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Introduction

The Australian Federation of University Women Inc (AFUW) is an association of graduate women whose purpose is to promote the status and wellbeing of women, especially through initiatives in education and the promotion of peace.  It has previously made submissions, both written and oral, to the 2000/2001 Senate Inquiry into the Capacity of the Universities to meet Australia’s Higher Education Needs and the 2002 Commonwealth Review of Australia’s Higher Education System.

In addition, AFUW, as a participant in the WomenSpeak Network, one of the four women’s secretariats of the Office of the Status of Women, supported the WomenSpeak Pre-Budget 2003 Submission to Treasury and Federal Ministers.

AFUW’s submissions were based throughout on the following premises:

· that the prime function of the university system is to produce highly trained minds, skilled in extending the boundaries of knowledge beyond contemporary and contingent market demands; and able to analyse and develop social and economic policy for both  present and future;  

· that the public university system is the most appropriate place in which such public benefits (which are of far greater significance than any individual’s benefit) can be ensured; 

· that government must therefore accept responsibility for the provision of adequate funding to sustain the public university system.  While there will always be a proper and valued place for contributions from the private sector, these must not be allowed to over-ride the autonomy of the universities, or to exert undue influence on programs of teaching and research, or to draw undue private profit from the use of publicly-funded infrastructure. 

AFUW therefore opposes those elements in the present budget proposals for the which underestimate the public benefits of university education and lay excessive stress on the private benefit gained by graduates as a justification for shifting the locus of funding from the public purse to individual students, whether undergraduate or postgraduate, foreign or Australian.  

While welcoming the apparent recognition of the urgent need for an injection of government funding into the university system, AFUW contends that what is proposed is neither adequate nor equitably-targeted, and that in some cases it carries provisos that breach the autonomy of the universities.

AFUW argued previously that current funding arrangements were demonstrably inadequate to sustain a quality higher education system and stressed the need for the Review to make significant recommendations for increased funding in order

1. To allow universities to meet demand for student places 

· from the employment sector, which increasingly requires a skilled rather than an unskilled workforce, 

· from individuals who believe that obtaining of a degree, or the upgrading of qualifications, will secure them a better standard of living; and

· from individuals who are committed to increasing their capacity to serve their communities, often at no increased financial gain

2.
to allow universities to manage their programs in order to achieve the intellectual desideratum of a balance between supporting existing courses and developing new ones to anticipate future needs;

3.
to maintain staff morale; and

4.
to guarantee of the quality and diversity of teaching and research

The Women’s Pre-Budget 2003-2004 submission recommended:

1.
increasing levels of funding to universities to a level that acknowledges:

· the need to redress the increasing casualisation of  university teaching and the consequent decline in the quality of service provided to students;

· the changing patterns of delivery of both student support services and courses; and

· increased costs in supplying adequate libraries, laboratories and IT services; and

2.
no increased cost burden to tertiary students;

To summarise the following submission to the current Senate Inquiry:

1. The funding proposals inadequately address the needs of universities across the sector to ensure quality teaching, learning and research environments adequately staffed and serviced.

2. The funding proposals inadequately address the needs of students for equitable and affordable access.

3. The funding proposals inadequately address the life-long learning needs of the Australian community.

4.
AFUW believes that public funding of the university sector could be made more adequate if the will of the government matched the priorities expressed by very large majority of respondents to the recent Age Poll who expressed their readiness to forego tax cuts in exchange for better funding of health and education.

NATURE OF AFUW SUBMISSION

The current Senate Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation asks for a response to five terms of reference.  This submission will comment in particular on Term 2:  the effect of these proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities.

