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INTRODUCTION

NIPAAC welcomes the opportunity to provide this submission to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee for its Inquiry into Higher Education Funding and Regulatory Legislation. This submission builds on the recommendations made in our responses to the Crossroads Overview Paper and to the DEST Issues Paper, Achieving Equitable and Appropriate Outcomes: Indigenous Australians in Higher Education.  We refer readers to those submissions for a more detailed statement of NIPAAC's views and ideas for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduate education.
  

A majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduate students are members of NIPAAC, which is affiliated to the peak postgraduate student representative body, the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (CAPA).  In 1994 CAPA initiated a qualitative study which culminated in the report titled Indigenous Postgraduate Education: A Project into the Barriers which Indigenous Students must Overcome in Undertaking Postgraduate Studies.
  NIPAAC's contributions to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher education continue to be informed by exploration into the qualitative, as well as quantitative, measures of educational disadvantage and of equitable and appropriate education strategies.  Our capacity to act as a representative Indigenous voice on the current review of higher education is underpinned by NIPAAC's position as a peak consultative, advocacy and research body, as outlined in our Terms of Reference (see Appendix One).

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

There are four key measures for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education in Our Universities: Backing Australia's Future.
 They are:

a) an increase in Indigenous Support Funding (ISF);

b) the creation of an Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council (IHEAC)

c) the allocation of five scholarships per year for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander academic and general staff; and

d) new Commonwealth Learning Scholarships for full-time undergraduate students from low socio-economic backgrounds and/ or Indigenous backgrounds.

NIPAAC welcomes targeted measures to increase participation by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples in postgraduate education, and to improve the quality of educational experiences for Indigenous students. However, we have a number of criticisms of the Indigenous education reforms and the broader education reforms proposed in Backing Australia's Future.

With regard to the four key measures for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education, we are particularly disappointed by the overall minimal nature of targeted financial assistance and by the provisions for workplace reform.

We are also disappointed that none of the measures proposed by NIPAAC for creating a more culturally appropriate education system have been adopted in Backing Australia's Future. Provisions for paid cultural supervisors, the introduction of compulsory Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander studies courses and mentoring programs are essential components of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education reform that require funding and support from the Federal Government.

With regard to the higher education reform package as a whole, NIPAAC's bottom line is that the additional financial incentives for Indigenous education will not compensate for an increase in education costs brought about by Backing Australia's Future.

Indigenous students are among the poorest participants in higher education. The costs involved with postgraduate education are prohibitive for many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples who often cannot be supported financially by their families while studying and who, as a social group, face severe economic disadvantages relating to income and employment. Where the Crossroads package shifts the cost of education from the public to the private purse, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students will be among the most severely disadvantaged. They will either be excluded from postgraduate education, or be burdened with debt that is additional to high levels of existing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander student debt. 

In light of this fact, NIPAAC stands strongly opposed to the broader principles and policies of Backing Australia's Future. We advocate that the equity measures for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are separated from the rest of the package, and addressed in isolation from the education reforms that will ultimately undermine them.

LIST OF RECOMMENDATIONS

1. That the four key measures for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education are separated from the rest of the higher education reform package, and supported by the Senate subject to the changes recommended below.

2. In concurrence with the CAPA recommendation, that the Senate reject any legislative measures which:

- enable interest to be charged on student fee loans, and/or

- allow for increases to either HECS fees or 'up-front' fees, and/or

- enable HECS rates to be varied between institutions.

3. That the Senate reject any legislative measures which restrict:

- student and staff representation in university governance structures, and/or

- membership of student organisations, and/or

- university industrial procedures.

4. That Indigenous Support Funding be increased by the amount proposed in the higher education reform package. 

5. That ISF funding levels be determined by level of need rather than performance-based criteria, and that any increase in ISF not be tied to compliance with workplace relations reforms. 
6. That the limited number of staff scholarships be replaced by a staff cadetship scheme, with funding from the Government for at least one Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff cadetship per university per year. 

7. That the Senate supports the establishment of an Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council with membership decided by relevant Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups, and with representation from Indigenous postgraduate and undergraduate students.

8. That the Commonwealth Government, in consultation with ATSIC and Indigenous Units/Centres within universities, undertake a thorough review of the effects of ABSTUDY changes on patterns of participation, retention and performance.

9. That a thorough review of the effects of changes to the Away-From-Base component of ABSTUDY be undertaken by DEST in close co-operation with Indigenous Units/Centres within universities, aimed at identifying measures to improve Indigenous participation and educational outcomes.

