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Overview of this submission

The RMIT Student Union (RMITSU) welcomes this opportunity to make a submission to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee Inquiry into higher education funding and regulatory legislation.  

In this submission we argue that the government package should be rejected. This recommendation is based on a thorough assessment of both the current state of higher education and consideration of the effects of the proposed changes. 

In particular, we have focussed much of our submission on information from RMIT itself. We feel that the RMIT experience aptly illustrates the validity of our concerns about the current state of higher education and its future if the package is introduced. The RMIT experience clearly shows that the university sector is currently struggling to meet even the most basic of its obligations, and that this will only deteriorate further if the proposed changes are passsed. 

The quality of education has gone down, with two out of five students being dissatisfied with the quality of their course. RMIT’s ability to improve equity outcomes on campus has stalled. Resources on campus are stretched and campus conditions are deteriorating. Student staff ratios have climbed dramatically, and students have reduced access to feedback from their lecturers. The library has inadequate staff and is unable to provide textbooks for students. Students are suffering under increased debt burdens and inadequate income support with more forced into paid work than ever before, taking time away from their studies.

Government proposals that are aimed at further shifting the financial responsibility for education onto students will not address any of the problems that the sector is currently facing. Quality, equity and diversity will continue to suffer. Students will come under even greater pressure while studying and will leave university with crippling debts. Meanwhile, the numbers of potential students missing out on education at both university and TAFE/VET will increase to unprecedented levels. 

The RMITSU believes that society as a whole benefits from the education received by students. We reject the ‘user-pays’ ideology of ever increasing fees for students, whether they have to pay immediately or through a loan scheme. Likewise, we reject changes to university governance that reflect the perception of universities as businesses rather than as a service provided for the good of all. We believe that these have been made in order to silence student and staff voices on matters of concern, alongside attacks on student unions through the proposed introduction of Voluntary Student Unionism (VSU), and the squeezing out of staff industrial unions through linking funding to the introduction of individual staff agreements over collective agreements.

Australia is ranked fourth highest of the OECD countries in terms of private contributions for education, behind Korea, Japan and the United States. This chase for the dollar has seen our education compromised in quality, and attempts to address equity concerns have become hollow in principle and in practice.

Only an immediate injection of government funds to restore university funding relative to pre 1996 levels can halt the decay of our higher education system. Ultimately, education should be fully funded through a progressive personal income and company taxation system.  

Without immediate, drastic action to restore funding, and a removal of the reliance on student money, our higher education system will become little more than a shell. It will become a tool to keep those without the money to pay for a degree out of the higher paying occupations that require one. 

RMITSU rejects this vision of the future of higher education, and we urge the Senate to do the same. We strongly recommend that the package be rejected and that alternatives be considered.

The government package should be rejected

Australian Universities have been in crisis for some time.  We have experienced two decades of successive governments sucking the life-blood out of the whole education sector through the steady reduction of government funding. This has seriously undermined the ability of Australian universities to provide an accessible, well-resourced and quality education system. To date, the deregulation of fees in higher education has failed to be the panacea for all the ills suffered by the sector. We assert that nothing that the government has proposed will address these issues. The RMIT Student Union believes that the current government initiatives will further limit access to higher education for students without the financial means to pay for their education. They will fail to address the decline in the quality of our university courses and in the student and staff experience within the sector. The RMITSU recommends the rejection of the government higher education package.

Of particular concern to the RMIT Student Union are the following reforms:
· Allowing Universities to charge top-up fees of up to 30% in addition to HECS;

· Increasing the number of places for Domestic up-front full fee paying places from 25% to 50% of all student places in each course;

· The abolition of HECS as we know it, and the introduction of the new loans schemes: HECS-HELP, FEE–HELP and OS-HELP;

· The limiting of learning entitlements (vouchers) to five years;

· The linking of increases in public funds to workplace reform;

· Silencing of student and staff voices by introducing Voluntary Student Unionism and the removal of students and staff from representative roles on university councils and boards;

· The targeting of international students through a 12 fold increase in the international student registration fee, from $25 per annum to $300 per annum, and the 27% increase in international student visa charges (from $315 to $400)

· The diversion of more public funds to private institutions

The RMITSU recognises the few less draconian aspects of the Nelson/Howard package, in particular:

· Increased funding for some regional universities;

· Small increases in subsided students places;

· Absorption of 25 000 over-enrolled places;

· The new Commonwealth Learning Scholarships;

· The increase of the repayment threshold from $26 365 to $30 000;

· The establishment of an Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council.

However, we believe that the negative impact of the proposed reforms will negate any real gain in other areas. Further, we are extremely disappointed at the lack of any proposals regarding TAFE funding and AUSTUDY/Common Youth Allowance (CYA).

Equity and Access to Higher Education

The RMITSU is greatly concerned about the impact of the government’s proposals on equity in the Higher Education sector, and in society as a whole. Between 1989 and 2000 the number of non-overseas students in the HE sector increased by 42.8% to around 600 000.
 More equity students than ever before were able to attend university due to this expansion. Our communities have benefited enormously from this diversity. The principle of access to education as a right and as an equaliser that helps to make up for other inequalities has been immensely valuable. Current proposals by the government threaten to dismantle this community asset. 

Up-front fees and equity

The RMIT Student Union believes that the single greatest impediment to an equitable higher education system is the imposition of up-front fees. Changes to the participation of equity groups in the Australian higher education system after the abolition of tuition fees in 1974 clearly illustrate this. From 1974 onwards '...there were improvements in the number of women, mature age, people from working class backgrounds, students with English as a second language, and other under represented groups..." 
 participating in higher education. 

The experience of the 1987 re-introduction of up-front fees in the form of the Higher Education Administration Charge (HEAC) also provides strong evidence as to the negative effects of up-front fees on equity groups
. Whilst the HEAC was a relatively small up-front fee ($250 in 1987 and $263 in 1988), its impact on the participation of educationally disadvantaged groups was significant

This negative effect has also been demonstrated in the postgraduate arena. Since the Australian Government introduced arrangements to permit institutions to charge full fees for postgraduate courses 1989, this has been devastating for equity groups. 

The Coalition also recognised this fact in its 1996 pre-election policy statement, “Higher Education: Quality, Diversity and Choice”. In this document, it was made clear that 

'Fees for courses in a number of professional and postgraduate areas have expanded the revenue base, however, the Coalition is concerned that equity issues arising from these fees have not been addressed adequately'
. 

Fees constitute both an obstacle and deterrent to equity groups participating in the higher education sector. This should be of major concern to any government aiming to provide equal access to educational opportunities, especially for those who are disadvantaged. 

Issues of equitable access to undergraduate degrees show the same pattern.  Increases to fee paying places at the expense of HECS places, increases to the amounts of HECS paid by students, decreased income support in both amount and availability, and more rapid repayment of HECS debts have all had a visible impact since 1996. Participation rates of equity groups have stagnated and in some cases gone backwards. 

Funding cuts & Equity Groups

Government funding cuts to tertiary education means that a large proportion of funding for public universities such as RMIT now comes from sources outside government. Two thirds of higher education funding is needed for teaching. Between 1992 and 1999, the amount of federal teaching funding was reduced from 56% to 37% of total University funding. HECS fees made an increased contribution, up from 13% to 19%, while fee paying students contributed 12%, up from 5%. While universities have also increased revenue from other sources, this doesn’t address the difficulties in meeting the costs of teaching.
 This is despite the massive increase in student numbers between 1989 and 2000 of over 42%.

The pressure put on universities by the funding squeeze has created a growing disincentive for universities to achieve equity targets or set them in a real sense.  As funding is being sourced more and more from students themselves and also from industry, those from traditionally disadvantaged equity groups are less likely to access or complete their tertiary education, thus making them an unattractive commercial prospect to a university seeking financial gain from students and business.  

When institutions have little incentive to recruit and support people from disadvantaged groups and the Federal Government cuts other supports directly (such as ABSTUDY and AUSTUDY thresholds, etc), it is increasingly difficult for institutions to create or achieve equity targets.  In a climate where it is becoming more and more difficult to survive as a student (increased living costs and fees, etc) it is no wonder retention, access and participation rates continue to decline.

Institutions such as RMIT continue to invent strategies for improving access, participation and retention of groups such as Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islander students then fail not only to implement them but to effect any change to their participation rates (See Figure 2).  

Without real strategies to improve participation and financial commitment from the federal government there can be no improvement in the participation of society’s most vulnerable people. What incentive is there for institutions to be socially responsible, progressive and egalitarian when the lack of federal government funding and the financial pressure on students makes the likelihood of success smaller and smaller?

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Students at RMIT

ABSTUDY was introduced in 1969 in recognition that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students were experiencing inequities in learning opportunities and outcomes when compared to other Australians.  Any evaluation of ABSTUDY must be viewed in terms of it's ability to will increase participation and educational opportunities for indigenous students.

In 1998 the Federal Coalition Government announced that ABSTUDY benefits would be ‘aligned’ with the Youth Allowance.  This has created problems for Aboriginal students across the educational spectrum, as 59% of ABSTUDY recipients are school recipients, with 41% in tertiary education (both VET and higher education). 

An analysis of the impact of changes to ABSTUDY, undertaken in 1999 by Deakin University on behalf of ATSIC, estimated that based on the 1988 cohort, 94.3% of Indigenous students would be significantly disadvantaged by the changes.

The changes and their impact are as follows:

· Assets and actual means tests that apply to the Youth Allowance are now applied to ABSTUDY recipients;

· In aligning rates of allowance approximately 29% of ABSTUDY recipients (14,760) are expected to be disadvantaged.

· Most Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Students over 21 will lose about $50 a fortnight;

· Students face potential losses of School Fees Allowance (up to $4,347 pa), Incidentals Allowance (up to $353 pa) and Fares Allowance (no figure available) for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students aged 16 and below.

The effect of these changes to ABSTUDY has been to greatly reduce the ability of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students to attend university. ABSTUDY recipients in higher education declined significantly between 1999 and 2001, down from 6749 to 5845.

RMIT University has been particularly unsuccessful in attracting or retaining this group of students (refer to the following table). 
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              Figure 1: 

The above shows the number of ATSI students at RMIT as a percentage of total non-overseas students from 1992 – 2001. RMIT’s information is contrasted against our most comparable institution nationally, the University of Technology in Sydney, and in turn compared to each major University in Victoria.  

It is clear from this graph that RMIT took a nosedive in enrolments of ATSI students in the fist half of the 1990’s and has now stabilised at a low level. Other universities have fluctuated over the past decade, but all outperform RMIT. 
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Figure 2: 

The above figure shows a stark contrast between the numbers of ATSI students at RMIT and the national average (as a percentage of non-overseas students).  
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Figure 3:
 

The above graph shows the raw numbers of students enrolled in each faculty at RMIT. Participation peaked at 8 individual students enrolled in the Faculty of Constructed Environment in 1997.

In 2000 and 2001, the number of Higher Education courses at RMIT containing ATSI students was minimal across the board.

Only 3 out of 34 courses in the Faculty of Engineering contained any indigenous students, and only 1 course out of 37 in Applied Science. ATSI students were enrolled in the Business faculty in 3 out of 21 courses, in Life Sciences, 3 out of 17 courses and in Education, Language and Community Services, 3 out of 14 courses. Respectively, the faculties of Constructed Environment, and of Art, Design and Communication had ATSI students in 3 out of 12 courses and 3 out of 15 courses.
 

In particular, the low participation of ATSI students in the faculties of Engineering and Applied Science shows RMIT’s lack of success in attracting ATSI students to study in supposedly ‘elite‘ and technical courses. 

In the report entitled “Indigenous Education at RMIT University: An Evaluation of Recent Practice and Future Directions”, it is noted that the figures around enrolment of ATSI students are unreliable and inconsistent. Between such bodies as the RMIT Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Support and Liaison Unit and different faculty reports, there is a chance of more students being enrolled that are formally recorded. However, on the basis of what has been reported to DEST for the past decade, and on other reports within the University, it is unlikely that any confusion has occurred with regard to higher education students, though this may have happened in the TAFE sector.   

Whatever the qualifications and excuses provided by the University, there is clearly an enormous issue relating to the participation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in higher education at RMIT University.  Figures also show that there has been a decline in participation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students nationally (Figure 2).  After a steady rise from 1992, there has been a decline from 1.33% in 1999 to just 1% in 2000.
 This can largely be attributed to the impact of cuts to ABSTUDY on the ability of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students to continue studying.  Given this, whilst national participation continues to trend downwards it is doubtful that RMIT University’s current policies will improve the participation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.  As Figures 2 and 3 show, it would be difficult to get any worse.  

Participation of Women in non-traditional areas

Whilst women now participate at University in equal numbers to men, this does not automatically mean that ‘equality’ has been achieved. Women are still concentrated in so called ‘traditional areas’, such as Nursing, Social Sciences, and Art and Design. Across Australia in 2001, less than 20% of students enrolled in engineering were women, whilst in nursing more than 80% were female. 

Entrenched male domination of particular courses creates problems for women students. Sexual harassment and safety problems are ongoing at the University, along with a culture of "blokeiness" in the classroom that means female students do not experience a supportive learning environment. Curriculum in male dominated disciplines is often void of the experiences of women, pointing to problems of gender bias in teaching methods. The lack of female academics in male dominated fields is the result of not enough women students being involved in these areas at a postgraduate level. 
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Figure 4:

This table indicates the percentage of women non-overseas students enrolled at RMIT from 1995 – 2000, per broad field of study.

Examination of the data from Figure 4 regarding women students 1992 – 2000 shows a large variance in women’s participation across fields of study at RMIT. Participation rates of women in 2000 ranged from 18% in the faculty of Engineering to 75% in Health. Faculties with participation rates of 50% or more include Arts (71%), Education (76%), Health (75%) and Law/Legal Studies (74%). The area of Architecture/Building has 42%, Business has 48% and Science has 42%.

Whilst it is clearly an emancipatory step forward that large numbers of women are participating in higher education, the ‘equality’ of this situation is undermined by a suspicion that very few of these women are from a low socioeconomic status or Non-English speaking backgrounds. Further, there is the question of how many indigenous women, women from NESB backgrounds or women from low socioeconomic areas are studying in non-traditional areas.
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Figure 5:

This table indicates the number of women non-overseas students enrolled in the Faculty of Engineering at RMIT University, compared with the national and state averages for this field.

As indicated by Figure 5, women’s participation in Engineering at RMIT has remained fairly constant at around 17 – 18%, slightly above the national average but along way from equal participation. 

One of the key disincentives for women to enrol and complete a course of study in an area that is traditionally male-dominated remains the harassment and discrimination they are likely to experience in their study environment and through their experience in male-dominated fields in the workplace. In the Faculty of Engineering at RMIT University there have been ongoing issues of harassment and discrimination. Coupled with the other barriers to completing a course of study, this has resulted in stagnation in the numbers of women students enrolling in this non-traditional area.

 For women’s participation in education to be considered truly equal, educators must find ways to encourage women to participate fully in non-traditional areas. Any disincentives such as fees or sexism in the classroom or workplace should be removed. Otherwise, we run the risk of going backwards and further entrenching women’s inequality in Australian society.

Women and up-front fees
RMIT is one of the eight campuses across Australia to have introduced up-front fee paying places for some domestic undergraduate students. During 1997, the RMIT Student Union campaigned in solidarity with students across the country against their introduction. Fees are a massive barrier to University access, and are the single greatest impediment to participation. The abolition of tuition fees in 1974 removed this barrier and more women and others from underrepresented groups participated in higher education than ever before. Much progress has been made since then, but progress has been stagnated by the progressive introduction of fees and the subsequent effect on participation. Any moves towards fee increases and up-front fees would be a serious impediment to progress in regard to women’s equal participation.

The implementation of increased HECS, domestic undergraduate up-front fees and postgraduate up-front fees has had gender specific ramifications. Educational opportunities should be available to those who wish to study not those who are materially privileged. There are a plethora of reasons why many women can not afford to pay up-front fees.  Aside from the economic constraints of many women’s lives, a further impediment is the regressive ‘breadwinner’ ethos encouraged by this system. Families that have little money may choose to prioritise sending male children to university as they are more likely to earn higher wages at the completion of their degree. See also the section on women, work and debt.

Women and postgraduate study

In the 1980s and early 1990s women were under-represented in postgraduate study.  Not only were women in a minority, but their representation at a postgraduate level was not equivalent to the participation of women studying undergraduate degrees.  During the 1990s the numbers of women in postgraduate study increased. The Higher Education Report for the 2000 to 2002 triennium from DETYA states that: 

“women’s participation in higher degree studies is improving for both higher degrees by research and higher degrees by coursework. Women now exceed the 50 per cent mark for coursework, and are approaching that figure for research.” 

While more women are taking up postgraduate studies, there are still many barriers which postgraduate women need to overcome in order to successfully enter and complete postgraduate study. 

Many of the old barriers to women’s participation in postgraduate studies still stand, and evidence suggests that women seeking to undertake postgraduate study are facing new difficulties.

Undergraduate versus Postgraduate Representation

	
	1993
	1995
	1996
	1997

	
	Ug %
	Pg %
	Ug %
	Pg %
	Ug %
	Pg %
	Ug %
	Pg %

	Arts
	68.9
	69.1
	69.5
	69.8
	69.7
	70.6
	69.5
	70.1

	Business
	45.0
	33.2
	46.2
	36.3
	47.3
	38.5
	48.0
	40.1

	Computer Science
	25.6
	26.2
	23.2
	26.4
	20.9
	27.5
	20.2
	28.7

	Education
	75.5
	67.8
	75.5
	69.5
	76.4
	70.7
	76.9
	71.2

	Engineering
	13.1
	9.8
	13.6
	13.6
	13.7
	13.6
	13.8
	14.9

	Health
	81.9
	77.2
	80.5
	78.9
	79.4
	80.4
	78.8.
	79.8

	Law
	49.7
	42.3
	51.7
	38.0
	53.8
	38.4
	54.1
	39.9

	Science
	47.2
	39.6
	49.9
	41.6
	51.2
	40.7
	51.0
	41.5

	Other
	41.5
	34.5
	42.2
	38.1
	42.3
	39.1
	43.3
	40.4


Figure 6:

Women in Each Main Field at Undergraduate and Postgraduate Levels19
As indicated by this table, the proportion of postgraduate women in particular subject areas correlates fairly closely with undergraduate participation of women in all areas except for law, business and science. Business and law are two of the fields with the highest proportion of fee paying postgraduate courses. 