Impact on University Finances

While AFUW welcomes any proposals to increase public funding for higher education, it contends

· that the increased funding proposed is insufficient to rectify years of funding decline, especially as it appears that 78% of the funding designated as ‘new’ does not become available until the 2006 and 2007 calendar years; 

· that there are not only equity issues, but an unacceptable element of financial volatility and unpredictability in the expectation that shortfalls in public funding can be met by growth in private funding from overseas students, Australian full fee paying students, and Australian students paying HECS top-up fees 

· that it is arguable that not all of what is designated as new money is genuinely so;

· that the effects of the proposed new funding system is not equitable, in that some universities stand to gain considerably, while others have recently completed analyses which predict that they will actually be worse off, despite earlier government assurances that no university would suffer this fate as a result of  change from the current system of block operating grants to the Commonwealth Grants Scheme (CGS), a discipline weighted funding model; 

· that there is an unacceptable intrusion on university autonomy in the ideologically-driven proposal that the largest single component of the package, $404 million, will depend upon universities accepting conditions which are known to be opposed by sectors of the university community, especially those relating to employment practices (Australian Workplace Agreements) and institutional governance (National Governance Protocols;

1.  Inadequacy of proposed funding

The AVCC has demonstrated that  public investment in university operating grants has been in steady decline since 1988, to the tune of 20% from 1988 to 2002. (AVVC April 2003, “Public Investment in Higher Education Teaching:  The Facts).  It accordingly requested a 20% funding increase over six years to the base grant funding for universities. (Speech of Chair of AVCC, Professor I Chubb to National Press Council, reported in the Education Age, 21 March 2002).  Under the Government’s Budget proposals, however, the amount of additional funding per student place will produce only a 7.5% increase phased in over the period to 2007, and the full provision of this increase will be subject to compliance with National Governance Protocols and the Commonwealth’s workplace relations policies.  

Disappointment at what is felt to be an inadequate increase is compounded by analyses (such as that offered in the July issue of Advocate: Journal of the National Tertiary Education Union) that indicate that the actual funding gain to the system is $753 million rather than the announced $1,465 million   This argument depends essentially on discounting the government’s saving in phasing out over-enrolment funding and its clawback of baseline operating income, some of which may be returned to the system, but only conditionally.

It is important that the public be confident of having correct information as to the exact extent of overall financial gain for the total sector, and AFUW recommends that resolution of arguments on this issue be one focus of the Senate Inquiry.

2.  The Issue of Institutional Parity: On to a New Binary Divide?
The block operating system accorded at least a base-line parity of funding to universities, suggesting that they were all indeed expected to fulfil the academic functions of teaching and research across at least a range of disciplines.  And until the Dawkins era the university sector maintained a considerable degree of uniformity of academic offerings and standards within its cohort.  

In the expansion and diversification that followed the merger of the university and college sectors and subsequent other developments, there have been very great changes in comparability between institutions in terms of size, wealth, balance of public and private funding and range of activities.  There has been a somewhat paradoxical effect that diversification across the system has to some extent gone hand in hand with a narrowing of local activity as institutions strive to survive by simultaneously extending course offerings to meeting demands for specialisation and contracting them in an attempt to rein in staffing costs, especially in those areas which do not attract large student enrolments, however valuable they may be as a component in the overall intellectual life of the nation.

It is the difference in range of activities that is likely to affect funding under the CGS discipline-weighted model.  The effect will not by any means be always negative: a small institution specialising in courses in Agriculture, which receives the highest of fixed Commonwealth contributions ($15, 994), may do very well financially,. provided there is sufficient concentration of demand for places.  The institutions least likely to fare well are those smaller regional universities which attempt to offer the more modestly-funded basic Humanities, Science and Education courses to the students of their region, who are often least likely to be able to afford the cost of relocation as an additional impost on their higher education.

It may indeed be time to acknowledge that the Australian higher education system has begun to look more and more like its stratified American counterpart and that this may entail acceptance of varying levels of academic activity.  This will however have implications about the availability of affordable education for remote and regional students, a sharper differentiation in the attractiveness of Australian institutions for  overseas students, and an acceptance that not all individual academic staff will fulfil the same range of academic functions.  This last factor should not be underestimated: resistance to ideas of teaching-only universities, or even to the specialising of research areas within nominated institutions, has come substantially from academics who take professional pride, and see their chances of career advancement, in practising both teaching and research.

