revolve around the administration of the 5-year entitlement and the variations of program length, combining full-time and fraction enrolments and how that would be administered. Particularly we are concerned that as we have seen with the maximum time rules of Austudy and Youth Allowance students may have reasonable explanations of why they have failed subjects or semesters but few without the aid of community or student organisations have the knowledge or skills to argue the case with Centrelink. If the 5-year rule does come into operation we would recommend that the administration of it rest with individual universities who are also administering appeals and progression rules. We have particular concerns with the way this may affect students with disabilities, those with language problems and those with domestic care responsibilities.

FEE-HELP

The proposed introduction of FEE-HELP is a solution to a problem created by the on-going deregulation of fees for undergraduate and postgraduate education. The ‘problem’ of the inequality of students not being able to afford to undertaken tertiary education at full-fee paying rates would of course not have arisen if successive governments had not pursued an agenda of fee deregulation. 

FEE-HELP is the answer to the wrong question. FEE-HELP will only see an expansion of student debt and the concerns that the YWCA has with HECS and HECS-HELP will only be replicated. The question that should be asked is how can we provide access to undergraduate and postgraduate education on the basis of merit not the ability to pay or service the debt. The YWCA is concerned that women will be more reluctant than men to take on high debt levels and so FEE-HELP will be of less help.

SCHOLARSHIPS

The proposed introduction of new scholarships is welcome, but at $2000 the scholarship is not equal to even the lowest band of HECS nor does it make any provision to cover the 30% deregulation proposed. Further there is a concern with the new scholarships that the legislation that supports them will not address the problem of Centrelink considering them income in terms of including it in the income test to taper payments but not in terms of income to prove independence.

INCOME SUPPORT

An important factor in students access to education is the ability to access an income sufficient to meet living costs and meet the increasing costs associated with gaining an education: transport; books; supplies etc. Yet research shows that Austudy and Youth Allowance rates provide students with an income of between 20% and 39% below the poverty line
.

In our submission to the 2003 Federal Budget we along with a range of other women’s organizations called for the levels of Newstart, Austudy, and Youth Allowance be aligned to pension rates by being raised progressively over the next four years and that Abstudy funding be increased over the next four years to ensure that eligible people are provided with the full range of supports to which they are entitled. We also support the extension of rent assistance to Austudy recipients.

The YWCA is concerned that changes to the Pensioner Education Supplement proposed in the 2003-4 budget fail to recognize that participation in education is year-long and costs do not necessarily reduce over the summer holidays. We are concerned that sufficient thought has not been given to identifying summer school enrolments or the fact that payment of PES through the long break may provide the opportunity to save to meet upfront costs of enrolment in the following year. 

CHILDCARE
Access to childcare services are important for student parents and academics. There are a number of particular concerns that affect childcare within a University setting: the 50 hour cap on access to assistance for work-related childcare; access to childcare assistance places and allowable absences.

We know that some women are forced to choose classes that meet childcare availability and that the costs of childcare coupled with the low rates of Austudy and Youth Allowance make childcare difficult to find and hard to afford.

The 50 hour cap on work-related childcare has particular impacts on women trying to balance work and family responsibilities. The reality for many women living in the outer suburbs of our major metropolitan areas is that work + class + commuting brings them over the 50 hour cap.

Campus based childcare centers operating as community based centers need to be open 40 hours a week for a minimum of 48 weeks a year face significant difficulties in trying to balance financial and legal requirements and needs of the community they serve. Both students and academics, particularly the growing number of casual academics, need more hours of care during the semester than they do over the long summer holidays. Students and academics also need to be able to re-book their care hours as class time’s change from semester to semester. If campus based childcare centers take bookings for the summer holiday period they can’t serve the community they are based in, but if they leave places vacant they have viability issues.

Further exacerbating the problem are the categories of allowable absences from childcare. The current categories do not allow for students to keep their children at home through the holidays, nor do they necessarily support mothers being able to take their children with them as they travel for conferences or research without losing their access to the childcare benefit.

Conclusion
It is important in considering reform of the tertiary education sector that we remember all students are not equal. Women continue to face additional barriers to participation in tertiary education. The continued shift towards user pays ignores the gender differential impact of the gender pay gap and different employment patterns. Women will pay more and pay for longer.
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