The increase in the number of women undertaking postgraduate studies suggests that many women need additional qualifications to enhance their career prospects. However, women are likely to gain less financial support from their employer for their postgraduate study. The Graduate Careers Council of Australia report in their 1998 Postgraduate Destination Survey that male graduates working in their final year received 10 - 20% more financial support than women.

Over 75% of women postgraduates are studying by coursework. There are a number of reasons suggested for this, including the need for flexibility in order to fit with childcare duties, ‘traditional’ female areas of study such as nursing or teaching offering coursework degrees, and a lack of self esteem and confidence for women to take on a research degree. Most coursework degrees are full fee paying, adding to women’s financial hardship. Women graduates also receive less financial rewards after completing postgraduate study. 

The ability of women to access postgraduate education would be severely compromised by any increases in fees, and will not assist in addressing the imbalance in women’s participation across subject areas. Further, where they are available for postgraduate studies, women are also more likely than men to take up HECS places. Since 1997, postgraduate HECS places have declined by 25 000. Any further moves towards ‘user pays’ will continue to squeeze those who are just scraping by financially in order to further their education, such as many postgraduate women.
 See also the section on women, work and debt.

Up-front fees are an impediment to equity groups participation in higher education, which has a negative affect on the higher education sector as a whole. The RMIT Student Union believes that decisions that blatantly deny equal access to education or disadvantage certain students to engage in study affect not only the students concerned, but also society as a whole. 

Equity groups and the Higher Education Contribution Scheme

RMIT Student Union believes that the HECS (Higher Education Contribution Scheme) system assumes that all knowledge is learnt based on its ‘value’ in the market, and that all graduates study a course in order to be employed in a job directly based on their qualification. Such an approach also presumes that society as a whole does not benefit from an educated community, but rather that students study solely for the personal (financial) benefit of gaining qualifications. We assert that this is a narrow view of education. It ignores the many benefits of education to the community, social and cultural, as well as the importance of education in assisting equity groups to participate on a more equal basis. 

The decision to study and incur a large debt can not be made lightly by those who can't afford to pay up-front, and who have more limited prospects of being able to pay in the future. The phenomenon of "debt aversion" is a significant social class issue. One UK study found that those who were the most debt averse were equity groups, while the least debt averse were privately educated, more financially well off and male.

As commented by the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (CAPA) in their 2003 paper, " The Social and Economic Impact of Student Debt"

"the debt aversion of equity groups is not unfounded. An income contingent repayment scheme necessitates that those groups in society who earn less will take longer to pay back their debt. For this reason, women will take longer on average to pay back their HECS debt than men, and Indigenous graduates will take longer on average to repay their HECS debts than non - indigenous graduates" 

A further deterrent exists when studying occurs at the expense of earning money needed to support oneself or ones family. Current proposals include the raising of the repayment threshold to $30 000 and we support this move. However, this will not significantly change the difficulty that many students have in paying back the debt, especially those from equity groups. 
The slower a student pays off his or her debt, the higher the interest accrued. Under the current system, HECS debts are indexed to CPI, but there is no guarantee that wages will rise by a similar amount each year. A student loan with interest on top of CPI (such as the proposed Fee-Help for students who aren't offered a HECS place) will make this situation even worse. Meanwhile, students able to afford to pay their HECS fees up-front on enrolment each year are entitled to a significant discount. 

This situation is designed to make students with less ability to pay up-front or to get well paid employment after university pay more for their education than those from wealthier backgrounds with better job prospects. It will entrench students from equity groups in debt for most of their lives. Proposed changes to the Higher Education Contribution Scheme will only make things worse. This is an unacceptable outcome of the government’s proposals.

Effects on support services due to cuts to operating grants

The Howard government had cut 10%, just under $1 billion, from University operating grants between 1996 and 2001. Ongoing cuts to the operating grants of universities mean slashing of services by universities, with services to women and other disadvantaged groups being affected. Without the same level of funding, services under threat include campus security, Equal Opportunity Units, childcare facilities, reduced library and computing services. Less funding also means fewer staff for both teaching and administration. All of these increase the pressure on universities to introduce illegal fees and charges, or full fee paying places that will not be able to increase the numbers of students from equity groups participating at university. 

Non English Speaking Background (NESB) Students 

As illustrated by this table, despite the development of equity policies and strategies by governments and institutions like RMIT pertaining to the accessibility of Higher education by NESB students, access at RMIT went from a high of 7.8% in 1997 down to a low of 5.86% in 1999. While increasing slightly in 2001, access for NESB students remains significantly lower than previously.

Non English Speaking Background Students 1996 - 2001 Access

	
	Reference Value
	1996 RMIT
	1997 RMIT
	1998 RMIT
	1999 RMIT
	2000 RMIT
	2001 RMIT

	Access
	5.5*
	7.32
	7.80
	6.10
	5.86
	6.08
	6.17


* the reference value refers to the % Victorian population 

Furthermore, examining only the overall access figures hides the reality of the situation. For instance, in 2001:

· In the Faculty of Engineering, participation by NESB students has declined in 10 out of 35 Bachelor courses offered since 2000, and 8 courses have no NESB commencements.

· 7 course out of 15 Bachelor courses offered in Art, Design and Communication have no NESB commencements including the BA Media Studies, BA Public Relations and BA Journalism.

· Out of 12 courses offered in the Faculty of the Constructed environment, 3 have no NESB commencements and another 3 have declining enrolments.

· Nearly half the courses in the Business faculty show declining NESB enrolments

Clearly Government and institutional policy initiatives and strategies are not working. 

The RMIT Student Union believes that

· the inadequate levels of academic and support services

· the current costs associated with higher education; the inadequate levels of student financial assistance

· and the lack of any real encouragement or inducement by the government to institutions to ensure NESB access to higher education, all need to be addressed.

Without significant changes being made, we cannot expect to see any positive changes in the access and participation of NESB students in higher education, particularly at RMIT.

Students with disabilities

As show by the table, despite the development of equity policies and strategies by governments and institutions like RMIT pertaining to the accessibility of Higher education by students with disabilities, access at RMIT has declined from 2.44% in 1998 to 2.21% in 2001, and continues to be well below the population reference value of 4%.

Students with disabilities 1996 - 2000 - Access

	
	Reference Value
	1996

RMIT
	1997 RMIT
	1998 RMIT
	1999 RMIT
	2000 RMIT
	2001 RMIT

	Access
	4*
	.80
	.99
	2.44
	2.43
	2.38
	2.21


Examining the statistics closely, we find that in 2001 there were: 

· no commencements of students with disabilities in 4 courses in the Faculty of Applied Science courses;

· no commencements of students with disabilities in nearly half of the courses in the Faculty of Engineering (15 out of 34)

· no commencements of Student with disabilities in 3 courses in the Faculty of Education, Language and Community Services; and

· no commencements of students with disabilities in 5 courses in the Faculty of Business. 

Again, clearly Government and institutional policy initiatives and strategies are not working. 

The RMIT Student Union believes that the 

· inadequate levels of academic and support services

· the current costs associated with higher education

· the inadequate levels of student financial assistance

· the lack of any real encouragement or inducement by the government to institutions to ensure access to higher education by students with disabilities, need to be addressed.

Without significant changes being made, cannot expect to see any concrete positive changes in the access and participation of students with disabilities in higher education, including at RMIT.

Students from Low Socioeconomic Backgrounds

The tables below clearly demonstrate that access to higher education by students from Low Socioeconomic Backgrounds has fallen over the past five years. These statistics demonstrate that access to RMIT by people from low socioeconomic backgrounds, in both the under 25s and over 25s categories has become increasingly unattainable by those who are not financially advantaged.

Students from low SES backgrounds aged under 25 

	
	Reference Value
	1996 RMIT
	1997 RMIT
	1998 RMIT
	1999 RMIT
	2000 RMIT
	2001 RMIT

	Access
	25 (AUS)

17 (vic)
	20.19
	20.20
	18.01
	18.62
	17.71
	18.02


Students from low SES backgrounds aged over 25 

	
	Reference Value
	1998 RMIT
	1999 RMIT
	2000 RMIT
	2001

RMIT

	Access
	25 (AUS)

17 (vic)
	14.06
	14.17
	14.07
	15.90


The information in the Tables above clearly illustrate that access to higher education for students under 25 from Low Socioeconomic Backgrounds fell dramatically from 20.19% in 1996 to 17.71% in 2000 and has only recovered slightly in 2001. Access by students over 25 from Low Socioeconomic backgrounds remained stable at 14% for a number of years but has increased in 2001 to 15.9%. 

These figures fall short of the Australian reference values and are less than ideal. Measures must be undertaken to stop them from backsliding.

The RMIT Student Union believes that:

· the  inadequate levels of academic and support services;

· the current costs associated with higher education; 

· the inadequate levels of student financial assistance; 

· and the lack of any real encouragement or inducement by the government to institutions to ensure access to higher education by students from low socioeconomic backgrounds, 

must be addressed before we can expect to see any real and long lasting positive changes in the access and participation of students who are financial disadvantaged in higher education including RMIT.

Full Fee paying Domestic Undergraduates and Equity of Access

The policy initiative by the Government to introduce to deregulate full fee paying undergraduate courses was a significant battle at RMIT. 

RMIT University Council rejected the recommendation of it’s own Academic Board and approved the introduction of such courses at RMIT. However, statistics collated in the “Report on Domestic Undergraduate Full - fee Students, 1999. Submission to Council” and the same report from 1998 both support the arguments of the RMIT Student Union that up-front fees do not encourage the participation of equity groups, rather the reverse is true.

Up-front fees discriminate against a huge proportion of the Australian population who cannot afford the high cost. 
RMIT Student Union rejects the ‘user – pays “ ideology of up-front fees on a range of grounds. We believe that society as a whole benefits from the education received by students and especially so if a student is from a traditionally disadvantaged background. While governments and universities themselves continue to view universities as businesses rather than as a service provided for the good of all, any pretence of addressing equity concerns will be hollow in principle and in practice. 

Importance of Higher Education to Equity Groups

As noted by CAPA, the positive outcomes of access to higher education for equity groups are considerable.

"Access to higher education is associated with increased income upon graduation, access to professional employment, improved health and life expectancy, better housing, decreased rates of incarceration, and reduced dependency on government income support.." 

Conversely, negative outcomes can be expected if this access is reduced.

Since the changes to income support in 1998 (AUSTUDY, ABSTUDY and the Common Youth Allowance), the imposition of domestic undergraduate up-front fees and differential HECS, the numbers of equity students participating in higher education at RMIT University has fallen in key areas.  The ongoing impact of cuts to operating grants, rising costs of living and falling income support can only make access to higher education more difficult for equity students. 

As illustrated in this section, issues of equity and access are a major concern at RMIT. The race to raise more money appears to be more important that equal access to RMIT courses. RMIT does not appear to be a particularly unusual case when compared to other Australian universities. This must be great cause for Government concern and calls for a major push toward addressing questions of equity. 

While financial questions continue to be the main barrier to student participation, an increase of public funding to the sector is the only way to ensure that access to a university education improves for the most disadvantaged people in our society.

Despite the rhetoric, current proposals do not address the needs of equity students. Rather, further barriers to accessing higher education will be placed in front of them. 

 Public funding under attack 

The demise in public funding for higher education

The principles underlying the government’s proposals for the sector are clearly an attempt to further relinquish government responsibility for the provision of higher education and to relegate this to the domain of private individual responsibility. The Student Union is strongly opposed to the entrenchment of and increase in 'user pays' and commercialised education.

Since the mid-1980s federal governments have been reducing funding to the higher education sector and at the same time increasing HECS and fees paid by students. The number of subsidised places has stagnated and even fallen whilst the level of funding per student has been dropping markedly. According to an independent study of the governments higher education review “(b)etween 1995 and 2001, whilst university funds increased by 17.6% in real terms, total student load increased by 25.8%. As a consequence funding per EFTSU fell by 6.5% in real terms.”
 

Over this same period,

 “Commonwealth funding to Universities fell by 10% in real terms. The growth in total funding was almost entirely explained by increases in revenue from HECS and fees of 70% and 99% respectively. In other words, there was a substitution of funding from the student for funding from the tax payer over this period.”

The OECD recently cited the Australian (and New Zealand’s) situation as an anomaly:

“It is important to note that rises in private educational expenditure have not generally been accompanied by falls in public expenditure on education, either in primary, secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education or at the tertiary level. On the contrary … public investment has increased in most of the OECD countries for which 1995 to 1999 data are available, regardless of changes in private spending…” 

Over this period Australia’s share of private spending on tertiary education rose from 27% to 45%. Australia is now ranked as the fourth highest in OECD countries in terms of private contributions with Korea at 78%, Japan 55.5% and the United States at 53.1%.

Under the Howard government the real value of university operating grant funds from the Commonwealth fell from $11 687 per subsidised student in 1996 to $9 362 in 2001 - a cut of $2 325 per student, this adds up to an overall cut of $996 million. 

In terms of student contributions, when the government came into power in 1996, the average student contributed about 20% of the cost of their education. This increased to about 40% following the phasing in of the three-tier HECS system, introduced in 1997. With the introduction of CGS in 2005, the average student contribution will be somewhere between 44% and 56% depending on the extent to which universities increase fees above HECS.
 Even students enrolled in education and nursing, which have been identified as National Priority areas and therefore receive extra funding, pay 35% and 28% of the costs of their program respectively.

The following table shows what the government and students will pay if government reforms are implemented. Despite claims made by Minister Brendan Nelson that under his package students would only pay 25% of the costs of their studies, student contributions across all disciplines are way above this figure, with some as high as 55% (Humanities); 74% (Accounting/Business); 59% Maths and Statistics.

Who pays what – commonwealth supported places: government and student contributions to course costs

	Cluster
	Type of program
	HECS Band
	Current HECS debt incurred by students

2003
	Govt contribution
	Maximum debt incurred by student 2005 on wards
	% of student contribution

based on max HECS

	1
	Law
	3
	$6,136
	$1,509
	$8,355
	85%

	2
	Account, Admin, Econ, Comm
	2
	$5,242
	$2,481
	$7,137
	74%

	3
	Humanities
	1
	$3,680
	$4,180
	$5,010
	55%

	4
	Maths, Stats
	2
	$5,242
	$4,937
	$7,137
	59%

	5
	Behavioural Science/

Social science
	1
	$3,680
	$6,636
	$5,010
	43%

	6
	Comput, Built enviro, Health
	2
	$5,242
	$7,392
	$7,137
	49%

	7
	Foreign lang, Vis and Performance Arts
	1
	$3,680
	$9,091
	$5,010
	36%

	8
	Eng, Science, Surveying
	2
	$5,242
	$12,303
	$7,137
	37%

	9
	Dentist, Medicine, Vet Science
	3
	$6,136
	$15,422
	$8,355
	35%

	10
	Agriculture
	2
	$5,242
	$16,394
	$7,137
	30%

	11
	Nursing
	1
	$3,680
	$9,733
	$3,854
	28%

	12
	Education
	1
	$3,680
	$7,278
	$3,854
	35%


These proposed reforms and the principles that guide them are an obvious attempt by the government to further burden students – shifting greater responsibility for funding education onto individuals. Even the RMIT Vice Chancellor believes this is not sustainable:

“There seems to be broad agreement with Professor Ruth Dunkin, Vice Chancellor of RMIT, who suggested that there was no further capacity to increase the burden on students in terms of their providing funding towards their education”. 

The Nelson/Howard package has been promoted as an increase in higher education funding. Yet according to research undertaken by the National Tertiary Education Union (NTEU), with the shift to the new Commonwealth Grants Scheme (CGS) in 2005 there will be a $500 cut in the average funding per student place compared to what would have been received under current funding arrangements. This represents a ‘claw back’ of over $584 million over the 2005 – 2007 period. Based on the current average funding per undergraduate place, universities would have received $11 412 per undergraduate student in 2005. Under the new CGS universities would receive $10 935 per undergraduate student place in 2005.
 Given the current environment at universities, especially places like RMIT where resources and staffing are already stretched to the limit and in many respects grossly under-funded, any fall in funding would be devastating and clearly not sustainable. Whilst the increase in fees (above HECS) is being sold as a choice, the simple reality is that to simply maintain current levels of funding, universities would be under immense pressure to increase fees substantially. According to the NTEU:

“Estimates show that in order to restore operating income under SGC to its BOG level universities would have to increase fees by about 10% above the 2005 HECS equivalent fee.”

The principles and policy direction of the current Government regarding higher education funding is clearly to minimise the public funding of education, deregulate the education sector, and to eventually have a fully user pays system of education. The RMIT Student union is opposed to an individual user pays system of higher education, RMIT students generally and the Student Union in particular support a higher education system that is universally accessible, is well resourced and staffed and is fully publicly funded.

Under the government’s model, education is not viewed as a public good that is a right of all and is of benefit to the whole of society. Rather it is viewed as a ‘consumer good’ of benefit only to the individual who is receiving the education. 

With this underlying premise in mind this government seeks to have the individual students pay for their education. As a result, large numbers of people will be excluded from obtaining an education because they will not be able to afford it. There is no doubt about this. A study that was commissioned by the Australian Vice-Chancellor’s' Committee found unequivocally that students' education was suffering due to the financial pressures placed on them. This was in 2001. Changes that include a hike in fees of up to 30% can be expected to further increase this pressure on students.

It does not take a genius to realise that those students from more disadvantaged backgrounds will be excluded from having access to education in ever-increasing numbers. On the other hand, those from more privileged backgrounds will continue to obtain educational qualifications that will enable them to continue and enhance their privileged position. It's another spin on "the rich get richer while the poor get poorer". 

Facts – general

1. Australian federal governments have been steadily reducing their commitment to higher education for the past 2 decades. In the early 1980's the federal government paid 90.1%; in 2002 this was reduced to 46.8% of the total cost of sustaining the higher education sector. Since the election of the Coalition government in 1996 there has been an overall reduction of funding to Australian public Universities of $1 billion. Government funding has actually been reduced by $2 billion dollars, with $1 billion replaced through increases to HECS charges and the lowering of the repayment thresholds, thus squarely placing a the financial burden onto individual students.