3.  Staffing Costs as an Institutional Funding Issue

It has been a longstanding complaint within the universities that, under the block operating grant, the Cost Adjustment Factor used to index university operating grants has not included full indexation of salaries for the higher education system.  Salary increases therefore became a  charge upon the general university funds.  The effects of this were compounded by the fact that, from the 1960s onwards, the very large increase in numbers of academics and general staff in the system was more a matter of sudden surges than slow accretion.  The resultant ‘incremental creep’ as cohorts of originally junior staff progressed in seniority, along with the failure to index operating grants, led to a situation where almost the entire budget allocation of some institutional units was needed to meet salary costs. 

AFUW accepts that staff salaries should not constitute an  unreasonable proportion of the overall budget, but it contends that it should be realised that without adequate numbers of well-qualified and work-satisfied staff universities cannot fulfil their functions, however efficiently administered and governed.  AFUW believes that this prerequisite is no longer adequately met in a number of institutions and it contends that this is because restructuring action taken over the past years to adjust the proportion of budget spent on staff has failed to address the need to combine  increased funding with reduction of staffing costs.

If this had been done, the latter could have been achieved more gradually, rather than by the kind of disruptive measures exemplified in the fate of the Arts Faculty of Monash University which in 1998 lost one in six academic staff members and a number of academic offerings in a single year through a vigorous and demoralising campaign inducing staff to take ‘voluntary’ redundancy.  The payout involved meant long term indebtedness for the relevant budgetary units, ensuring that staff could not be replaced except by adhoc casual appointments when staff-student ratios in individual courses became so demonstrably unacceptable as to be academically embarrassing.

In practice, reduction of staffing costs had already been attempted before  the onset of redundancies by cannibalising continuing full time positions that fell vacant as a result of normal attrition and replacing them by fixed term contracts or, increasingly, by casual appointments.  AFUW accepts that there is a place for a proportion of such appointments in the university sector, and that this may vary considerably according to the different needs of different disciplinary contexts.  It accepts also that some of those holding such positions find them suited to their life circumstances.  It contends however that the proportion of such appointments is now excessive, especially in a generally under-staffed system.  The positive buzzword for these appointments is flexibility; staff on the ground believe that poverty is a more convincing rationale.

When institutional poverty is the driving force of casualisation of the workforce, the conditions of appointments are more likely to be exploitative and the previous Senate Inquiry into Higher Education acknowledged this as an industrial relations issue.  

It is also of course a quality of academic life issue.  It is not that casual staff are under-qualified academically—indeed they are more likely to be overqualified for the level of appointment and remuneration offered them.  It is that certain things, such as constant availability to students, attendance at Departmental meetings or Faculty and University committees, participation in general departmental administrative tasks, cannot in fairness be expected of them.  This often results, however, in student dissatisfaction on the one hand, and an increased workload for fulltime staff who may well already be feeling overstretched.  

AFUW believes that there is little in the current funding proposals that offers improved resources for overall staffing.  Since this aspect of inadequate funding has a  potent effect on the sustainability of quality teaching and research (discussed in the following section), AFUW requests the Senate Inquiry to explore, and if necessary make recommendations on, this issue.

Sustainability of the Quality of Teaching and Research

1. The Factor of Staff Morale 
There is considerable evidence that academic staff morale, which is essential to sustain teaching and research, is suffering from the perception that higher education is underfunded and undervalued in real terms, however much lip service may be paid to its importance.  It is not that academic staff don’t like their work; they dislike not being able to do it properly.

Seventeen hundred and four academic and general staff from twenty universities participated in the recent survey commissioned by the National Tertiary Education Union and conducted by the Centre for Applied and Professional Psychology at Monash University.  The results are published in Unhealthy Places of Learning:  Working in Australian Universities.  83% of academics reported increased workloads, mainly due to increased student numbers, often as a result of loss of staff.  Over a third of academic staff reported that their workload in research and reading had decreased owing to the immediate demands of teaching and administration.  