2. Australian students are already making a far bigger contribution to the running of Australia's public universities than most students in other OECD countries. In many European countries students get a free university education. Refer to Appendix 1 Student Fees – International Comparison.

3. HECS liable students in Australian universities now contribute around 40% of the costs of their program through HECS. Under the new Nelson/Howard funding arrangements students would be contributing somewhere between 44% and 56% depending on the extent to which universities increase fees.

4. Based on the current average funding per undergraduate place universities would have received $11 412 per undergraduate student in 2005. Under the new CGS universities would receive $10 935 per undergraduate student place in 2005.

5. The government proposes nominal increases in the CGS ($404 million) between 2005 to 2007, but only if institutions adhere to government governance protocols and workplace relations initiatives aim at silencing student and staff voices on university decision making bodies and attacking the rights and conditions of staff.

“This increase in funding will be provided once an institution has adhered to the National governance protocols and has demonstrated compliance with the Commonwealth’s workplace relations policies. In particular, enterprise agreements should not preclude the option of negotiating Australian Workplace Agreements (AWAs).”
 

RMIT Student Union believes that these reforms and the principles that guide them will be detrimental to our higher education system.  RMIT University has been struggling for many years to provide quality education programs and the necessary academic and support programs/services.  The Student Union strongly believes there is a real need for a significant increase in public funding and a rethink of the ‘user pays’ philosophy embraced by this and previous governments.
Extra student places?

Despite the clear need for a significant increase in government funded places, the government makes token gestures.

1. In 2002 there were 32 000 over-enrolled HECS liable undergraduate students in the sector and around 53 900 eligible Australians missed out on a University place.
  In 2003 the number of eligible Australians not receiving an offer ‘sky rocketed’ by an additional 9193 people, representing an 17% increase on 2002 figures and shutting the door on  63 118 eligible applicants.
 Together, this means that over 95 000 new student places need to be created to accommodate current demand.

2.
We recognise some of this will be accommodated by 25 000 fully subsidised places spread over four years.  However, modelling undertaken of the government proposals indicates that Victoria as a whole can expect 1000 of these places. RMIT alone was over enrolled by 1010 students in 2002. According to RMIT’s own projections “there is no reason to believe that universities can replace their existing over enrolments in full”. 
 Therefore RMIT will be expected to cut the number of students enrolled in HECS liable places. RMIT modelling of the Nelson/Howard package indicates that by 2005 1800 HECS liable places will disappear from RMIT. 

Under the Nelson/Howard proposals there appears to be no substantial growth in government funded places until 2007, and even then, the numbers are very low.  The Student Union believes that there needs to be a significant increased in the number of government funded places if we are to provide a higher education system whereby anyone who is eligible and wants to can have a university education.
The government basically believes that students who miss out on government subsidised places have the ‘choice’ of entering higher education through paying full fees – an unrealistic option for most people.

Shifting funding from the government to the individual- is that the answer?

Since the early 1990s Australian Universities have been pushed towards less reliance on government funding. Under the auspices of diversification of funding RMIT has implemented a number of strategies which has increased non government revenue, however much of this funding has come directly from student fees and charges. The Student Union has maintained for many years that education should be fully funded through public funding and not individual user pays. Access to and participation in higher education should not be restricted by ones financial circumstances.

Between 1996 and 2002 there was a significant increase in the percentage of RMIT income derived through student fees and charges.  Under the auspices of diversification of funding RMIT has focused on increasing and introducing ‘fee for service’ education in order to increase its non-government source of funding. Yet despite the extra funding from these enrolments, RMIT has failed to translate this into better staffing or resourcing of programs or student services.

In dollar terms, from 1996 to 2003 RMIT increased its non-government funding base from $74 million to $213 million. $170 million of this comes directly from student fees and charges.
 This represents a significant shift in funding from the government to students.

At RMIT, both Higher Education and TAFE student numbers have increased by over 11,000 students in the last six years. As illustrated in the following tables, the Higher Education on campus Student Load was 20,607 in 1996 increasing to 25,852 by 2002 (This is EFTSU, not actual student numbers). Most of this increase follows an aggressively implemented agenda by RMIT of maximising student numbers, particularly Full Fee paying international and postgraduate students. 

Objectively, one could argue RMIT has been successful in the implementation strategies that reduce our reliance on government funding – but at what cost to our education? The diversification of funding has not been the panacea successive governments have promoted it as. The reduced level of public funding coupled with austerity measures undertaken at RMIT has exacerbated already inadequate campus conditions.

RMIT has experienced a significant increase in the number of students over the past decade without the necessary increase in funding allocation to adequately resource these students. The Student Union believes this has stretched funding, staffing and resources to the limit and has compromised and undermined the quality of education, training and research undertaken at RMIT.  

As is demonstrated throughout this submission, the quality of RMIT courses, resources and graduate experiences have already been compromised by the current funding situation. The Student Union believes that the government proposals will further question RMIT’s ability to provide accessible and quality education.

RMIT programs and the impact of the Nelson/Howard reforms

The following table provides an overview of the cost implications for 8 programs at RMIT and the huge increase in fees that students would be expected to pay under the government proposals. . Column 3 illustrates current HECS costs for the full program; column 5 illustrates what the costs would be for those same programs if RMIT applied the additional 30% fee charge; column 7 illustrates what the same program would cost on the full fee basis. 

Table:
Student Contributions – Commonwealth supported places

	Program
	1

Minimum number of years
	2

HECS per year

2003
	3

Total current HECS costs
	4

Maximum HECS 2005

Per year
	5

Maximum HECS

Total costs
	6

Full fees per year

Current levels*
	7

Total Full fees*

	Double degree Bachelor of Applied Science ( Applied Physics) Bachelor of Engineering (electronics)
	5
	$5,242
	$26,210
	$7,137
	$35,685
	$18,448
	$92,288

	Bachelor of Art (Fashion)
	3
	$3,680
	$11,040
	$5,010
	$15,030
	$15,922
	$47,765

	Bachelor of Business (information Management)
	4
	$5,242
	$21,696
	$7,137
	$28,548
	$11,299
	$45,197

	Bachelor of Applied Science (computer Science)
	3
	$5,242
	$15,726
	$7,137
	$21,411
	$16,435
	$49,306



	Bachelor of Social Work
	4
	$3,680
	$14,720
	$5,010
	$18,709
	$14,894
	$59,578

	Bachelor of Architecture
	5
	$5,242
	$26,210
	$7,137
	$35,685
	$17,462
	$87,312

	Bachelor of Engineering

Aerospace
	4
	$5,242
	$21,696
	$7,137
	$28,548
	$19,517
	$78,067

	Bachelor of Applied Science 

Textile Technology
	3
	$5,242
	$15,726
	$7,137
	$21,411
	$18,490
	$55,469


*Full fees have been increased by 7% of the 2003 fee level 
 to incorporate likely indexation.

Fees and student debt on the rise

The government is largely proposing to deal with the problem of inadequate funding in the higher education sector by imposing further financial burdens on to students. Allowing universities to charges fees of up to 30% above HECS for government places and increasing the pressure on Universities to charge full fees will further exacerbate student debt significantly, financially condemning students to high debt and high repayments. 

Facts

1.
Since 1996 student fees have more than doubled as a result of the Liberal Government reforms to Higher Education. From 1996 to 2001 students paid an extra $1750 a year in HECS. At the same time the government funding per student dropped by $1200. Students are now paying more and more of the bill for education, while the government is not living up to its side of the bargain. 

2.
The overall HECS debt is now $9 billion, double the 1999 level. The total student HECS debt will rise to $11.5 billion by 2005/06. It is estimated that most students will graduate with a HECS debt of between $11 000 and $30 000. 

3.
On average it will take men until they are in their 40’s and women until their 60’s to pay out their student HECS debt. 7% of men and 23% of women will still owe a HECS debt at the age of 65.

4.
The situation is worse when we consider that income support payments are so far below the poverty line that students take out supplement loans just to get by. When payments for supplement loans are added to HECS debt payments, upon graduation graduate income is reduced by up to 12% in addition to any income tax payments.

6.
On average, a full time student’s living and study expenses are 42% higher than their income, and 1 in every 10 students obtains a loan in order to be able to study. Furthermore 7 in every 10 students are forced to take on paid employment during university semesters. This figure has increased by 50% since 1984.

7.
In addition to full fees and hikes in student HECS debts, there has been a proliferation in the different types of material and administrative fees and charges levied upon students. These include equipment hire; computer related fees; practical guides; course notes; library fines; uniforms; camps and field trips etc. All of these fees are actually meant to be voluntary in higher education, but who tells you that when you get your bill?  Under a deregulated fees environment these fees are likely to increase.

The Student Union believes there is a strong argument for a significant increase in the level of Higher Education funding. However, contrary to the current government’s direction of further burdening individual students, we believe there must be a significant increase in government funding.

Learning entitlements

The five year restriction for eligibility to a government subsidized place will:

· Be a significant barrier to life long learning;

· Have a significant impact on students from low socioeconomic backgrounds and mature aged students who for personal, health, work or family reasons cannot complete their education in the prescribed time limit;

· Disadvantage students who realize or are told by the University Appeals committee in the middle of their course that they should consider an alternative area of study or course. If half their entitlement is used up already they could face tens of thousands of dollars worth of debt to finish a new course.

· Disadvantage students who realise somewhere during their course that it is not what they expected, or the course fails to live up to expectations. If they transfer to another course but fail to get commensurate exemptions they face full fees.

To provide an illustration of the possible increases, the scenarios below indicate what costs would be incurred by students undertaking a five year Bachelor of Applied Science  (Applied physics)/ Bachelor of Engineering (electronics) at RMIT. Scenario 1 applies the current HECS rate (if indexation were to apply) with no restrictive learning entitlements. Scenario 2 shows the cost if the student had to repeat half a year but had a learning entitlement. Scenario 3 shows the costs associated with full fees

Bachelor of Applied Science (Applied Physics) Bachelor of Engineering (electronics)

Scenario 1

2003 –current HECS funding arrangements

Sally is in her first year of a full time, five year double degree program.  She is a HECS student and incurs $5,242 per year in HECS, totalling $26,210 for her degree. 

Sally had to repeat part of her program (four courses/subjects), experiencing difficulty balancing study and work life in second year meant that an additional $2,621 of HECS is added to her HECS debt. 

Sally’s total HECS debt, assuming no further repeats, will be $28,831; this debt will be increased by CPI every year until paid off. 

Sally would be entitled to a 25% discount if she paid her HECS fees up-front. Repayments will start when Sally’s income exceeds the repayment threshold of $24,365.

$28,831 =HECS cost of program (includes repeating 1 semester) – based on current funding arrangements and HECS levels.

Scenario 2

2005 – a government supported place

Ali, who is currently mid way through secondary school, decides to undertake the same program in 2005.  Ali could incur a debt of  $7,137 per year if enrolled in a government subsided place, totalling $35,685 for his degree.  

Ali had to repeat part of his program like Sally, however, as Ali’s learning entitlement (voucher) is limited to 5 years, any part if his program repeated could be charged full fees. 

The extra debt incurred for repeating would be $9,225.   Ali’s total debt will be $44,910, that is  $16,079 more than Sally’s debt. Ali could not pay up-front because he didn’t have the money, hence is not eligible for the 20% discount. Repayments will start when Ali’s income exceeds the repayment threshold of $30,000. Under the HECS-HELP loan scheme Ali’s debt will be indexed annually by CPI.

$44,910 =HECS cost of program (includes repeating 1 semester) – based on proposed funding arrangements and HECS levels.

Scenario 3

2005 - a full fee paying place

Frank wasn’t able to get into a government subsided place and decided to inquire about a full fee place.  Fees for this program were $18,450 per year, totalling  $92,200 for the program.  If Frank were to repeat part of the program like Sally and Ali, Frank would expect to pay $101,425. - $72,594 more than Sally and $34,765 more than Ali for the same degree.  

Frank would be eligible for a $50,000 loan under FEE HELP, but the remaining $42,000+ to $51,000+ would have to be funded some other way. Frank, who would be 18 years old, and is not likely to be approved for a bank loan, so he would have to either fund his education through any savings he may have or through loans from parents, relatives, friends. 

Repayments will start when Frank’s income exceeds the repayment threshold of $30,000. This debt would be indexed annually to CPI and attract an additional 3.5% interest fee. 

$101,425 full fees cost of program (includes repeating 1 semester) – based on proposed funding arrangements and current RMIT full fees levels plus 7% CPI increase in the fee 2003 to 2005.
Domestic undergraduate full fees (DUFF)

The Howard government allowed universities to charge domestic undergraduate students full fees from 1998 onwards.  A protracted campaign occurred across the country, with students and staff opposing their Universities introducing DUFF places. At RMIT, despite opposition from its own Academic Board, Equity Committee and many other University committees and forums, University Council voted 9-7 to introduce up-front full fees for undergraduates. What followed was a student occupation of the RMIT Financial and Strategic Planning Group in Kay House.  Students were demanding that the Council recommit the decision, that the meeting be open to all students and that classes be cancelled to enable all students to attend. The occupation lasted 19 days – making it the longest student occupation since 1974. 

Solidarity for the student campaign came from a wide range of organisations and groups, including, trade unions, community groups, student organisations, the Democrats, the Labor party and the Greens. Green’s senator Bob Brown moved a motion of support in the Senate:

That the Senate support the student occupation at the RMIT Financial and Strategic Planning department as part of a continuing campaign to prevent the imposition of up front fees on domestic undergraduate students at Australian universities.

The motion was supported by the ALP, the Greens and the Democrats and resulted in a tied vote. The motion was defeated but it must have been the first time that half the Australian Senate was openly supporting a student occupation of a university administration building. Following the occupation the first institution wide student/staff referendum took place on the question of up front fees. 14 000 student and staff voted with 80% voting NO to domestic undergraduate full fee paying places. Council chose to ignore this outcome and like 13 other universities introduced DUFF place. Most Universities strongly rejected DUFF places.

The governments DUFF policies have largely been unsuccessful with enrolments only representing 2% nationally and 392 student places at RMIT from a total of 21 450 undergraduate student places. 

The Nelson/Howard package proposes to increase the number of domestic undergraduate full fee paying places from 25% to 50% of all places in a program. The Student Union is strongly opposed to this policy in any shape or form. RMIT’s own statistics show that indigenous students and students with disabilities are excluded from accessing DUFF places and rural, NESB and students from low-income backgrounds are significantly under represented.

Coupled with the government’s move to penalize any institutions that allow over-enrolments, this is a clear attempt to force universities to enroll these students on a full fee basis rather than in a government funded place. Paying $81 000 for an Architecture degree, $55 000 for a Social Work degree, or $73 000 for an Engineering degree are not real options for most people. 

The scenarios below provide an illustration of what fees a student can expect to pay when enrolled in the Bachelor of Business (Information Management) or the Bachelor of Social Work under the HECS and full fees systems. Scenario 1 illustrates fees incurred under the current HECS system (indexed), and Scenario 2 illustrates what the same students would incur under full fees. 

Bachelor of Business (Information Management)

Scenario 1

2003 –current HECS funding arrangements

Jenelle is enrolled in a four year degree program.  She is a HECS student and incurs $5,242 per year in HECS, totalling $21,696 for her degree. 

Jenelle cannot pay up-front because she didn’t have the money, hence is not eligible for the 25% discount. Repayments will start when Jenelle’s income exceeds the repayment threshold of $24,365. This debt will be increased by CPI until paid off. 

$21,696 = HECS cost of program– based on current funding arrangements and HECS levels.
Scenario 2

2005 - a full fee paying place

Tom wasn’t able to get into a government subsided place and decided to inquire about a full fee place.  

Fees for this program were $11,229 per year, totalling  $44,916 for the program. This is $23,220 more than Jenelle.

Tom is eligible to get a FEE- HELP loan for the full amount, this debt would be indexed annually to CPI and incur a 3.5% interest rate. Repayments will start when Tom’s income exceeds the repayment threshold of $30,000.

$44,916 full fees cost of program – based on proposed funding arrangements and current RMIT full fees levels plus 7% CPI increase in the fee 2003 to 2005.
Bachelor of Social Work

Scenario 1

2003 –current HECS funding arrangements 

Joy is in her 3rd year of a full time, four year degree program.  She is a HECS student and incurs $3,680 per year in HECS, totalling $14,720 for her degree. 

This debt will be indexed by CPI until paid off. Joy hasn’t paid any part of her HECS upfront, and is unlike for the remainder of her studies, hence is not eligible for the 25% discount. Repayments will start when Jenny’s income exceeds the repayment threshold of $24,365

$14,720 =HECS cost of program– based on current funding arrangements and HECS levels.

Scenario 2 fee paying place

Natalie wasn’t able to get into a government subsided place and decided to inquire about a full fee place. Fees for this program were $14894 per year, totaling  $59,575 for the program.  This is $44,855 more than Joy.

Natalie would be eligible for a $50,000 loan under FEE HELP, but the remaining $9,575 would have to be funded some other way. This debt would be indexed annually to CPI and attract an additional 3.5% interest fee. 

Natalie would have to fund her education through any savings she may have or through loans from parents, relatives or friends. Repayments will start when Natalie’s income exceeds the repayment threshold of $30,000.

$59,575 full fees cost of program – based on proposed funding arrangements and current RMIT full fees levels plus 7% CPI increase in the fee 2003 to 2005.

The Student Union believes fees are barrier to higher education. Full fees will clearly be an option for very few people – excluding many from participation in higher education.

Full fees and income contingent loans

The government believes that full fees would be better accepted if students were able to delay payment and not have to pay up-front.  Whatever way you look at it, whether up-front or delayed payments, the costs/debts are enormous. 

According to the most recent information available, on average a student’s HECS debt is paid of by the age of 39, but one third of women will still owe HECS at the age of 65. What would an additional $50,000 of debt do? 

In an attempt to make DUFF places more palatable, the government proposes to introduce a loans scheme FEE-HELP – where DUFF students could access income contingent loans of up to $50,000 that would be indexed and charged 3.5% interest annually. Although Full fee paying coursework students will also be able to access the same loan scheme, unlike PELS however, under fee help any debt would accrue not only CPI but also an interest rate of 3.5%.

Further, as has been demonstrated in Australia and other countries, once fees are deregulated then there are no controls. The experience in New Zealand where fees were deregulated and a domestic undergraduate loan scheme introduced fees rose rapidly. Between 1991 to 1997 the tuition fees at Auckland University rose by 15% annually.

Additionally, the Australian Bureau of Statistics have cited education debts as a contributing factor in the declining homeownership levels and increasing age of first home ownership. A study in NZ, which has a similar debt regime, found that many bank loan officers were in practice refusing mortgage applications on the basis of applicant’s study debts. 

Such mechanisms for funding higher education will also shut out many people. The government should recognise that this is a failed policy and repeal the legislation regarding full fees. Instead, it is proposing that this policy be entrenched through the extension of the income contingent loans scheme to undergraduate and postgraduate students buying a place at full fees. Despite how this may be dressed up, the reality is that students would face a significant hike in debt.

The Howard/Nelson government will condemn students to a lifetime of high debt, exclude many from participation and significantly impact on the life choices of graduates.

 Disadvantaged groups are being frozen out of higher education 

The proportions of all groups of people traditionally under represented in higher education are falling. At RMIT in particular, access rates for students from low socio-economic backgrounds, non-english speaking backgrounds, students with disabilities, rural and indigenous students all fail to achieve equitable population targets and are in fact going backwards. 

Of particular interest is the access rate of Australians from low income backgrounds:

· 26% of Australia’s population are considered low income earners, only 14.3% of Higher education students at RMIT are from low income families.

RMIT is not alone. Recently politically sensitive material showing that poor and older students have been hurt by the governments higher education policies have been deleted from an official government report. Large sections of the report were cut some time between it reaching the office of the Education Minister, Brendan Nelson, last year and being posted on the departmental website in late July this year. The chapter on access and equity has been particularly brutalised with whole sections of the chapter removed. The original report clearly showed that the number of less well off students taking so called Band 3 subjects (Medicine, Law etc) – have fallen sharply when the government increased tuition fees 7 years ago. 

Furthermore, recent studies have found that certain groups of people are being deterred from higher education or their choices are being restricted because of the costs.

“The perceived cost of higher education appears to be a major deterrent for Australian students of lower socioeconomic backgrounds. They are more likely than other students to believe the cost of university fees may stop them from attending university (39 percent, compared with 23 percent of higher socioeconomic background students). Forty-one percent of lower socioeconomic background students believed that their families probably could not afford the costs of supporting them at university. Well over one-third of lower socioeconomic background students indicated they would have to support themselves financially if they went to university.”

For a detailed analysis of the Nelson/Howard proposals and the impact on access and participation in the higher education sector by equity groups refer to the earlier section on Equity, and to the section on women, work and debt.

Commonwealth learning scholarships programs

When the Nelson/Howard education package was announced back in May, the Commonwealth Learning Scholarships programs to assist full time rural, regional, low socioeconomic status and indigenous students appeared to be one of the few positive proposals in the package. However, we have discovered that disadvantaged university students will be no better off after winning scholarships to meet their education costs because of a government policy that counts this assistance as income.

Firstly, eligibility for a scholarship will not reduce debts incurred through HECS/HELP.  Secondly, the Department of Family and Community Services has confirmed that where a university awards a scholarship, waives tuition fees or exempts a student from HECS, that amount will be counted as income for that student.  This could jeopardise other government income, such as that from Youth Allowance, or their access to Healthcare cards. 

To maintain their Youth Allowance, students' other income must not exceed $6000 per year. So if, for example, they attract one of the Government's new $4000-a-year accommodation scholarships and that is counted as income, they must not earn more than $2000 from other sources if they want to maintain their youth allowance. A student who wins a $4000 per year scholarship and earns $150 per week from other sources will lose $3550 in youth allowance.

Student poverty – Austudy/Abstudy and the Common Youth Allowance

As students know, having enough money to buy books, purchase food, pay the rent and bills is not easy. What many politicians either do not realise or choose to ignore, is that many students are living in poverty and hardship relative to most others in Australian society. Changes made to the student income support scheme in the late 1990s by the Howard Government further restricted eligibility and level of student income support. 

Austudy and the Common Youth Allowance have proved to be inadequate and difficult to access. Changes by the Government to income support for indigenous students has meant that fewer students now receive Abstudy, and many receive reduced payments. Indigenous enrolments fell by 18% between 1999 and 2002.

Furthermore

· Only 21% of full time students under the age of 19 now receive Youth Allowance, down from 33% in 1998.

· Income support from Austudy/ Youth Allowance payment is set at between 20 to 39 percent below the poverty line. Consequently, paying for basic necessities becomes a struggle for many students in Australia.

· Despite payments for students on Austudy being as much as 39% below the poverty line, these students remain ineligible for rent assistance. 

· Youth allowance payments are means tested against parental income until a person is 25 years old.  The low parental income threshold of around $27,000 means that 21% of students don’t even apply for assistance and a further 5% are refused by Centrelink because their parents incomes or asset levels are too high. 

· Whilst students on Youth Allowance are eligible to rent assistance payments, student over 24 on Austudy are not.

· Only around 23% of full-time students receive any rent assistance.

· Of people receiving Youth Allowance, one third of those living alone and 8% of those sharing a house spend more than 50% their income on rent. 

· With the cost of textbooks being up to $200-$600 a semester, students may spend up to one month’s income on books alone.

· 69% of all Austudy recipients have a Centrelink debt

· 11.7% of all full time students have a bank or other debt in addition to their HECS debt.

The Nelson/Howard package has failed to address any of these issues, with no changes to student financial support schemes recommended. Although new scholarship will be on offer, they represent a ‘drop in the ocean’ in terms of what would be needed to seriously address the needs of the current and future student community.

Deregulation of postgraduate coursework fees and the effect 

The government’s ‘solution’ for the higher education funding crisis, is largely focused on the further deregulation of fees. There is one part of the higher education sector where fees have been deregulated for some years - postgraduate coursework. Through an examination of the trends in domestic coursework places over the past few years, we have some insight into the likely future for domestic undergraduate places.

The number of government subsided places has been cut significantly by the Howard government in a deregulated fee environment. In 1998 14 000 government funded coursework postgraduate places were lost. Funded postgraduate coursework places were cut from 36 727 EFTSU in 1997 to 22 286 EFTSU in 1998.  In 1999 another 4 700 funded coursework postgraduate places were lost. Funded places fell from 22 286 EFTSU in 1998 to 17 572 in 1999.  Furthermore in 1996 76% of domestic postgraduate coursework students undertook their studies on a HECS liable basis. By 2002 this had fallen to 29%, with 71% paying full fees. 
  

Furthermore, the quality of postgraduate coursework programs has and continues to decline and access by equity groups has also declined. 

This can be seen through out the variety of postgraduate coursework at RMIT with dissatisfaction rate being higher for coursework degrees then any other type of degree across the university there are particular courses that experience more then their share of these problems. 

There is reason to believe that the expansion of full fee paying undergraduate places will not only fail to address quality and resourcing inadequacies but also have a significant detrimental effect on access by all equity groups, particularly those from low socioeconomic backgrounds.

The problems with postgraduate course work are symptomatic of problems in the wider university system. Key examples are the issues of the increased use of casual university staff and the issues of total cost of the course. As funding for postgraduate course work is uncertain from year to year there is a tendency towards greater use of casual staff in these courses. This has highly negative results on the quality of teaching. This has been particular problematic as the casual employees tend to be less trained in university procedures.

Coursework students increased from 2496 EFTSU (4995 actual student numbers) in 1996 to 3612 EFTSU (7337 actual student numbers) in 2002. With this rapid growth RMIT has been unable to keep up with the demands and needs of these students. The Student Unions’ Student Rights Officers (caseworkers) report that coursework students are disproportionately represented in the casework load.

Some specific areas of concern for postgraduate students at RMIT have included:

· Student evaluation of teaching and staff development/training;

· Code of conduct for supervisors/students;

· increasing fees;

· inadequate resources, particular library, IT and space;

· inadequate scholarships;

· grievance procedures;

· intellectual property;

· housing and Medicare for international students;

· greater gender representation;

· childcare;

· personal safety on campus

· racism, cultural differences.

In order to get an idea of how full fees would impact on the student cohort, coursework postgraduate trends provide clear insight into the impact on access of full fee paying programs by students from recognised equity groups. 

Access rates by students under 25 from low SES backgrounds into postgraduate coursework programs were: 18% Applied Science; 8% Art, Design and Communication; 10% Business; 11% Constructed Environment; 7% in the Faculty of Engineering, a fall 33% in 1998 and 36% in 1999; 14% Life Sciences, a fall from 21% in 1999.

Overall access rates by students over 25 from low SES backgrounds into postgraduate coursework programs – population reference 17%. Individual faculty figure were: Applied Science 13%; Art, Design and Communication 2%; Business 9%; Constructed Environment 6%; Education 7%; Engineering 18%; Life Sciences 14%.

Overall access rates by students from NESB backgrounds into postgraduate coursework programs – population reference 5.5%. Individual faculty figure were: Applied Science 17%; Art, Design and Communication 3%; Business 5%; Constructed Environment 1%; Education 1%; Engineering 19%; Life Sciences 3%.

Overall access rates by students with disabilities into postgraduate coursework programs in- population reference 4% - overall access rates was .92%. Individual faculty figure were: Applied Science 1%; Art, Design and Communication 3%; Business 1%; Constructed Environment 3%; Education 2%; Engineering – figures not available; Life Sciences 2%.

Overall access rates by students from rural areas into postgraduate coursework programs – population reference 23.7% (Victoria), the overall access rate at RMIT for rural students was 11.26 in 2001. Individual faculty figure were: Applied Science 2%; Art, Design and Communication 4%; Business 2%; Constructed Environment 14%; Education 19%; Engineering  6%; Life Sciences 2%.

ATSI students access to postgraduate coursework programs is so small that a comparable analysis could not be generated.

Clearly full fees have had a disastrous effect on people from recognised equity groups accessing postgraduate coursework places at RMIT. There is no reason to believe the same scenario won’t be replicated in the undergraduate area if full fees become the norm.

International students 

· International students are also targeted. They face a 12 fold increase in the international student registration fee, up from $25 per annum to $300 per annum. Currently RMIT pays $8000 per year in registration fees to the government, and this will increase to $150,000 per year. 

· International student visa charges will also increase by 27% (from $315 to $400)

Following the phasing out of the subsidised program arrangements for overseas students in 1990, the in-take for all international students was to be on a full fee basis. All universities were encouraged to aggressively market their courses overseas and ‘cash in’ on the deregulated fee market – aid was no longer a consideration. However very little consideration is being given to the difficulties many international students experience is securing the huge fees for studying in Australia and the costs of living.

In addition the high cost of material fees and living costs has meant that numerous International Students are also taking on paid employment up to 20 hours (as allowed under their Student Visa) taking valuable time away from classes and studying.

Case Study – international students and employment

An International student studying in the Faculty of Constructed Environment stated in the letter to the Faculty Appeal Committee:

"…………With the failing of these two subjects, I am unable to graduate in June this year as planned but in the year 2002. This in fact will be a very heavy burden for me, as this will cause financial problem to my family with another semester tuition fees. I come from a medium class family in Malaysia with a limited financial income. My father provided me with tuition fees, which is just sufficient for me to complete my 2 years course here. Now, I might need to consider of working a part time job with more hours to earn enough money to cover up my living expenses to lessen my father's burden. I do not wish to do so, as I realize that this would affect my time to study. Nevertheless, I am left with not many choices."

RMIT was one of the first Universities ‘off the blocks’. In 1987 RMIT enrolled 200 students international students. By 2002 RMIT enrolled 6 396 on shore and 4 765 offshore international students, and receiving over $105 million in the form of tuition fees.

In an environment of decreasing government funding many universities have eagerly chased the international student dollar. However, the chase for the dollar has not been accompanied by the provision of resources, academic and support services necessary to accommodate the needs of the increased number of students. 

Furthermore, not enough attention has been paid to the fact that most International students come from living and learning cultures that are vastly different to Australia’s. Coupled with the lack of family or friends – international students face what most Australian students would consider ‘insurmountable’ difficulties adjusting to and coping with the life of an international students in Australia. Many international students have also complained to the Student Rights Officers of perceived discrimination.

Case Study

In response to a statement made by the Student Union from feedback from students. 

“Favouritism seems to be prolific in the ABC School. In many cases students associated favouritism with race and noted cases of advantage and disadvantage depending on local / international, between different international student groups and by staff towards particular nationalities”. This assertion was responded to by Senior Lecture (C) of the School 

“This is something that A & B (staff members of that school) have also noted and is something we all need to address (19 August 2002)”.
International students at RMIT pay full fees of up to $19 300 per year  up-front. Furthermore, international student fees are consistently higher than those for domestic students by several hundred dollars. The further increases in student visa charges and registration fees will further exacerbate this disparity. 

Whilst on the one hand international students are expected to pay significant increases in charges, at the same time international students are expected to endure: inadequate library resources, inadequate levels of and reductions in academic and general staff, inadequate student amenities and general infrastructure, overcrowding; increased sessional staff with less access, reductions in (complementary) class handouts, and a fall in overall quality of RMIT educational programs. 

Millions of dollars are spent every year to produce glossy and flashy brochures promoting RMIT – quite often students don’t find that the hype matches the reality. 
The fact is that the best kind of marketing is word of mouth. If international students leave RMIT following a positive experience, the number of people they could influence when they go back home in invaluable and this is often the best type of promotion.

Furthermore, government changes in 2001 to DIMIA guidelines governing international students means that international students can get reported to DIMIA for unsatisfactory progress, for example failing a core course twice or failing to attend at least 80% of classes. RMIT students have been locked up in the detention centres, awaiting deportation, for failing to meet these criteria.

Women, Work and Debt

While just over half of university students are women, significant inequalities are still apparent within the university system. These inequalities are equally apparent in the workforce. Women are still concentrated in so called "traditional areas". They earn less, are more likely to be employed part-time or casual, and on average spend fewer years at work. This reduces their ability to repay student debt, and has a flow-on effect to other life decisions such as whether they can choose to pursue further study, have children or buy a house. These decisions can have far reaching and negative effects on both the individuals concerned and Australia as a whole. 

The proposed changes to the higher education sector will make existing inequalities worse. It will become even harder for women to achieve full equality with men in Australia. 

Women in the workforce

Australia still has a long way to go before pay equity is achieved for women. Women make up 43% of the total workforce but across all occupational groups, women earn less than men. Overall, women earn 67% of male earnings or $271 per week less than men. When comparing only full time jobs, women earn $171 less or 81% of men's wages. More than 45% of women earn less than $500 per week compared to 22% of men. If part time work is excluded from calculations, nearly 20% of women earn less than $500 per week compared to 13% of men.
 
 

In 1996 it was estimated that 73% of part time and casual workers were women, or 46% of the total female workforce, and little has changed since then. The growth in available work over the last two decades has been in part time and casual work, not in full time work, and women have taken up the bulk of these positions.

Women who have completed higher education do not escape the gender gap in pay. While graduates mostly achieve better pay than non-graduates, the average starting salary for new male graduates is $37,000, $2000 more than the average for new female graduates. A woman with a degree can expect to earn $210 000 less over her lifetime than a man with the same qualifications. When postgraduate starting salaries are compared, the disparity is even worse. The average starting salary of a female postgraduate is only 76% of a male postgraduate. 

The unequal position of women in the workforce is aptly illustrated by the university sector. In 2000, women comprised 35% of academic staff positions. This had scarcely changed since 1991 when academic staff positions comprised 31% women.
 Of all women academics in 2001, 24% were senior lecturers, while 46% held lecturer positions.
 Conversely, women hold 59% of general staff positions.

The pay differential among male and female university staff is startling. In a 1998 study entitled "Gender Pay Equity in Australian Higher Education" it was found that male academics earned an average of $220 more per week than female academics. Male general staff earned $132 more per week on average than female general staff.

Women academics were found to be concentrated at the lower levels. The two key factors governing women's chances of getting senior positions were whether the academic had attained a PhD and how long she had spent working in higher education. Women were more likely to have longer periods of part time or interrupted employment and take longer to do a PhD.  Women indicated they felt that they had little choice but to balance their work and family commitments. More than 90% of academic women's partners were working full time compared to 57% of academic men's partners.
 Also, the evidence suggested that women were just as career oriented and ambitious as men. While it took longer for women to secure ongoing employment, once established they tended to achieve highly.

The effect of having less women academics on women students can not be underestimated.  This creates a disincentive for women to go on to further study and go into academia. Women students are already less likely to find mentors among female senior staff that are often overloaded with supervision of students. Male mentoring of female students has been found to be less effective and sometimes problematic.

Among university general staff, women dominated the middle and lower classification levels.  The study indicated that men and women with equivalent experience and qualifications experienced different appointment levels. Men were often appointed two levels above women, while women often performed tasks above their classification level. Also, skills common to women that are essential to working in a university environment such as communication and interpersonal skills were not fully included into the classification schedule.

The inequities are systemic and cultural. Women continue to be penalised in the workforce for a range of reasons. They carry the greater part of family responsibilities, and women's skills are consistently undervalued. The introduction of enterprise bargaining, lower rates of unionisation among women, and the differential application of 'equal pay' between male and female dominated industries have added to the problem.
 Also, women face sexism in the workplace in a range of ways, from coming up against the ‘glass ceiling’ and being passed over for promotion to experiencing sexual harassment that may affect their job stability.

Women students are still strongly concentrated in "traditional" areas like nursing, the social sciences and art and design. Improvements in the numbers of women studying in non-traditional areas like engineering have already stalled. Women often face barriers to study in non-traditional areas such as sexist attitudes, discrimination and sexual harassment. When this is combined with increased financial pressure, more women will decide against study in these areas. Given that these jobs are often better paid than traditional women's occupations, the gap between male and female wages can be expected to widen further if fewer women have access to them. 

Australia has one of the most gender segregated workforces in the world, and Australian women are at a significant career and income disadvantage.
 Any changes to higher education that discourages women from participating, especially in non-traditional areas, will exacerbate this problem. 

Debt aversion 

The single greatest barrier to women's equal participation in higher education is fees.  Current government plans for the university sector will massively increase the cost of degrees (especially those from more prestigious universities). Faced with a lifetime of debt repayment, many women will have to make choices based on money, not on their ability or interests. 

All the financial barriers which women face - longer periods of unemployment, concentration in areas of low paid employment and earning less on average than equally qualified males, results in further debt and longer periods of financial burden as a result of studying.  This situation has been augmented by the introduction of differential HECS.  