2.  Teaching Issues

It is very difficult to maintain high quality teaching under excessive workloads and increased student numbers.  Efforts to achieve economics of scale by teaching in larger groups have meant that classrooms are often overcrowded.  Science and engineering faculties report overcrowded laboratory space and shortage of equipment.  Overcrowding is stressful for staff and students and reduces attention span and general concentration, thereby reducing the quality of learning for students.  It also leads to an accelerated deterioration of infrastructure, which in turn decreases the quality of teaching.  

Questionnaires on the learning experience of students and the competence of their teachers can give some quantitative evidence of the quality of these aspects of academic performance, although it is doubtful if anyone outside the system realises just how blunt an instrument is involved in the five-point scale questionnaires which must, for logistical reasons, be completed by students before the end of semester, and hence before they have had opportunity to see the whole pattern of an academic unit and their performance in it.  

Measurements of academic standards that genuinely attend to the complexities of university disciplines is much more difficult.  Anecdotally, there are claims of falling standards, which may incur institutional wrath if they are made public, as in the recent case at Wollongong University.  These include assertions, often demonstrable, that it is impossible to set course work of the same degree of complexity or scope that once was the case.  Academics tend to attribute this to several factors.  Changes in university organisation have led to shorter teaching periods.  For students, this means less time for extended library or laboratory work, and pressure to complete assignments as expeditiously and simply as possible.  Staff, for whom marking of student assessments is a consistently under-rated component of their working hours, even as it becomes increasingly emphasised in performance reviews, there is considerable pressure to set assignments of less complexity and scope in the face of shorter teaching periods, increased student numbers, and the need to return assignments quickly to students in order to meet the teaching criterion of prompt input on student work.   

Increased staff numbers could counteract these aspects of current teaching experience. 

Other factors nominated for falling standards are less directly within the control of university academic organisation:  they include poorer discipline-specific preparation in secondary schooling, the reality of full-time students working in paid employment for up to 30 hours a week, the mindset in some students that a degree is a commodity that can be purchased.

One factor should, however, be mentioned: the increasing number of foreign students enrolled in Australian universities, often in course-work postgraduate degrees.  International students have become an important income-stream for many universities, but unless they can be provided with high quality teaching and supervision this stream is likely to dry up.  

It is crucial that the standard required of foreign students be equivalent to that expected of Australian students, but they may well need extra assistance for this to happen, mainly because of language difficulties, but also because of different degrees of preparedness for the specific courses they enrol in.  When first mooted by Labor Minister for Education, Susan Ryan, promises were made that virtually all the funds generated from international students were to be spent on staffing.  There is little evidence that this has happened, nor is there adequate recognition of the increased workload generated for staff, who find that the time spent servicing the needs of students from non-English speaking backgrounds is at least double that spent on local students, and possibly even triple in the case of postgraduate work involving discursive language skills.

3.  Research Issues

In the survey cited above, lack of time to pursue research and scholarly activity was a major reason given by academic staff for dissatisfaction with their working conditions.  The maintenance of research and scholarly reading is not only a crucial part of professional self-respect, it is also a key to career advancement since research results and the obtaining of research grants have become the dominant factor in performance assessment and promotion.  

Government funding no longer supports any allocation of a budgetary component to fund the kind of small-scale, individual research projects which are often well-suited to satisfy  the maintenance of research skills when undertaken in conjunction with a full teaching load.  This has become the responsibility of the universities.  They recognise the need to support staff in this area, but to do so they often have to divert funds from other areas, such as teaching or support staff.

Within the sphere of public funding, individual academics, or groups thereof, look for support for larger research projects to the Australian Research Council (ARC) and the National Health and Medical Research Council (NH&MRC).  Competition for these grants is already fierce.  It has been estimated that only 20% of application for ARC Grants are successful, and yet more and more staff are being urged to go court disappointment by making the time-consuming effort of elaborate applications.  

Considerable alarm is felt in the universities at the prospect that the competition will be made all the fiercer by widening the range of those eligible to apply.  Within the forthcoming review of Closer Collaboration between Universities and the Major Publicly Funded Research Agencies one funding model for consideration would open access to the competitive grants schemes of the ARC and the NH&MRC to the CSIRO, the Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation, the Defence Science and Technology Organisation and the Australian Institute of Marine Science (recently affiliated to James Cook University).  