When students are forced to repay different amounts based on their field of study, some students will choose not to study in courses with higher levels of course debt. Differential HECS ties a woman’s decision to study a particular course to the consideration of her ability to repay higher fee levels over time. Current proposed changes to HECS will increase the cost of degrees by up to 30% depending on the university. The 'sandstone' universities will get away with charging at the top rate, while other universities will offer cut price courses. Fewer women will be able to study the course of their choice at the university that they want. 

The more prestigious courses  (HECS band 3 - the most expensive band) will become less of an option for women. Women are already highly concentrated in specific sectors of the education system and the workforce. This situation locks women out of non-traditional, male dominated areas and entrenches them in debt for most of their lives.

Women are less likely to be able to afford to pay their HECS fees up-front in order to receive the discount for paying at enrolment each year. Further, women are likely to spend more time outside the workforce, in part time or casual employment, and in lower paid work. Since HECS debts are indexed to CPI, the debt will continue to grow the longer it takes to pay it off. The proposed Fee-Help full fee paying loan scheme with additional interest on top of CPI would saddle women with an even more impossible debt. 

Women already take three times longer on average to pay off their HECS debt compared to men.  93% of men will pay off their HECS debt by age 65, compared to 77% of women.
 If the changes are introduced, women may be paying back their student debts well into their seventies. In 1992, the New Zealand government deregulated fees and introduced interest bearing loans for students. By 1999, estimated repayment times had stretch out to 51 years for women and 17 years for men. Even after the government wrote off much of the interest payments for low income students, payment times were still estimated at 15 years for men and 29 for women.

Also, due to family commitments women may be less able to complete their studies within the minimum time. If penalties are introduced for completions over the minimum time, they will then face even greater costs to finish their degrees 

Women have even less incentive to undertake postgraduate study. Postgraduate women are less likely to get financial support from their workplace for study and receive only 76% of male postgraduate earnings once they complete it. 

As commented by NUS

"A woman places herself at a greater income disadvantage simply by furthering her qualification with postgraduate work. And she has a postgraduate loan on top of her HECS debt to show for it, one which will now attract an interest rate on top of inflation." 

After the government's proposed changes, women who are doubly disadvantaged such as those from non-english speaking backgrounds, indigenous women, women with disabilities and women from low income backgrounds and regional areas will have little option to study at all, let alone to study the more expensive courses. Mature-aged women who are considering study will be particularly debt adverse as they will have a shorter period in the workforce to pay off their debts.

The choices for women will be based starkly on their financial status before they even begin to study. For some, from wealthier backgrounds, the decision to study will be based on what they want to do and on which university will give them the best degree in their field. For the others, the choice will be made between the narrowly specialised courses taught by academics with less access to research funding at regional and 'second tier' universities - a choice made not on merit or personal preference, but on cost. Many others will have to give up the idea of studying at university altogether as they consider the price of a lifetime of debt too high.

Conclusion 

Only recently have more than a small elite of privileged women been able to enter the education sector. Working class women, indigenous women, women from non-English speaking backgrounds and women with disabilities continue to be frozen out of universities. The imposition of HECS and the push towards full up-front fees, inadequate income support, inadequate and expensive childcare costs, and the chipping away of university support services which strive to eradicate cultures of sexual harassment, bullying, intimidation and racism all have a negative impact on the participation of women in higher education.  

Choices for women are becoming more limited. Women are being forced into debt if they want an education, and this creates a significant barrier to other ambitions that they might have. Difficulties in being able to afford a house deposit, declining fertility rates and increasing numbers of graduates emigrating overseas have all been linked to graduate debt.
 

It is almost impossible to assess the full consequences of reduced access to Higher Education for women. Undoubtedly this will affect Australian society in ways that can't yet be measured. In 2003, it is appalling that there is still so many obstacles to women's full participation in higher education, and that these appear to be getting worse. This must not be allowed to continue.
TAFE/VET funding

RMIT is a dual sector institution and the Student Union is very concerned that the Nelson review into Higher Education offered no extra funding to the TAFE/VET sector. This omission is startling given that this Howard government has ratified the new national strategy for VET for 2004-2010. This strategy identifies the need for more training, more focus on disadvantaged groups and people at risk, and the need to strengthen TAFE and VET. The TAFE Directors' Association, in their media release of 14th May 2003, have also pointed out the glaring discrepancy between the new strategy ratified by the Commonwealth and the lack of additional funding to put the new strategy into practice.

The facts:

· the Commonwealth's offer of funding for the national vocational education and training system falls far short of what is required by the sector. According to research done by the Australian Education Union the Commonwealth must provide growth funding of at least $1080m for 2004-2006 to address unmet demand, to provide a youth training guarantee, and to ensure that the training needs of existing workers are met.
   

· Funding is already not sufficient to meet demand and improvements cannot be made. Each year up to 40 000 Australians miss out on TAFE/VET because there are not enough places. 
 

· Far more Australians study at TAFE than are enrolled in universities yet funding allocations do not reflect this

· The new national strategy for VET for 2004-2010 identifies the urgent need to strengthen TAFE and VET. While the Commonwealth was closely involved in identifying this need and ratifying the strategy, it is “extremely worrying that the Commonwealth is now failing to provide the funding that will enable that strategy to be implemented”. 

· The Productivity Commission has found that skills growth as a driver of productivity has dropped by  75% in the last ten years. 
 

· Between 1997 and 2000 the Commonwealth contribution to VET operating revenue fell by $112 from $947.2m in 1997 to $835m in 2000. 

Privatisation

Prior to the release of the Nelson Review there was a proposal from the Minister's office of introducing HECS- style fees for TAFE courses. While it has not yet eventuated, its suggestion indicates that this government intends to address shortfalls in funding for the sector from the students themselves. By refusing to create additional funding for the TAFE/VET sector the Howard government is forcing institutions to increase their fees to make up the shortfall. This has already begun in NSW where some TAFE course fees have increased by 100%. 

The resource pressures on TAFE institutions have also led to the increase in fee for service activities where the full cost of enrolments is transferred from government to individual students. That this trend is becoming an obstacle to the vast majority of people in our society to gain access to post secondary education, is not addressed nor does it seem to be the concern of the Minister for Education. In this way the concepts of access and equity, which have traditionally been essential to any understanding of the TAFE/VET sector, are being seriously undermined. A Senate inquiry report of 2000 argued that, "national VET objectives be renegotiated to include the objective of ensuring that there is equitable access for all Australians to vocational education and training". 
  It is not surprising that the Howard Government ignores this objective. The Howard government's strategy is fundamentally tied to a political position that relies on user pays principles and seeks to minimise the public funding of any area including health, education, essential services and so on. If successful it will lead to ever increasing inequities in opportunities for people in our society. 

Resource pressures

The impact of the resource pressures on TAFE has been widespread and goes to the heart of the viability of the system. They include:

· Over 48 000 Australians were unable to get a place in VET in 2002-unmet demand is back to 1998 levels

· Independent inquiries by Kaye Schofield revealed serious concerns about traineeships.

· The overall rate of student failure/withdrawal has increased from 13.7% in 1997 to 18.9% in 2001

· There have been higher class sizes, rationalisations and reductions in TAFE courses, cuts to student services, amalgamations and closures and colleges facing significant financial difficulties.

· There has been increased workload and stress for TAFE teachers

· 68% of TAFE teachers say their ability to maintain professional standards/provide quality has been eroded. This has resulted in a marked increase in student dissatisfaction with their programs/courses resulting in an increase of complaints made to the Student Union in TAFE.

· There has been increasing reliance on fee for service activities. 

Unmet demand for TAFE/VET

In 2002 78,800 students were unable to gain a place in post-school education. Two thirds of that number were seeking TAFE/VET places. The following table indicates the level of the unmet demand for TAFE and VET since 1998. 
   

UNMET DEMAND FOR VET

	
	TAFE STUDENT PLACES
	         OTHER VET
	      TOTAL VET

	
	
	
	

	1998
	35,200
	12,900
	48,100

	2000
	40,500
	13,800
	54,300

	2001
	34,600
	12,000
	46,700

	2002
	39,600
	8,500
	48,100


Each year since 1991 enrolments have increased by an average of 5.9%. The already high level of unmet demand is sure to increase without additional adequate growth funding. 

Huge Growth in VET

The following statistics indicate the huge growth that has taken place in the TAFE/VET sector in the nine years between 1991 and 2000:

· The number of students in publicly funded VET grew by 77%, from under 1 million to 1.75 million.

· Participation in VET among Australia’s working-age population increased from 8.4% to 13.2%.

· There was stronger growth in numbers for females (by 94%) than for males (64.1%).

· The number of young people (19 years old or less) undertaking VET increased by over 50%. By 2000, almost 29% of all Australian teenagers were involved in VET, compared with less than 19% in 1991.

· The number of students aged 40 years or more almost trebled.

· The number of course enrolments grew by almost 80%, with the strongest growth reported for courses in the fields of study associated with service industries and related occupations.

· On average, the amount of training a student undertakes in a calendar year decreased from 240 hours to 198 hours.

· The number of apprentices and trainees increased by over 70%, from around 160,000 to over 277,000. 

· Between 1994 and 2000 the number of students born in non-English speaking countries increased by 79% from 113,400 to 202,700.

· Between 1994 and 2000 the number of people with a disability in VET increased by 74% from 35,800 to 62,100. 

These statistics indicate a massive level of growth in the TAFE/VET sector across a huge range of different groups that should be accompanied by a corresponding increase in the level of funding. Instead the Commonwealth government offers no growth funding, leaving the sector with serious resource pressures which could lead to the irreparable undermining of the key objectives of TAFE/VET. It will undoubtedly lead to the further privatisation and fee for service activities, and the corresponding erosion of the access and equity objectives on which the TAFE/VET sector should be based.

Deteriorating Campus conditions

Australian Universities have been in crisis for some time due to declining government resources and this has seriously undermined the ability of Australian Universities to provide a universally accessible, well resourced and quality education system. The Student Union believes that proposed government initiatives fail to address the decline in the quality of our University courses and in both the student and staff experience within the sector.

As is demonstrated in the following table, despite having a significant increase in the RMIT higher education Student Load, none of this comes from the government funded load. In fact, between 1996 to 2002, the government funded load decreased by 214 EFTSU, from 76% of the total load to 59%. Whilst over the same period Full Fee International Students (both onshore and off campus) have increased by over 3700 EFTSU, from 21% of the total load to 30%. The Full Fee Domestic undergraduate and postgraduate student load has increased by1649 EFTSU, from 3% of the total load in 1996 to 9% in 2002.

1996 - 2002 Student EFTSU and Funding sources
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RMIT has clearly eagerly embraced the pursuit of non-government funding solution for the inadequate funding and resourcing levels.  Yet, adequate funding for associated staff, resources and infrastructure has not been equally pursed. Less and less money per student is actually going to provide staff, resources and equipment, with more and more students competing for limited resources.

“The experience of many staff is one of increasing pressure for little, if any, financial gains as universities pour more and more resources into competing against one another in a zero sum game for share of the fee paying student market. While universities have been successful in increasing their revenues from non government sources, largely through student fees, this is clearly not reaching the coalface in sufficient quantities.”

RMIT’s Strategic analysis report states that.
 :

 “RMIT graduates were more dissatisfied about the quality of teaching than the national average.”

 “Student-Staff Ratios are growing at RMIT, with all broad academic organisational groups increasing their Student-Staff Ratios”.
 “Relative to other universities, RMIT is a very low spender on other academic support services and student services”.

 “RMIT graduates were on the whole dissatisfied with their experience than the national average and this dissatisfaction increased”

Furthermore, RMIT’s own investigations have found great dissatisfaction among RMIT students towards the University.

During 1999 - 2002 RMIT has implemented a student feedback policy whose main aim is to identify the major concerns of students to be addressed through the RMIT planning and budget process. This involves: collating and analysing data collected through student surveys and Faculties and focus groups; informing students of the outcomes; and then, with the involvement of students, to develop and implement improvement plans. The result of the surveys over the past four years clearly highlights many of the issues raised by students and the RMIT Student Union.

Negative teaching and learning experiences, including, variation in quality and effectiveness of learning experiences, inappropriate teaching and tutoring skills, inadequate feedback regarding assessment and unclear expectations and outcomes of assessment and inadequate access to teaching staff. Refer to Appendix 2 for more detailed information.
Inadequate learning resources at RMIT, in particular inadequate access, availability to laboratories/ studios, and hours of access, malfunctioning equipment and computers, the need for more books, computers and specialist software.  Off campus access to on line material is a problem and the cost of printing/photocopying is expensive and prohibitive.

There are increased numbers of students at RMIT all competing for limited resources with no real increase in resources or staffing.  Despite the clear evidence that deregulation and commercialisation has failed to remedy the ills within the higher education sector, the assertion by the government that the proliferation of such activity with fix the crisis is clearly ideologically driven rather than based on facts.  

Below we examine a number of areas that have been significantly affected by inadequate resources in a higher education. We believe that the current level of resourcing at our universities and the reforms proposed by the government are grossly inadequate and are not sustainable. 

Student staff ratios

The number of academic and teaching staff directly impacts on the student experience. For far too many years RMIT students have experienced inadequate and increasing student staff ratios.

According to the Australian Vice Chancellors Council (AVCC) student staff ratio in 2002 climbed to 19.4 students per teaching staff, up from 15.1 in 1991.
 This represents around 40% deterioration in student staff ratios over the past 12 years. This does not include staff reductions planned for 2003. 

Although the total number of students enrolled at RMIT from 1996 to 2002 increased by over 11 000, the number of staff employed by RMIT has only marginally increased from 1996 levels.   

We have more students and fewer teachers. Furthermore, as a direct result of reduced public funding there is increased pressure on staff to undertake research for commercial and ‘money making’ activities, taking more time away from students. 

Case Study  - Poor student staff ratios

In a recent group complaint by students from a popular RMIT Computer Science course, the following issues were raised and responses made by staff in relation to poor student staff ratios:

Students concerns

Many students noted problems that indicate poor student staff ratios. 

Slow staff response time when contacted by phone or e-mail,

a. Slow return of assignments,

b. Poor to nil quality feedback,

c. High numbers of sessional staff,

d. Staff with commitments outside of RMIT which limit accessibility,

e. Large lecture and tutorial sizes,

f. Staff making and applying their self determined policy and practice,

g. Lack of availability for appointments,

h. Tightening criteria to be allowed to make an appointments,

i. Academic staff not attending bloc exam review times,

j. Staff absence from lecturers or tutorials,

k. Staff reluctance to meet students,

l. Increase use of strict ‘one size fits all’ policy and process,

m. Decrease of flexibility of teaching and learning process,

n. Increase of poor assessment tools such as hurdles,

o. Decrease in personalised support of students resulting in higher failure rates, etc. 

Noted above are a few symptoms of a school where staff student ratios are unsatisfactory for a superior learning environment. In such situations small problems are compounded as they go on to be big problems before they are prioritised as a crisis to be dealt with. 

It could be suggested that the deteriorating ratio of staff to student is a causal factor for many of the other problems noted by students. 

In response to the statement above made by the Student Union following feedback from students in regard to poor student staff ratios Senior Lecturer (C) said

“Agreed ! Hopefully the NTEU will be successful in addressing this in the next round of enterprise bargaining with the University!”

Senior Lecturer (C) also agreed that the following statement was “a problem”.

“Staff are slow responding to communication from students. Students noted very slow response times in relation to general enquires, return of assessments, requests as per special consideration and other procedures. Much of this has been noted in other areas of this report from the CS&IT student meeting”.

Furthermore in response to the Student Union’s claims (as noted above) in regard to poor student staff ratios’ Lecturer (D) made the following observations:

‘As for me, I cannot agree more in relation to the poor staff/ student ratio; in fact we are still lucky that they do not label the School or RMIT as “greedy” in this aspect. Improving on this has a single prerequisite: less business-orientated thinking and more quality-driven actions. It will probably be useful to gather example cases where quality approach actually pushes the business results to higher (and more stable) levels through more satisfied students who keep sending in other students (19 August 2002)”.
The Nelson/Howard packages fails to offer any real redress. What is clearly needed is a significant increase in government funding to resource universities at levels necessary to provide a quality and accessible higher education system. 

Graduate experiences at RMIT

According to the Graduate Careers Council of Australia, the recent Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) reflects very badly on RMIT.

	CEO ratings
	2000
	ranking
	2001
	ranking
	2002
	ranking

	Good teaching
	40.7%
	39th
	38.4%
	41st
	39.5%
	39th

	Generic skills
	62.0%
	25th
	59.7%
	36th
	60.2%
	32nd

	Overall satisfaction
	63.1%
	40th
	60.3%
	41st
	59.7%
	40th


What this means is that :

· 3 in every 5 RMIT graduates don’t think they are getting good teaching at RMIT;

· 2 in every 5 RMIT graduates don’t believe they have acquired the necessary generic skills;

· 2 in every 5 RMIT students are not satisfied with the overall quality of their courses.

RMIT has ranked in the bottom 5 performing institutions in Australia on ‘good teaching’ in year of the past three years and ranked in the bottom 3 institutions in Australia in each of the past 3 years.

Over the past 3 years there have been around 20 000 higher education completions at RMIT, 12 000 of these graduates failed to have a ‘good teaching’ experience at RMIT and 8 000 graduates basically don’t think the quality of their course was that good.

Clearly these figures reflect a significant concern for RMIT and its community. The bottom line is that there is inadequate resourcing and funding available and what we do have, can only be stretched so far. The Student Union strongly believes that the problems experienced by RMIT students (and others no doubt) is directly related to inadequate resourcing of the sector and can only be addressed through a significant increase in government funding.

Library

Libraries play an essential role in Universities and RMIT is no exception. Libraries are meant to provide access to materials and information necessary for students to undertake and complete their studies or research. Most students do not have the luxury of being able to buy the reading material prescribed or recommended for their studies. Libraries are one of the main resources that make it possible for many students to effectively and successfully undertake and complete tertiary studies. 

With the ever increasing pressure on available funds, student academic support services like the libraries at RMIT are being severely restricted in their ability to provide the type of resources and services needed and expected by the university community.

Facts

Student experience surveys at RMIT frequently find that the libraries are inadequate, not only in terms of staffing levels, opening hours, access to prescribed and recommended hardcopy and electronic books, journals and other such resources, but also the number of computer stations and related facilities and equipment. 

RMIT students have repeated demanded: additional copies of prescribed and recommended textbooks; greater breadth of electronic and hardcopy journals and books; increased number of computer work-stations and related facilities and equipment; longer opening hours; increased staffing; quicker shelving of books and journals, and; better photocopy facilities and reduced associated costs.

The single biggest complaint made by RMIT students regarding our libraries is that there are not enough copies of relevant prescribed or recommended textbook available in the Library. RMIT’s response is:

“We do not purchase large quantities of textbooks as students are expected to buy their own textbooks, however we buy books and recommended reading based on recommendation’s from academic and teaching staff.”

Despite a requirement that the library be able to meet the academic needs of individual programs approved at RMIT clearly the funding levels are clearly inadequate to meet the basic needs of students by not even being able to guarantee the provision of prescribed reading material.

Without a significant increase in government funding there is little chance that RMIT Libraries will ever meet the needs of RMIT students and staff. See Appendix 3 for the full survey results and responses.
It is not a great surprise that students are generally frustrated with the state of RMIT Libraries. Comparisons between statistics published in 1999 and 2002 demonstrate that there has been a dramatic fall in the acquisitions, staffing, and overall expenditure in proportion to the increase in student numbers (and EFTSU).

Provision of Library Resources

According to the most recent National statistics available by the Council of Australian University Librarians, (CAUL) (published September 2002), RMIT has 5.13 seats per one hundred students available in the Library, rating RMIT as 37th (out of 39 Universities).
 This showed a dramatic reduction in seats since 1997 (which was 10.5 seats per one hundred students
). 

Library staffing levels

RMIT has far less staff and is spending far less in proportion to the number of students compared to other Australian Universities. RMIT has 3.9 Library staff members per 1000 students, we rank 35th. 

Acquisitions and overall expenditure

In terms of acquisitions, RMIT is spending around just $94.61 per student on acquisitions expenditure on the Library – ranking 38th, this is down from $121.95 that was being spent in 1999.

Furthermore, over a 2 year period RMIT’s overall library expenditure has dropped by more than $200 per student, from $557 per year to $355 – and this has not gone unnoticed.

Comparing 1999 and 2002 statistics from CAUL

	
	1999
	1999

ranking
	2001
	2001

ranking

	Population (EFTSU)
	
	7th
	
	1st

	Seat per 100 pop
	9.63
	24th
	5.13
	37th

	Acquisitions expenditure per population member
	121.95
	39th
	94.61
	38th

	Total expenditure
	$557.59
	23rd
	$355.3
	36th

	% Information Technology resources
	22.46%
	38th
	27.05%
	36th

	Library staff per 1000 pop members
	70
	24th
	39
	35th


Without a real increase in government funding our universities will only deteriorate, at best the government package offers more of the same, in terms of resources, at worst Libraries and other academic support services could find themselves increasingly squeezed out of the funding pie.

Ancillary Fees/course related fees

The Student Union has long argued that the proliferation of fees and charges are a real detriment to accessing education by those people who do not have the financial means to fully participate. However, many Universities are finding that the level of funding for programs is grossly inadequate to meet the staffing and resourcing needs and are turning to ancillary fees to top up funds.

In addition to the full fees paid by many RMIT students numerous programs/courses at RMIT Higher Education require students to purchase materials to assist with the production of assignments etc. This year (2003) over 400 different fees and charges have been levied on students at RMIT. 

Whether its equipment hire, computer lab fees, practical guides, workbooks, course notes, subject guides, library fines, access cards, lab notes, lectures notes, reading material, library fines; uniforms, computer programs, camps, fieldwork and excursions, replacement ID cards or, full /recovery costs for electives, the push to force students to provide top up funding has escalated under the Howard government.

With successive governments reducing public funding in the late eighties and early nineties, the Higher Education sector was already suffering from inadequate public funding and greater individual user pays by the time the Federal Coalition Government came into office.

On a campus level, with more and more students and less and less public funding, all Universities are increasingly relying on ancillary fees to ‘bump up’ their income. RMIT is no exception.

There are both Government Acts and University regulations that (supposedly) ensure that course related ancillary fees and charges are limited. The Higher Education Funding Act [HEFA] of 1988 prohibits institutions from charging government subsidised students any fees in respect to a course. 

The Student Union believes that according to the Higher Education Funding Act:

1.
It is illegal for RMIT or any of its departments to force students to buy or pay for something that is necessary for the completion of their course. The Student Union believes this applies to materials or services provided by a third party. 

And

2. RMIT or its department may sell materials or ask for payment for services if, and only if, all students can still complete the subject/course without making such payments.

However the RMIT Student Union is increasingly discovering that some fees and charges are not really voluntary, with students not really being offered suitable alternatives.

As the resources necessary and needed for programs/courses are not being made available through operating grants or up-front full fees, students are being forced to make up the financial gaps. Clearly, if a student doesn’t have the money then they are at a disadvantage, with choices being restricted.

Despite clear provisions in the Higher Education Funding Act 1988 restricting the charging of ancillary fees for academic related material, according to the Ministerial guidelines:

“In certain circumstances higher education institutions may charge students for goods or services which are a component of a course if students have the choice of acquiring the goods or services from suppliers other than the institutions:

· Goods or services which are necessary to produce items which become the physical property of students”

The Student Union believes this is a clear contradictions and breach of the Higher education funding act 1988, and demands the complete removal of ancillary fees and charges.

Case study - Health Services are suffering

A further illustration of the austerity measures at RMIT is the recent decision to drastically reduce the level of Health Services on the Bundoora campus. Under the grand plan of ‘revisioning’ the provision of Student Services across RMIT campuses, as of the 1st of July, the campus nurse cannot attend any emergencies on campus and doctors will not longer be available on campus. Instead students and staff are instructed to locate the nearest first aid qualified staff member or call 000. Students and staff in need of a doctor’s service will have to go off campus.

The RMIT Student Union believes that the state/conditions of our higher education sector, particularly from an RMIT point of view, is simply inadequate. The cuts in Government funding coupled with the massive increases in student numbers have over the years created an untenable environment on campus.

Inadequate library provisions; general overcrowding; low staffing levels; growing Student/Staff ratios; falling student retention and progress rates; inadequate maintenance of the physical working environment. All of these factors work hand in hand to undermine Higher Education. The Student Union believes that the current government proposals will exacerbate the current unsustainable situation at our universities.

Students and Work 

There is evidence to support the RMIT Student Union’s concern that for many RMIT Students an increasing proportion of their time is being taken up by paid employment, and that there has been an overall increase in students who are forced to work to support the cost of study.

Due to the Federal Government’s attacks on income support since 1996, many students who had previously qualified for independent AUSTUDY, now, under the Youth Allowance, are no longer deemed independent and have suffered huge reductions in income support. The reductions in income support were coupled with the lowering of the HECS repayment threshold to just  $20 700 in 1997, indexed to $23 242 in 2002. The result is that student earnings are being progressively taxed from 3% at just $23 242. It should be noted that this repayment threshold represents approximately 75% of the average weekly wage.

RMIT Student Union is concerned that students are turning to underpaid and low-skilled work, with little regard for good working conditions or award wages in order to supplement the cost of their studies. Increasingly RMIT Student Union Student Rights Officer are seeing students who, in order to stay at University, are choosing to spend a greater proportion of their time in external paid employment over their active and ongoing participation in their university course.

National Statistics on Students and Work

In the most comprehensive survey conducted in the past two decades regarding the financial burdens and impacts on students, the AVCC’s report ‘Paying their way; A survey of Australian Undergraduate University Student Finances, 2000’ has found that the financial burdens on students has negatively impacted on student participation and experience in the higher education sector.

“Overall, the survey provides strong evidence to support concerns that the financial circumstances of undergraduate students at Australian public universities are having a substantial impact on students’ studies…The survey highlights the extent to which many students are in paid employment to ensure sufficient income to continue their studies, with consequent negative impact on their studies. It also records the financial difficulties faced by university students attempting to live within Commonwealth government income support arrangements.” 
 

In particular, the AVCC Report found that
:

· Seven in every 10 students are in paid employment during university semesters – an increase by one half since 1984.

· Among full-time students, the average number of hours worked by those in paid employment During semester is 14.5 hours per week. An three fold increase since 1984;

· One in every ten students obtains a loan in order to be able to continue studying. The average amount borrowed is $4,000, which is substantial in the context of the average income of students;

· One in every ten students in paid employment during semester ‘frequently’ misses classes because of work;

· Work adversely affects study ‘a great deal’ for two in every ten students in paid employment during semester;

External Effects on Academic Progress at RMIT

RMIT “Academic Progress – Unsatisfactory Performance Operating Procedures” allow for students who have failed to meet the progress requirements of their course or program over an 18 month to 2 year period to be recommended for exclusion. The process of appeal asks the students to "show cause’ i.e. explain why their academic performance has been affected and what external pressures – family problems, relationships, work commitments etc may have had an influence on their academic performance. 

In addition RMIT University has a general policy on Student Attendance stating that for Higher Education students there is no attendance criteria. While some Lecturers or Program Coordinators stipulate that there are marks attributed to Participation e.g. 10%. there is no official university-wide process for recording attendance. Consequently numerous students are participating in paid employment rather than attending classes with no possibility for early intervention by academic staff. While students should not be academically penalised for non-attendance, increasing numbers of sessional teachers and industry guest lecturers mean there is little or no pastoral care nor peer support offered by the University thereby increasing the risk of students to suffer from unsatisfactory academic performance. 

RMIT Financial Aid for Students

RMIT does offer minimal financial assistance to students under financial stress including Loans which are available to fully enrolled full-time and part-time students, (including International, Higher Education and VET students). The intent of the fund is to assist with housing related needs, course costs and to assist with any expenses that would enable the student to successfully complete their course of study. The maximum loan available is $1 000 and it must be repaid within 12 months. Currently, there is no interest charge (except for overdue payments) and an acceptable guarantor is required if borrowing in excess of $350.  

In 2001 the total budgeted fund pool available for Student Loans is approx $800,000. It should be noted that the total RMIT Student Population as of HECS census date 2000 exceeds 53,000 students {a total of $15 approximately per student}.

Local Students and Paid Employment

Case Study 1

Twenty year old female Second Year student facing exclusion for one year from Department of Fashion and Textile Design. 

In her letter to the Faculty Appeal Committee the student wrote;

"Living independently also provided me with a financial strain. I do qualify for Youth Allowance, but with the maximum payment per month being less than $700 I have no choice but to work, especially studying a course with such expensive, ongoing material costs. I was working between 20 and 30 hours a week, often finishing at 1am…"

Case Study 2

Third Year Student facing exclusion for failing to meet Academic Progress standards within the department of study:

  "Due to my parent’s financial difficulties, I needed to help out and get a job…..I tried to get a job at several retail stores at the Shopping town near home however was instead able to get work at a Design warehouse over 45 minutes travel away. During the weekends I left early in the morning, worked all day and came home late at night to do homework. As the year went on I felt my energy slipping, lost my concentration and my problems led to stress levels causing insomnia."

Attacks on student organisations - Voluntary Student Unionism (VSU)

A further stated objective of the Howard Government is to introduce voluntary student unionism. The Government misrepresents student unions by linking membership of the Union to the fees levied. This is not the case. No student organisation has compulsory membership. You do not pay the fee to become a member of the Student Union. At RMIT you can opt out of membership of the Student Union at enrolment. This does not mean that the fee is waived. Even if VSU legislation is passed universities will still charge the same fee only they will not be able (or be even interested) in providing the same independent student focused representation of student issues. They will use the funds to serve their own understanding of what students need without necessarily consulting students. 

Student control of student affairs will disappear if the government is successful in introducing VSU.

In a recent decision of the ACCC when the right of a student organisation to be allocated the fee was challenged, the ACCC upheld the view that university administrations could not claim to independently representative the rights and concerns of students. As a result the ACCC found that there is more of a public benefit in giving the fees to the Student Union than a public detriment (this is how the ACCC adjudicates on these matters).

Australian Vice-Chancellors also support the existing relationship between universities, student organisations and fees.

The Howard Governments' push for VSU is totally politically driven because traditionally student organisations reflect on government policies (Labor and Liberal) and are often highly and vociferously critical of them. As we have seen on a number of occasions this government does not like to be opposed and this is an attempt to silence opposition. If successful VSU will seriously affect the quality of education in both the TAFE and HE sectors by 

· denying the independent representation of the largest stakeholder in the education system-the student;

· reducing the student body to a collection of single individuals with competing interests thereby seriously minimising their voices on common issues like resources, class sizes, quality of education, academic policy, access and equity issues and so on;

· dramatically reducing academic and welfare support services to students like student rights advocacy, policy review input, free and heavily subsidised social and cultural events, ongoing research on issues of concern to all students and so on;

· eradicating avenues for the development of the skills of critical thinking and analysis, collective action, organisational and communication skills, media skills, and so on.

Student Unions are the only feasible way that collective student concerns can be heard at an institutional and government level. To expect that individual students would have the resources and time to effectively represent themselves is totally misleading of the facts. Only organisations like student unions can be effective and can truly represent student interests and concerns as they are independent of the University administration and are, therefore, not subject to issues of conflicts of interest.
The following Student Union activities and services would be seriously undermined (if not abolished altogether) under VSU:

· Student Rights Information

· Student Rights Officers

· Student Representatives' input into RMIT and Government decisions

· Free entertainment and social and cultural events for students

· Student-run clubs and societies

· Student media (newspapers; SYN FM radio station; RMITV)

· International Student representation

· Women's Rooms

· Queer student representation

· Postgraduate student representation

· Orientation activities and publications

· Collective campaigning on student concerns (resources, quality of teaching, education policy and so on)

University Governance

As mentioned earlier this submission, the government has linked the $400+ million increase in the Commonwealth Grants Scheme (between 2005 –2007), to the implementation of the National Governance Protocols and Workplace Relations reforms.  

The major problems with the Protocols is:

· The requirement that governing body members “act solely in the interests of the university rather than as a delegate or representative of a particular constituency”. This could be used to prevent elected student and staff representatives from informing students and staff of anything that may not ‘look’ good for the university.

· The greater push toward corporate governance culture

· The emphasis on ‘expert’ representation, particularly from the financial, corporate and commercial sectors.

Recently, at the National Tertiary Education Union Governance Conference (July 2003), the following observations were made by Ms Emily Andersen, President of the RMIT Student Union, 

“The increasingly corporate and competitive nature of higher education in Australia has lead RMIT, like many universities, to become involved in many commercial ventures, partnerships and subsidiaries.  These have raised some serious governance issues, with many Council members concerned about governance arrangements for these bodies.  While this has been happening for a period of time, it is clear from my experiences that RMIT is very much still grappling with properly handling these issues.  Presently, RMIT is compiling a comprehensive list of these subsidiaries, non-incorporated affiliates And Research Centres, at the request of Council members, as some have expressed concern about not fully understanding RMIT's relationship with these bodies, the boards of these bodies and their relationship to RMIT Council, RMIT Council members responsibility for the governance of these bodies, and details of the nature of reporting of the activities and finances of these bodies to RMIT Council.  I am not alone in having very serious concerns about the governance and operation of RMIT's commercial Vietnam venture, and this was an issue picked up by the Auditor General in his recent Report on RMIT.  It seems crazy that RMIT and other institutions are venturing into other areas where they can't get their core business right.  Constant review/ restructuring, offshore ventures, computer systems: these are distracting the university and Council from the real issues that the institution and sector are facing.  The people at the bottom on the ground have to fix the problems - they should be part of decision making because they know.”

See Appendix 4 for a full copy of the presentation.

The composition of universities’ governing bodies has shifted since the constriction on public funding to higher education in the 1990s. Since universities have been increasingly responsible for generating private revenue in order to survive in the post-commonwealth budget cuts environment, university governing councils have changed to reflect this responsibility. Now, more than ever before, there is an emphasis on participation from business representatives, displacing participation from the community, staff and students. 

As a result of this shift, university governing bodies are becoming increasingly distanced from questions of quality and academic integrity. Of more importance are concerns about relative profits and losses. Whilst this concern reflects the deregulated agenda, there can be no excuse for the relative absence of student, staff and community representatives from university councils. The absence of these voices has meant that reports of ‘soft marking’ and lax academic standards have gone unnoticed, leading to an overall decline in the integrity of academic standards in Australian universities.

In Victoria, the Kennett government passed legislation which forced Victorian Universities to not only reduce Council size, two thirds had to be external members (not University students or staff) and the RMIT Student Union President was removed from Council membership. RMIT Council currently has 20 voting Council members, 8 are internal to RMIT, 3 are elected RMIT Staff representatives, 2 elected Student representatives, the Vice Chancellor, and the Chairs of Academic Board and Board of Technical Studies. The rest are external members, and with the exception of one or two, largely come with big business backgrounds. Furthermore, external member of Council and external experts stack out the most powerful committees at RMIT.

Another operational direction taken by most Universities, including RMIT, is to develop corporations/divisions which largely operate at arms length from the governing bodies. These corporations/divisions have no elected student or staff representation and are primarily established to generate profits. At RMIT this includes RMIT Training PTY LTD, RMIT International PTY LTD and RMIT Innovation LTD. This enables operations with very little, if any, accountability.

RMIT management has itself recognised the problems and contradictions associated with the changed nature of University Council, specifically the clashes associated with the ‘business’ way of operating compared with the traditional ‘collegiate’ decision making at Universities.

“Changes to both the composition of Council, together with changes externally to the accepted legal obligations of Council members, have meant that business issues have had a strong, but not exclusive, emphasis on Council agendas. Attempts to ensure a balanced oversight of the university’s activities is made more difficult by the lack of familiarity with the university and its traditions. 

It has sometimes been difficult to orient new external members of Council to the core activities of the university..”

“Transparency of decision-making is a desired goal in all good organisational practice. It is particularly important in public sector organisations and in organisations, such as universities, that have a collegiate history. Significant literature attests to the organisational benefits of broad participation in decision-making, particularly in knowledge organisations. Yet much of the managerial reforms introduced to universities have assumed that universities should employ traditional command-control techniques and a strategic management approach. The collision of these techniques and approached with more collegiate forms of decision-making has caused much of the tension within our institutions.”