The Minister’s avowed goal of a research framework ‘in which all Commonwealth funding is either competitive or performance-based’ has also invited speculation that private providers might be made eligible to access government research funding.  This would become very much an issue in the event of the inclusion of education under a GATS agreement. 

As far as between institutions is concerned it has been suggested that the possible outcome of the current DEST review of the three major, competitive, formula-driven block funding schemes (the Institutional Grants Scheme, Research Infrastructure Block Grants Scheme and Research Training Scheme) could result in the emergence of a single scheme with greater weighting applied to the past research performance of institutions.  Within the sector, this would privilege universities with an established research system and possibly privilege experienced researchers within the institutions.  Unless some protection is offered to encourage inexperienced institutions and individuals to take up research, the diversity of research activities is likely to suffer.

Structural changes such as these would have less impact if adequate overall funding were guaranteed.  That this is unlikely to be delivered without strenuous representations is indicated in microcosm by the fact that the Minister’s direction to the ARC to increase funding of Chief Investigator salaries up to $47 million annually comes with no additional funding.  

The ARC itself, along with other stakeholders, has long campaigned for increased salaries for ARC grant recipients.  Research Assistants employed on ARC funding must, incidentally, enjoy among the most insecure and underpaid working conditions of any category of university staff and it would be nice to see a Ministerial directive insisting that they be appointed at a level commensurate with their expertise and experience and not made victims of the pressure to cut costs in making grant applications. It is not that anyone should grudge Chief Investigators a proper salary, but one must be concerned at the remark of the CEO of the ARC demands to increase salaries and take on extra responsibilities without increased funding without any increase in the funding pool must mean that ‘either the number of projects [the ARC] funded, or centres of excellence it established, or research networks it developed would have to suffer.’ 

AFUW submits that structural ‘reform’ without increasing the pool of funding is not enough to guarantee the quality or quantity of research output from higher education institutions.

AFUW does, however, welcome the provision of an additional 31 Higher Degree Research Scholarships by 2007, although it notes that this is only in line with population growth and does not constitute a major increase in support for postgraduate students.

Impact on Diversity of Teaching and Research

As has already been indicated, economies of scale introduced in an under-funded situation have had important adverse effects on the desirable  quality of teaching and learning in higher education institutions.  These economies of scale have also resulted in a reduction in the diversity of teaching, as well as the loss of specialist staff. 

Loss of a teaching discipline within one Department may, moreover, have a flow-on effect on interdisciplinary activities.  

Loss of specialist staff also affects the diversity of research and whether a Department can offer proper supervision for postgraduate students. 

New developments intended to attract students or to establish a niche market for smaller institutions have increased the diversity across the system, but their positive effect is diminished if they can only be achieved by automatic displacing of existing course offerings, regardless of their intellectual worth, or by contracting the activities of the institution to such a degree that it is more properly described as a specialist College.

Implications for Students

1.  Impact of Transfer of Costs from Public Purse to Individual ‘User’

AFUW contends that it is a benefit to all society when individuals are able to access education to the extent that they aspire to it and are capable of benefiting from it.

It also contends that university study is not a commodity but a form of work and should be recognised as such.  Failure to impress this view upon students entering the university is a major factor in the decline of the educational experience encountered in universities.  AFUW submits that the current proposals fail to address these concepts.

Access to higher education has become increasingly expensive in terms of direct costs (transport, books, service fees, et al); deferral of income that would be gained by direct entry into employment, and deferred costs involved in the HECS debt accumulated during a course.  In an earlier AFUW submission we asked  ‘If the Smith Family charity can allege that thousands of Australian families cannot afford the costs of sending a child to primary school, how likely is it that such families will be able to afford to send a child to University?’  The question remains relevant and can be extended to the expectations of adults in similar financial circumstances.