Not only have decision-making bodies and funding arrangements been transformed, but also the operations, the language used and structures of the Universities, now greatly reflects the corporate sector. In the mid to late 1990s, like many other Universities, the term ‘student’ largely disappeared from the official RMIT vocabulary. ‘Clients’ and ‘customers’ are the terms mostly used to refer to those the post-secondary education sector should be serving. Although university administrators claim that the term client and customer refers to students as well as industry and the general community, the reality is these terms largely reflect the University’s emphasis on serving big business and economic outcomes.

Staff and students of RMIT are fully aware of the preoccupation of RMIT senior management in treating RMIT as a business. All Australian Universities have significantly increased their entrepreneurial cultures, and RMIT is no exception. For instance, we no longer have Recruitment Officers at RMIT, they are now Marketing Officers. More and more staff time is diverted to entrepreneurial money raising activities at the expense of delivering quality education.  Fees and charges are coming out of our ears. Whenever an important issue comes up, RMIT insists on the same type of commercial in confidence as applies to the private sector. Preserving RMIT’s reputation is far more important than being publicly accountable.

Despite the rhetoric from RMIT about serving the needs of the broader community, if we examine the courses (programs) approved by RMIT in recent times it becomes pretty obvious that it is the needs of specific industry that are being accommodated. Very little, if any, attention is given to the actual needs of the broader community.

In addition to having significant numbers of big business representatives on Council and major Committees, Business/Industry also has a disproportional influence on the types of courses (programs) taught at RMIT. Course Advisory Committees are stacked out by business with no student representation and very little, if any, community representation or consultation.

Recommendations

Re the current Howard government proposals

The RMIT Student Union calls upon the Senate to reject

Any increases in the cost of higher education for students and their families. 

In particular,

Any increases in HECS

Any increases in the number of domestic full fee paying students at university

Loans for full-fee paying students of up to $50 000 that bear 3.5% interest above inflation.

A five year time limit on degree completion, with penalties for failing subjects or changing courses.

The reduction of student, staff and community representation on university governing bodies

Forcing universities to dismantle collective bargaining for staff by tying funding to Australian Workplace Agreements (AWAs)

Restricting the right of university staff to take legitimate industrial action

Proposals that restrict the activities and membership of student organizations.

The RMIT Student Union makes the following recommendations:

General higher education

That an immediate injection of government funds be made to restore university funding relative to pre 1996 levels.

That the higher education sector be fully funded through a progressive personal income and company tax system.

That the application of 'user pays' mechanisms for entry into higher education be rejected.

That the number of government supported places be increased by 90,000 EFTSU to meet the current level of demand.

That the Government immediately increase the government funded load for the undergraduate and postgraduate to include all students currently paying full fees.

The Student Union calls on the Senate to initiate a review of the ESOS Act 2000 with the view of repealing the stringent and cumbersome requirements placed on International Students.

Equity and Access

That the federal government undertake a review of the effects of ABSTUDY changes on participation, success and retention of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.  This review should be undertaken in consultation with ATSIC and Indigenous Units within universities.  The government should immediately publish the results of all internal reviews of ABSTUDY. 

That the federal government reverse the cuts made to ABSTUDY in the 1997-98 Budget.

That the Indigenous community be consulted, and their recommendations incorporated, before any future changes to the structure or administration of ABSTUDY are made.

That Indigenous Students and Students from low SES backgrounds be exempt from HECS
That a study is undertaken to seriously address barriers to women in non-traditional areas of study and funds are made available for implementing its recommendations

That any recommendations to be implemented by the Government seriously address barriers to higher education for equity students, especially the impact of any fees

That a study is undertaken to seriously address ways to bring the participation of equity students in higher education up to population reference levels and funds are made available for implementing its recommendations

That the likelihood of a negative impact on equity student participation be adequate grounds for rejecting any Government proposal in regard to Higher Education

Common Youth Allowance/ Austudy

That the age of independence be reduced to 18 years of age.

That payments under Youth Allowance be increased to at least the poverty line.

That students in same sex relationships be recognised by Youth Allowance as a couple under the definition of independence.

That the two year waiting period to access Austudy/Youth Allowance for newly arrived migrants be abolished.

That students receiving Austudy be immediately eligible for rent assistance.

That the parental means tests be relaxed.
TAFE/VET funding 

That the Commonwealth provide growth funding for new enrolments of at least $1080m for 2004-2006 made up of $180m for 2004; $360m for 2005 and $540m for 2006 indexed for inflation.

That Commonwealth and State and Territory Governments fund Quality Improvement Programs (QIP) to provide:

· A national curriculum development program

· A national staff and professional development program

· A national TAFE/VET teacher registration body

That Commonwealth and State and Territory Governments should jointly establish an Education Equity Program (EEP) which would ensure that services, programs, and support structures meet the needs of disadvantaged students and local communities.

That Commonwealth and State and Territory Governments should redirect all current public funding from private providers to public institutions.

Campus conditions

That the Government conducts an audit to evaluate the state of our libraries.

That the Government Operating grants to Universities be indexed to include full staff salary rises.

That the Government immediately inject sufficient funding into the higher education sector to ensure student staff ratios are returned to the 1990 levels (12.9 students per teaching staff, instead of the current 19.9 students per teaching staff).

References

Academic Library statistics; Council of Australian University Librarians. Caul Statistics. WWW.anu.edu.au/caul/statistics. 2001

Academic Library statistics; Council of Australian University Librarians. Caul Statistics. WWW.anu.edu.au/caul/statistics. 1999

Academic Library statistics; Council of Australian University Librarians. Caul Statistics. WWW.anu.edu.au/caul/statistics. 1997

Australian Bureau of Statistics (AB), Education and Work, 6227.0, 2002

Australian Education Union, TAFE Works, Fact Sheet No 12

Australian Education Union. TAFE Funding Briefing Note, May 2003, 

AVCC Paying their way: A survey of Australian Undergraduate University Student Finances, 2000. October 2001. Micheal Long and Martin Hayden, 

Crossroads @ cross purposes? NTEU Advocate Volume 9, number 2, July 2002 

How John Howard’s proposed higher education package will price people out of Uni. NTEU

Expansion without Equity; Domestic Undergraduate full fee paying (DUFF) students and the implications of a proposed loan scheme. NUS Briefing Paper 27th April 2002. Graham Hastings

Independent student of the higher education review: Stage 2 report. Volume 1 – the current situation on higher education. June 2003 Phillips Curran KPA Consulting 

National TAFE Funding, Background Paper, July 2003 Kroneman, M.,

NCVER, VET in Australia 1991-2000:At a glance, June 2002. 

NUS Briefing paper on higher education reform. March 2003 

Our Universities: backing Australia’s future. A national Tertiary Education industry Union analysis and response June 2003 

Positioning RMIT: some implications of the Federal Budget package and responses from the RMIT 

Productivity Commission, Skills and Australia's Productivity Surge, 2002

Report on Domestic Undergraduate full fee students 2000. Submitted to RMIT University Council August 2000,

RMIT Higher Education Graduate Outcomes (2000 –2002) Institutional Research Consultancy Unity/AMB/140022003

RMIT Library Survey Results 2002

RMIT Strategic Analysis Report 

RMIT Student Statistics 1996 and 2002.www.rmit.edu.au/university statistics/1996 and 2002

RMIT Student Top ten concerns 1999, 2000, 2001 and 2002

RMIT Student Union General Student Meeting 1997

RMIT Student Union Response to the Review of Higher Education. September 2002

RMIT submission to Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education Reference Committee Inquiry into the capacity of pubic universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs. 

RMIT University 2003 Fees and Charges Schedule

RMIT University Budgets 1996 and 2003

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee 2000, Aspiring to Excellence, Report into the Quality of Vocational Education and Training in Australia.

Ugly details cut from uni policy report. Aban Contractor and Gerard Noonan, Sydney Morning Herald, August 4th 2003

Appendix 1
Student fees - International Comparison

	Nominal to low fee OECD countries



	Brazil
	Free education apart from a 24 one off entrance fee

	Czech republic
	Small tuition fee of $262 and $26 fee from the entrance exam

	France
	Universities, technical universities and grandes ecoles charge nominal fees between $393 -$917 which cove enrolment fee and the mandatory health insurance charge

	Ireland
	Free education with small fee for student welfare and amenities

	Germany
	free education but some states are charging fees ($786-$1306) to students who take longer than the normal duration of a course complete or who may be doing second degrees, but most students only pay a $65 administrative fee.

	Mexico
	Lowest fees at main public university due to massive student and community pressure, other much smaller public universities charge higher fees. Fees range from $223 (for most students) up to $1518.

	Norway
	Free education with small fee for student welfare and amenities

	Poland
	Constitutional guarantee of free education but since 2000 some universities are using a loop hole to charge fees of up to $4,841 for evening classes.

	Sweden
	Free education with small fee for student welfare and amenities


	Mid fee countries

	Austria
	Free education for technical and vocational institutes and art universities but tuition fee of $977 for top range of universities

	China
	Tuition fees are higher at public universities because of the inferior quality of the private institutions, at public universities fees range from $678 to $3394, depending on discipline and university

	England
	Undergraduate fee levels charged on a sliding scale dependent on personal or family wealth . Fees range from $0 to $2200.

	Philippines
	Tuition fees for students from middle to high income amounts at the main public university amounts to $1499, Students from low income backgrounds receive a free education and access to a living allowance scheme

	Netherlands
	Students with public support (full time and below income threshold) pay full time equivalent of $1800 while others pay institutional fee of $2096

	Scotland
	No tuition fees but graduates must pledge to contribute 2000 pounds ($4000) to the Graduate Endowment Fund via an income contingent repayment once the graduate exceeds an income threshold. The annual imputed fee is estimated to be 476 pounds ($952)

	Singapore
	Tuition fees range from around $1340 for most courses up to $11,500 for medicine and dentistry. There is a Tuition Cost Loans Scheme which covers over 75% of tuition fee costs 


	High fee countries



	Australia  2003
	Tuition fees (HECS liable paces) in three discipline bands: $3680/ $5242/ $6136. Forecasted average fees for postgraduate coursework fees on 2003 will be $9400. Fees for unsubsidised undergraduate places at public universities range up to $26,000 a year. Most domestic students are eligible to defer fees through an income contingent loans scheme.

	Australia

Nelson/Howard package
	Under the Nelson/Howard package Tuition fees for students in government subsidized places fall within three discipline bands: $5010, $7137, $8355 with teaching and Nursing $3,854. Fees for unsubsidized undergraduate places at public universities can range up to $30,000+ per year. Up to 50% of domestic undergraduate places are available on a full fee basis.

	Chile
	Tuition fees of $5855 - $9,303 with an income contingent loan scheme with maximal repayment of 5% annual salary. There is a scholarship scheme for low income earners that pays for part of the cost of tuition fees.

	Korea
	Tuition and other fees range from $2803 to $4463. There is a one-off fee ranging from $30 -$630.

	Japan
	Tuition fees at public universities are $3895 plus there is a one off fee for $2510

	New Zealand
	Tuition fees range from $3363 for low cost disciplines to $8446 for medicine the dentistry. However, New Zealand completely deregulated their fees in 1992. On average fees then increased by between 10-15% every year. Students in New Zealand don’t know what they will be paying from one year to the next. The latest information available shows that the biggest student loan is $167,000, a $27,000 increase on the previous year. Australia is heading down this path.

	USA
	A very diverse system with tuition fees ranging from around $2100 for a community college to $7860 for good State (public) universities while the top ivy league private universities charge up to $31,000. There is a wide array of federal, state and university loans and grant schemes to help students cover the study costs.


Appendix 2  TOP TEN CONCERNS OF RMIT STUDENTS 1999 - 2002

During 1999 - 2002 RMIT has implemented a student feedback policy whose main aim is to identify the major concerns of students to be addressed through the RMIT planning and budget process. This involves: collating and analysing data collected through student surveys and Faculties and focus groups; informing students of the outcomes; and then, with the involvement of students, to develop and implement improvement plans. The results were as follows:

1999 – Student Feedback results 

1.Student Contact across courses

Administrative processes: 

2. Enrolment, results

3. Provision of information

Teaching

4. Teacher/student communication

5. Quality of the learning experience

6. Organisation of teaching and learning

7. Library

Facilities

8. Concerns with IT and computer services generally

9. Buildings, classrooms laboratories

Safety

10. Need for more Student involvement in continual improvements

2000 – Student Feedback results

1. Information Technology – access and functionality

2. Student/admin staff communication

3. Class room logistics

4. Student /teacher communication

5. Student life

6. Maintenance of physical working environment

7. Library resources

8. Student involvement in continuous improvement

9. Safety and security

10. Context Curriculum

2001 – Student Feedback Results

1.
Communities of learning and scholarship

2.
Teaching and learning experience

3.
Student focus

4.
Student and campus life

5.
Facilities management

6.
Learning resources

7.
User friendly IT access

8.
Consistent, accurate and timely information about programs

9.
Timetabling and enrolment

10.
Safety and security

2002 – Student Feedback Results

	1. Academic administration

Issues with the AMS rollout including: timing, accuracy and appropriateness of admissions, enrolment / re-enrolment, confirmation of enrolments, timetables, results, transcripts, variations and subsequent interface issues impacting access to DLS and student ID cards

	2.Teaching and learning experiences

Variation in quality and effectiveness of planned learning experiences, teaching & tutoring skills and appropriateness

More feedback needed regarding assessment - expectations and outcomes is being requested in some areas

Assessment (consistency of criteria and workloads, adequacy of timing)

Access to teaching staff, student/staff ratio

	3.Communities of learning and scholarship

More staff/student and student/student networking & interaction

Access to teaching staff 

More appropriate and available interaction opportunities and venues

	4.Consistent, accurate and timely information about programs

Information regarding selection and program generally

Relevance of some courses (including context)

Staff and students having access to the right information

Program advice being given at the appropriate time

Consistent advice

	5.Learning resources

Access to laboratories/studios, availability, hours of access

Functioning equipment/computers

More books, computers, specialist software 

Access to DLS – course codes

Online access (off campus) 

Expensive printing / photocopying

	6.Student focus, communication and recognition of individual student needs

Being able to talk to the right person and that person having the information or ability to obtain the information

Website (navigation, finding things)

Responsiveness and follow through (over-use of technology)

Courtesy and student advocacy

	7.Facilities 

Access to food /drink facilities in some buildings (limited)

Maintenance of buildings (varied standard)

Toilets (cleanliness and access)

Lifts /escalators

Accuracy and adequacy of clocks, signage in Bowen St

B37 – lift – maintenance of classrooms - Safety B 87

	8.Student and campus life 

Focus point for each campus

Provision of social and other community activities

Reasons to stay at University

Housing for rural and international students

	9.Program content, structure and scheduling

Flexibility is sought (less pre-requisites, more electives)

Student time management, timetabling problems

Relevance of some courses, understanding of program structure

	10.Online resources and learning materials

Ease of use

Currency and relevance of material


Appendix 3
RMIT Library Survey results 2002 

The Library survey conducted in September 2002 gathered two types of information from respondents: quantitative and qualitative. It was conducted through the Rodski Behavioural Research group and benchmarked with a number of other libraries of comparable tertiary educational institutions (the Australian Technology Network). It has provided us with more detailed information than surveys we have conducted in previous years. The following summarises the information we received in the survey and what actions we are taking to improve your experience at RMIT University Library. We thank all respondents for their input. 

Quantitative information is the information gathered as Library users respond to specific questions about their experience of the Library. How much a respondent values a particular area is measured against their perception of that area. The areas with the largest gap between importance and perception of quality are then regarded as the areas that most need attention or improvement. 

Qualitative information is gathered from respondents’ personal comments about the Library in the section at the end of the survey. In these comments users make suggestions or express concerns that they are motivated to comment about, rather than just responding to a given set of questions. Of 1984 completed surveys returned, almost 1000 included comments, indicating around half of respondents were motivated to comment. While there were a significant number (around 300) of positive comments, particularly about Library staff, this summary focuses on the comments suggesting improvement.
Evaluating the two sets of information helps us to better understand both areas the Library staff regard as important as well as identifying what is important to Library users. We can then address your issues and concerns where possible. Note that to make significant improvements in some areas can require substantial funding — which is not necessarily readily available. 

Quantitative information: your responses to our questions 
A considerable amount of information was gained from your responses to our questions. 

However the ten areas that this information indicated needed most improvement according to what is important to you are as follows: 

1.
Number of computer workstations 

2.
Computer facilities and electronic equipment 

3.
The collection including electronic resources 

4.
Missing books and journals 

5.
Access to information resources (books, electronic etc.) 

6.
Photocopying facilities 

7.
Opening hours 

8.
Speed of processing of materials to be included in collection 

9.
Easy access to electronic databases 

10.
Re-shelving of books and journals 

‘TOP issues’ summary in order of number of comments received: 

*
More books 

*
More computers 

*
Update collection 

*
Extend opening hours 

*
Improve functioning of computers 

*
Disturbed by noise/mobile phones 

*
Update computers – make them newer/faster 

*
More databases with full-text journals 

*
Staff attitude/rude, not patient enough etc. 

*
Catalogue – relationship to what’s on shelves, books missing 

*
More photocopiers 

*
Buy multiple copies of textbooks 

*
Catalogue – functioning 

*
Cost of photocopying/printing 

*
Increase discussion space/tables and group-work or chat areas 

*
Increase study space and quiet areas 

*
Maintain photocopiers better 

*
Update software (to faculty standard), suggestions for new software 

*
More staff needed 

*
More journals (especially print) 

*
Problems accessing online databases 

*
Improve staff skills/expertise, especially relating to computers 

*
Upgrade photocopiers/provide extra features (recycled, double-sided) 

*
Improve lighting 

*
Difficulties understanding how to use databases 

*
Improve computer booking system, enable online booking 

*
Logging in to catalogue only computers is an unnecessary waste of time 

*
Provide more scanners 

*
Laptops – have available for loan or provide ports for students’ own laptops 

*
Improve overdue system and enforce fines 

*
Printers – improve functioning/quality 

*
Provide colour printer 

*
Books – improve communication with academic/teaching staff about booklists and ensure books have arrived at beginning of semester 

*
More videos/improve audiovisual collection 

*
Signage – improve, have more – (include security warnings) 

Comments about resources 

*
The book collection was again the ‘highest scoring’ single issue. 

*
271 comments said more books were needed or there were not enough books (including recommended textbooks). 