AFUW is very concerned that the proposals are likely to reduce access to tertiary education in general, or in respect of students’ first choice of discipline,  by confronting less affluent students with the prospect that the already considerable indebtedness involved in acquiring a first degree under HECS, let alone a second one under PELS, will be increased by several factors.  

These include 

· the possibility that access may only be available as a full fee paying student.  If universities are to be allowed (encouraged?) to extend this component to 50% of their intake (a very large increase on existing arrangements), it is hard to see how competition for government funded places will not increase;

· the fact that differential disciplinary government contributions will result in different HECS debts;

· the distinct possibility that universities will need to exercise the option of setting fees for all students at levels above the contribution guaranteed by the government (we finally seem to have achieved a voucher system under another name).  Confident arguments that universities would seek to sell themselves competitively to students foundered when the assumption that expensiveness equates with status  was confirmed by announcements from the Universities of Melbourne and Sydney of very substantial ‘top-up’ intentions, followed by public reflections from RMIT that the institution thought that it would have to at least match the Melbourne proposals to convince students of the equal value of its degree (Reported in the Melbourne Age).

There is a considerable debate as to  the average percentage of course costs currently paid by students,  Estimates range from 26% (DEST) to 40% (NTEU).  However it seems clear that, if  universities choose, or feel obliged, to ‘top-up’ the government funded fee by the maximum allowable 30%, the average student contribution will rise by 25%, a very considerable increase.  But the impact of this would not be the same across disciplines.  According to NTEU estimates the contribution from Law and Economics students would cover respectively 100% and 86% of the course cost for a government subsidised place.  These are courses that students from less privileged backgrounds often aspire to as a way of substantially improving their earning capacity.  It would be a pity if immediate stringency prevented them completing courses which have the potential to enable them to become substantial contributors to the public purse by income tax.

We acknowledge that the proposals contain measures to redress financial impediments to access.  We note the government’s intention to propose a variety of loan schemes with repayment linked to income and differing support programs for those already accessing Commonwealth assistance through other programs.  We commend the decision to raise the HECS repayment threshold to $30,000 and to introduce by 2007 some 24,000 targeted needs-based scholarships for students disadvantaged by a range of circumstances.  We note, however, that these only cover general costs at $2,000 or accommodation ($4,000), and not tuition fees.

It also appears that they are only available to full time students, and yet students from disadvantaged backgrounds are, along with mature-age women students, the most likely to need to balance income-earning work with part-time studies.

We ask the Senate Committee to clarify this point and to recommend that part-time students be eligible for these scholarships.

2.  The Learning Entitlement and Lifelong Learning

While something of a pale shadow of the principle of a universal right to education, the concept of the Learning Entitlement does acknowledge that the government has some obligation to support the extension of state-funded education from the secondary to the tertiary sector.  The restriction of entitlement to five years does however exemplify a philosophy that students should be ‘processed’ through the system as fast as possible, a philosophy already demonstrated under the existing system by the refusal to fund departments for  supervising postgraduate students beyond a fixed and rather minimum period.  

The fine print of this is not yet entirely clearly understood.  It appears that Ministerial approval will need to be sought where courses normally exceed five years, and it is not obvious that approval will be automatic.  There will also presumably be a pro-rata system for part-time students, at least if these have employment or other obligations or health reasons which make it essential for them to undertake part-time studies.  Such students are often already disadvantaged in academic competition with full-time students by their inability to give full-time attention to study, and often find it difficult to access library and laboratory services, consult tutors, and generally participate in student life. 

On the issue of adjusting the system to meet the special needs of particular groups, AFUW endorses the special attention given to the needs of Indigenous students, who are one of the groups targeted to receive the Scholarships mentioned above.  The increase in the annual support funding per student paid to universities under the Indigenous Support Fund is welcome, as is the support for institutions receiving IFS to have an Aboriginal Advisory Council, which will have as one of its functions advice on strategies to employ more Indigenous staff.  However, although the government is offering five $31,000 annual staff scholarships to enable existing  Indigenous staff members to participate in professional development, it has not provided funding specifically to fund the approximately 1,000 additional academic and general staff needed to raise the pathetically small 0.7% representation of university staff to even the minimum equity reference value of 2.2% for Indigenous Australians.

AFUW submits that this initial progress to improve the representation of Indigenous Australians at both students and staff levels should receive substantial and immediate additional resources.

There is no indication in the proposals of any need to provide funding to encourage the full participation of women in the higher education system, and this would seem to be justified when the total level of undergraduate female enrolments is beginning to outstrip that of males, and when women staff at universities receive paid maternity leave, something not yet accorded universally by the employment sector. Nonetheless the representation of women within the postgraduate cohort begins to level off and at staffing levels it is improving only slowly from a very low base.  

Postgraduate study and early career employment patterns are likely to be disrupted by family responsibilities for women.  Pressure to finish postgraduate degrees in minium time and increased staff workloads are not family friendly for young women, and voluntary part-time work is sometimes read as a lack of serious career commitment. 

These appear to be attitudinal rather than economic problems but failure to thrive during postgraduate or early career years may well contribute to the trend announced by the Bureau of Statistics on 28 March 2003 and confirmed in further reports in August 2003, that the gap in average weekly earnings between women and men in full time employment has increased from $122.50  in 1996 to $154.60 in 2003.  

This lower work-related income, along with broken patterns of employment due to parenting, presumably accounts for the fact that women take significantly longer to pay off their HECS debt.  If, as is sometimes suggested, full commercial interest rates were to be levied on that  debt this could be a considerable disincentive for women to enter the higher education sector.  Increased expense is an even greater disincentive for  women not in employment, who have significantly lower disposable income than males   

Yet equity demands that women should be able to benefit from the advantages of higher education, since employment data shows that it does overall ensure a higher rate of employment and eventual better income than that achieved by those completing only secondary education.  In a nation-wide survey currently being conducted under the auspices of  Security4Women, one of the OSW women’s consortium to which AFUW is affiliated, respondents were asked what factors they would nominate as being most likely to contribute to their lifelong economic security and wellbeing.  Education ranked highly among responses, because it was seen as a way of ensuring this.  If women are discouraged by high fees and long term indebtedness and the universities themselves are financially discouraged or even penalised for enrolments of part-time students or for longer completion rates, this will have a definite negative impact on women, whose life circumstances often make part-time study necessary.  

There is also the matter of what has come to be called ‘life-long learning’. Because of time out for parenting, many women actually wish to return to the university as mature age students in order to undertake study as a preparation for entry or re-entry into the workforce.  Mature-age study is also, of course, becoming a feature of male life as changing  employment, technology and work practices require updating of qualifications.  Further or life-long education is already spoken of as an essential if Australia is to maintain a well-qualified, skilled workforce.  The funding proposals, however, do not include funding incentives for the provision of such education. 

It may be argued that further education for purposes largely of increasing an individual’s earning prospects should be self-funded or funded by an employer.   However not all individuals and not all employers are in a position to pay up front university fees, and even when this is the case with an employer, statistics show that women are significantly less likely to be offered opportunities to undertake funded further education or training.  

AFUW believes that additional resources for the important area of lifelong learning should be made available to both students and institutions.

3.  Implications for Students Participation Rates 

This submission has argued that the proposals introduce a significant risk that students from lower socio-economic backgrounds, students with a disability, some female students (especially mature age students), and Indigenous students generally may not be able to afford university study, either in general or in their preferred field of study.

This is a poor outcome for individuals but also for the nation.  If a university degree increases the likelihood of employment and financial independence for its citizens, then governments profit, and should be interested in providing levels of public funding to maximise such outcomes, rather than further eroding the 75% public support for higher education places to 73%. 

(Edited transcript of Press Conference of Hon Dr B Nelson, MP, 24 July 2003, Canberra http://www.dest.gov.au/ministers/nelson/jul_03/transcript_230703.htm).

AFUW asks the Senate to recommend that, in the event of legislation being passed to enact these proposals, arrangements be made to monitor participation rates in higher  education to ensure that they are not reduced or inequitably redistributed on a basis of capacity to pay rather than capacity for academic performance.