*
141 comments said the collection was old and needed to be updated. 

*
84 of the comments about more books and or journals included suggestions for areas that needed development. 

*
79 comments asked for more (full-text) journals (21 of these appeared to be asking for more print journals) 

*
38 comments said multiple copies of textbooks needed to be purchased 

*
21 respondents said they had problems accessing databases 

*
14 said they had trouble understanding how the (databases) system worked 

*
10 suggested improving communication with academic/teaching staff to obtain reading lists 

*
10 requests were for more videos/audiovisual 

*
3 comments said the books were not in a convenient location (wrong campus compared with where course taught). 

How we are improving resources 

*
Our collection of resources has grown substantially since 1999, in particular our electronic resources, which have grown from around 2000 full-text journals to now approximately 15 000. 

*
Not only has the quantity increased substantially — we also strive to acquire high-quality resources that are relevant to courses offered at RMIT and students’ needs. 

*
Our electronic collection continues to grow and for 2003 we are planning to develop our e-books collection (with the acquisition of Safari and Net Library). 

*
Overall use of electronic resources has grown substantially since 2001 when access was simplified. Off-campus use is now equal to on-campus use. 

*
We do not purchase large quantities of textbooks as students are expected to buy their own textbooks, however we buy books and recommended reading based on recommendations from academic and teaching staff. Students are also welcome to suggest Library purchases

*
We are evaluating our existing videos and if use warrants it we are replacing these with DVDs if available. 

*
In 2002 the total amount spent on books and audiovisual was $1 593 952.97. From this, in response to feedback, a General Development Fund of $231, 667.73 was directed towards the following areas: 

*
automotive engineering 

*
comparative politics and public policy in a global era 

*
electronic design and interactive multimedia 

*
emerging information and communication technology 

*
environmental biology 

*
evidence-based research in complementary medicine 

*
exercise metabolism 

*
financial markets 

*
food science 

*
globalisation, cultural studies, post colonialism 

*
green politics 

*
history of architecture and landscape architecture 

*
justice studies 

*
mathematics 

*
media studies 

*
medical physics 

*
new materials in engineering 

*
pharmaceutical sciences 

*
practice development in nursing 

*
practice-led research 

*
public relations 

*
recent changes in higher education 

*
research methodology, qualitative research 

*
subject studies—primary and secondary 

*
teaching and learning research 

*
technical textiles 

*
transport planning 

*
urban and regional planning 

*
water quality and treatment 

*
wireless technologies 

In addition our computer sciences collection was targeted for development. In response to student feedback, $71 051.24 was spent on our collections in: 

*
programming especially C, C++ and C# 

*
Windows 

*
Java 

*
Linux/Unix 

*
Apache 

*
Coldfusion 

*
PHP 

*
games programming 

*
graphics software e.g. Illustrator 

*
publishing software 

*
web page design 

*
databases 

*
Office 2002 

Similar collection development activities will take place during 2003. 

Reshelving 

We aim to reshelve items as quickly as possible. We have been investigating reshelving processes at sites to determine whether improvements in turn-around times are possible. (Another advantage of 24/7 electronic resources with multi-user licences is that you don’t need to wait for a journal to be returned to the shelves before being able to use it.) 

Access to electronic databases 

*
We recognise that our fantastic range of e-resources provides new challenges for Library users. To help you get to know our databases and what ones will be useful for you, our Liaison Librarians provide information research skills training 

*
we have numerous pathfinders, guides and online tutorials to guide you 

*
A new online tutorial, Info-trek guides you through the information research process. 

*
Library staff at Information Desks are available (don’t forget you can telephone as well as visiting in person) 

*
we have an on-line email and new chat reference service, e-QUERY

*
Library staff are available to help you to make the most of electronic resources in several ways — we encourage you to make the most of this. 

*
Online availability of full-text journals means access to journals has been greatly extended to 24/7 

Catalogue and borrowing related comments 

*
There is clearly dissatisfaction with books listed on the catalogue not being available on shelves. 45 comments referred to this asking that ‘missing’ books be replaced. 

*
There were 36 comments about the general functioning of the catalogue suggesting it is not user-friendly or that it is inaccurate or just not very good without being specific as to why. 

*
12 respondents asked why it was necessary to log on to catalogue only computers – saying it wasted a lot of time 

*
11 said there was currently not enough incentive for people to return books on time and the ‘grace’ period should be abolished and fines enforced. 

*
9 commented on reshelving – saying it was slow or inaccurate 

*
There were 8 requests for more catalogue terminals (5 at Business). 

*
8 complained about the long delay on holds. 

*
7 said they should be able to renew overdue items at the loans desk if there were no holds on them. A few people thought the inability to do this was unreasonable inflexibility on the part of the Library and staff. 

*
6 said they had trouble understanding how the call numbers worked. 

*
5 said they would like to be able to place holds from home and collect the books when they come in. 

*
4 comments said they would like to be notified by mail and email when holds are available or about overdues. 

*
4 complained about books they had returned not having been cleared from their account. 

*
3 said the borrowing time was too short. 

What we are doing to improve the catalogue and borrowing 

*
The business case for a new Library system has been approved. 

*
Comments relating to the functioning of the catalogue are reviewed by an internal committee; approved changes to the catalogue are then implemented and submitted for funding. 

*
Over the semester break items on the catalogue with a missing status were investigated and either removed or replaced depending on demand. 

*
An explanation of the Dewey Decimal Classification system is available 

*
Self check units to speed up borrowing have been installed at Business, Bundoora, Carlton and Swanston library sites. 

*
When necessary we relocate staff from one site to another to assist with reshelving. 

*
A regular programme of stocktaking the collection over the next two years will improve access to missing or misshelved items. 

*
Our system for fines has been simplified and now means most people would pay less. 

*
A range of strategies is being pursued in 2003 to ensure a better interface between the Library’s fine systems and the AMS to ensure that fines are enforced more effectively and administered more efficiently. 

 Comments about photocopying and printing 
*
40 comments said more copiers were needed 

*
33 complained about the cost of printing and photocopying 

*
28 said better functioning/maintenance of photocopiers was required 

*
16 said the copiers needed to be upgraded and requested additional features 

*
12 asked for a scanner or extra scanners (7 at Swanston) 

*
10 asked for colour printers (6 at Brunswick) 

*
10 complained about the quality/functioning of printers 

*
8 asked for more printers 

*
7 requested colour copiers 

What we are doing to improve photocopying and printing 
Over the 2002 – 2003 semester break a new cost recovery and digital photocopying and printing system has been installed. This will greatly improve the quality of photocopying and printing in the Library and has added the following benefits: 

*
digital self-service photocopying equipment 

*
duplex copiers to enable double-sided copying 

*
recycled paper available 

*
self-service colour copying 

*
networked self-service colour printing 

*
copiers at the four major sites are checked and cleaned daily – Monday to Friday via a valet service 

The library printing system is being upgraded early in 2003 to improve reliability and printing quality. 

Comments about computer facilities and related equipment 
*
There were 207 requests for more computers, the majority at Business and Swanston library sites 

*
87 complained about the functioning of computer facilities — saying when faulty they were left out of order for too long 

*
61 said computers were too old or too slow 

*
25 offered suggestions for software or asked that it be upgraded to the same version as used in faculties 

*
12 asked for laptops or laptop connection facilities 

*
12 complained about the current computer booking system being ineffective — some suggested it be put online 

*
9 expressed frustration at not being able to access a computer to do coursework while they could see others playing games or chatting 

*
6 (4 at Carlton) said the Internet speed was too slow 

*
5 asked for access to their faculty server 

*
5 said the website was not user-friendly 

*
4 asked for wheelmice to be enabled

What we are doing to improve computer facilities and related equipment 
*
Over the last few years the number of computer workstations in the Library has increased substantially. 

*
RMIT network access has been improved at all Library sites in 2002. 

*
We have an ongoing commitment to upgrading and improving all computer equipment. Most public computers in the Library have been replaced and these will meet the specifications of the RMIT standard operating environment. 

*
New computers are being installed to replace older equipment at Bundoora, Brunswick, Business, Swanston and Carlton library sites. An additional 20 computers are being installed at Carlton Library. 

*
Software on computers has been upgraded at all sites. 

*
New PCs for students with disabilities have been installed at our major sites. 

*
At Business Library 20 wireless/laptop computers are now available. 

*
We recognise that at peak times Library computers are heavily used. We are investigating a web-based booking system for workstations in the Library. This will assist users to reserve computers and make the most of the lower-use times. 

*
Additional zip drives and scanners have been included at some sites. 

Comments about noise and space 
*
69 said they were unhappy about being disturbed by noise and mobile phones 

*
32 said more discussion area and tables for groupwork were needed 

*
32 said silent and quiet study space needed to be increased 

*
15 complained about poor lighting (5 at Business, 6 at Swanston) 

*
11 requests for computers to be put in discussion rooms (7 at Swanston) 

*
10 related to signage — requests for more or to improve it 

*
9 complained about stuffy air or inadequate air-conditioning 

*
5 requests (at Swanston) for couches/comfortable reading area 

What we are doing about noise and space 
*
It is planned to gradually replace all signage across the Library sites with new, larger, clearer more helpful signs. 

*
We plan to evaluate the results of the trial use of mobile phones zones. 

*
We are developing a space utilisation plan for all sites to plan for the future, taking into consideration all comments and the changing ways in which students study. 

*
More group discussion tables have been included at Business and Swanston library sites. Space has been reallocated to be more appropriate to the type of study conducted. 

*
Some refurbishment of discussion rooms has occurred at Swanston Library. Quiet and Silent Study Areas have been reviewed and altered to better protect students from unwanted noise and disturbance. 

*
It is planned to standardise equipment available in discussion rooms. 

Comments about Library hours 
138 comments asked for extended opening hours – especially on weekends but also at night 

What we are doing to improve Library hours 
In 2003 we are extending opening hours at some sites. 

*
The Business Library now opens at 8.30 a.m. during the academic year. 

*
The Bundoora and Carlton libraries now open until 6.00 p.m. on Fridays. 

*
In addition we will trial extended opening on weekends at Swanston Library to meet increased demand during the assessment period in May (9.00 am – 5.00 p.m.). During October Swanston Library will be open until 11.00 p.m. Monday – Thursday. 

*
We will evaluate the student response to extended opening hours
Appendix 4    Paper presented at the NTEU Governance Conference

Presented by Emily Andersen 

President 

RMIT Student Union

Changes to governance over the last two decades @ RMIT

Like many universities, significant changes have occurred in governance at RMIT over recent years, with the running of the university becoming increasingly commercial and corporate.  In many ways, RMIT's current governance practices reflect what Minister Nelson is proposing for all universities:  the size of Council has been gradually pared down from over 30 members to the now 22; the majority of members are external members; and the emphasis of acquiring these members is very much on their corporate and financial expertise.

Downsizing of Council

Council was rationalised and abut halved during 1990's, so was Academic Board.  This has meant less voices and perspectives, and less staff and students on Council.

Subsidiary companies

The increasingly corporate and competitive nature of higher education in Australia has lead RMIT, like many universities, to become involved in many commercial ventures, partnerships and subsidiaries.  These have raised some serious governance issues, with many Council members concerned about governance arrangements for these bodies.  While this has been happening for a period of time, it is clear from my experiences that RMIT is very much still grappling with properly handling these issues.  Presently, RMIT is compiling a comprehensive list of these subsidiaries, non-incorporated affiliates And Research Centres, at the request of Council members, as some have expressed concern about not fully understanding RMIT's relationship with these bodies, the boards of these bodies and their relationship to RMIT Council, RMIT Council members responsibility for the governance of these bodies, and details of the nature of reporting of the activities and finances of these bodies to RMIT Council.  I am not alone in having very serious concerns about the governance and operation of RMIT's commercial Vietnam venture, and this was an issue picked up by the Auditor General in his recent Report on RMIT.  It seems crazy that RMIT and other institutions are venturing into other areas where they can't get their core business right.  Constant review/ restructuring, offshore ventures, computer systems:  these are distracting the university and Council from the real issues that the institution and sector are facing.  The people at the bottom on the ground have to fix the problems- they should be part of decision making because they know.

Functions of Council

According to researcher of RMIT Student Union, the issues being dealt with at Council have changed over the years, with emphasis more and more on commercial stuff.   The University Council at RMIT has become interested in commercial operations and the money side of things only.  In 2003 in particular the focus has been on returning a good operating result.  However, there appears to be a feeling that managing the finances is completely divorced from the everyday experiences of staff and students at the University.  Quality of education is hardly a consideration.  For external members of Council whose only experience is in business and have never had experience in the education sector before, there appears to be a lack of understanding that money cut from academic and students service budgets have consequences.  Over this period the university and subsequently Council has become increasingly entrepreneurial in its practices, such as the big property portfolio.  Yet the AG reported this very thing has lead to RMIT's weak budget position.  Just recently, a Council member commented that he was concerned that all information received by Council members related to finances, but he hardly had any information on quality of services provided by RMIT to its students or information on student's feedback.

There have been times when I have wondered why I am there, the discussion seems so far removed from my experiences as a student at RMIT.  It seems token representation.  Students need to be better informed and resourced to be able to partake in discussions more effectively.

Student and staff membership & "trustees"

At RMIT we have three staff members and two student members on Council.  We are directly elected by our constituencies, yet we are supposed to be trustees of the university and not be representative of these constituencies.  I have always found this concept hard to deal with.

There is also the problem that two sub-committees of RMIT Council, the Audit & Risk Management Committee and the Remuneration committee, have no staff or student representatives on them, yet they make decisions which don't feed back to the greater University Council.  Last year, the remuneration Committee infamously awarded RMIT Vice-Chancellor Ruth Dunkin with a very substantial pay-rise, despite the myriad of problems that had occurred at RMIT while under her leadership.  Not only did the student or staff members have absolutely no say in this issue, but one of last year's student members of University Council could not even find out if the then rumoured rise had been awarded or not.  He found out when the story hit the newspapers after a document was leaked and the Chancellor was forced to confirm the pay rise had taken place.  Was giving Professor Dunkin a pay rise at that point in time in the best interest of the university?  I would argue no, and I believe that if students or staff members had of been involved in this decision they would have argued the same, and the University would not have been exposed to such anger and frustration from staff and students or negative press on the issue.  Yet the premise behind not having staff or students on this committee I believe is about the notion of the "trustee".  Highly illogical!

The premise behind Nelson and others thoughts of independent board of externals with financial experience rather than the representative model including staff and students is that universities have to run like businesses returning good profits and students and staff cant look after the best interests of the university in this respect.  But look at the example of RMIT- a Council of majority external members, many with financial and business experience, and RMIT ends up in financial trouble.  They are so far removed from realities of being students (though as an aside, most would have gone through uni with free education!)  And don't understand the culture of RMIT.  One of the major contributing factors to RMIT's current troubles was the failed Academic Management computer system, which was handled in a very bad way.  I am told by people that were involved in Council and other RMIT committees at the time that it was members of the RMIT community, staff and students, and internal council members that warned of their serious concerns with the haste with which the new system was being proposed and implemented.  In my books this counts as acting in the universities best interests, and perhaps if these people had been listened to RMIT may be in a different position today.

Governance being an issue in isolation

I see governance as being intrinsically linked to everything in a university by virtue of the fact that universities are public institutions.  But in some ways I believe that it is viewed as an issue in isolation by University management.  With the recent review by the Auditor General, I have sometimes felt that the governance issues are being addressed not because they are fundamentally important to the functioning of the university, but to satisfy legal requirements.  RMIT is now in a position where they have to take problems with governance very seriously, if only because these problems have cost them a lot of money.  But would they have taken responding to and fixing these issues as seriously if the Auditor General wasn't involved?
Impact of the Nelson Governance reforms

Move away from collegiate/ stakeholder model

To me this seems a crazy thing to do, especially when, as pointed out by a researcher at RMIT, in many other sectors bodies are moving away from corporate board style of governance towards a stakeholder representative model.  I cannot understand how universities can claim to be student-centred or student focused if students are to be excluded from decision-making bodies within the university.  Students and staff need a sense of ownership of their institution, and not being represented on university Council will not help this.  Currently RMIT is not listening to stakeholders in many respects (eg students complaints) and it is undermining them as an institution (not the other way around).

Universities are not businesses, and to treat University Councils as if they are corporate boards overseeing the operations of a company turning out some sort of commodity is unbelievable and will surely lead to the deterioration of quality education and the destruction of positive educational experiences for students and staff at universities.

"Expert" v representation

In the National Governance Protocol, Nelson lays out his idea of how University Councils should be constituted, with the emphasis being on "experts" particularly in finance, the corporate sector and commercial activities.  In this only commercial and corporate experience is seen as beneficial to being on a university governance body.  For external members, their expertise in areas such as the arts or the community sector are completely ignored and deemed irrelevant, even thought universities are diverse and culturally rich places.  The expertise of students and staff are also completely ignored and are not valued as being relevant to governing the university.  Yet some of the external corporate members of University Councils have absolutely no knowledge of the education sector at all, the complexities of it and the struggles that students and staff in this sector increasingly face.  It is no wonder that the University communities are alienated from Council and there is no connection.

With the emphasis on commercial stuff, the notion of the whole thing is based on a business.  But even if we are looking at it from that perspective, all businesses boards are surely concerned about the quality of the service offered- Minister Nelson doesn't seem concerned with the quality of the education at all.

Notion of "best interest"

The National Governance Protocol is also premised on the notion of Councillors acting in the "best Interest" of the university.  But "best interest" is a broad term and in this case is being viewed very narrowly.  It is assumed that students and staff representing constituencies are in natural conflict with the best interest of the university.  But again, if a university, as most claim, is about being student focused and focused on producing good educational outcomes, then the best interests of the two are not in conflict at all.  

I could use a hypothetical example of what may have taken place during a situation such as the Academic Management System at RMIT.  During Council discussions, an internal Council member may voice concerns about the proposed plans and the risks that it may involve, and advocate for the issue to be taken publicly to the university community.  Another Council member may believe that the proposed commercial venture may be good for the university but unpopular, so advocate that it be kept quite.  Who here is acting in the University's best interest?  Long term, I believe the internal councillor.
With all problems, it is in the narrow short-term interest of the institution to shut students up and keep the issue under wraps- but it's in the long-term broad interest of the institution to uncover the issue and fix it.  
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