10. That payment of the Pensioner Education Supplement continues for the duration of study, including break periods.
1. THE PRINCIPLES OF THE GOVERNMENT'S HIGHER EDUCATION PACKAGE

Backing Australia's Future treats the widening access gap in universities between those from poorer and those from well-off families as a principle on which to build higher education policy. The further move towards user-pays education demonstrates a commitment on behalf of those in the Federal Government to guard education principally as the domain of those from higher socio-economic backgrounds. A small number of scholarships form only a tokenistic gesture – and the only gesture – towards inclusion of students from lower socio-economic backgrounds. Education policy based on these principles will have a particularly negative impact on the ability of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students to access postgraduate studies. 

2. THE EFFECT OF THESE PROPOSALS UPON SUSTAINABILITY, QUALITY, EQUITY AND DIVERSITY IN TEACHING AND RESEARCH AT UNIVERSITIES, WITH PARTICULAR REFERENCE TO:

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

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are the most disadvantaged of DEST’s identified equity groups.  In 2001 there were 716 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduate students out of a total of 117,317 Australian domestic postgraduates.
  Those figures put Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduates at 0.6% of the overall domestic postgraduate student population, well below the DEST-nominated benchmark of 2.5%
 for assessing Indigenous participation in education.

Despite DEST's claims that higher education is becoming more accessible, the proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduate students has, in fact, decreased over the past decade in relation to growth overall of the Indigenous population, and in relation to the growth of the domestic student population.
 

The extreme levels of poverty common amongst Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, recently highlighted during the Senate Inquiry into Poverty and Financial Hardship, are a major factor in exclusion from higher education. Further increases in the costs of education and the continuing inadequacy of student income support only make postgraduate education yet more inaccessible for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples. 
In this section, NIPAAC will assess the targeted reforms for Indigenous education against the potential for other higher education reforms to further alienate Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students from postgraduate education. 

2.1.1 Targeted Indigenous Education Reforms in Backing Australia's Future

a) Increase in Indigenous Support Funding (ISF)

The ISF funds provided to Higher Education institutions to meet the specific needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are vital for the maintenance and improvement of support programs that assist Indigenous participation.  

Approximately $24.3 million of ISF is currently allocated to institutions in block grants each year. The National Tertiary Education Union Indigenous Tertiary Education Policy Committee (NTEU ITEPC) expressed concern in its submission to the 2001 Senate Review of Higher Education that ISF for the year 2000 had returned to 1997 levels and would remain static in real terms until 2002. Given that the level of ISF also did not rise during the 1990s in correlation with the increase in Indigenous Australian student numbers (prior to the recent decline), the current levels of ISF per student are insufficient. There has been a decrease in funding since 1996 from approximately $3100 to $2400 per student.
We welcome an additional $10.4 million of ISF funding over three years to 2007, as promised in this year's budget. Rough calculations indicate that the new funding in the budget brings ISF up to $34.7 million, or approximately $4,010 per student. 

However, we believe that any increase in support money needs to be rationalised against extra costs for students contained in the package. These include interest on PELS and a possible 30% fee hike for HECS students, which will ultimately exclude or debt burden Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduate students. Put simply, if Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students cannot afford to access higher education, or support themselves while studying, support programs at universities will be of no relevance.

We therefore reiterate our call for the Indigenous education incentives to be separated from the rest of the higher education package so that the increase in ISF is not contingent on additional financial pressures that will impact heavily on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. 

Furthermore, NIPAAC is opposed to tying ISF allocations to compliance with industrial relations reforms, like the bulk of university funding in this year's budget. Restricting the rights of university staff is not in the interests of - and has no clear relation to – improving support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. 

Similarly, NIPAAC is opposed to tying ISF funding to additional performance measures. The allocation of ISF according to performance-based criteria is not an effective system because it penalises institutions for declines in participation that might be related to outside factors, such as cuts to ABSTUDY.

The new ISF arrangements also include additional accountability mechanisms for the allocation of funding. NIPAAC is supportive of the new conditions.  The Minister needs to ensure that ISF expenditure by departments other than Indigenous Support Centres will be subject to the same accountability mechanisms. It is our policy that all university departments in receipt of ISF should report on spending, which would necessarily include a report on administration fees charged by institutions for the receipt and administration of ISF block grants.

Recommendation: That Indigenous Support Funding be increased by the amount proposed in the higher education reform package. 

Recommendation: That ISF funding levels are determined by level of need rather than performance-based criteria, and that any increase in ISF is not tied to compliance with workplace relations reforms. 
b) Indigenous Staff Scholarships

NIPAAC welcomes targeted postgraduate scholarships but views the staff scholarship scheme as inappropriate and insufficient. We are concerned that only five national scholarships will be awarded per year – an inadequate commitment if the Government is serious about increasing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff numbers from 0.7% to a benchmark of 2%, reflecting the proportion of Indigenous Peoples in the Australian population. 

NIPAAC is also disappointed that this scheme represents the only targeted (but not dedicated) assistance to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduates in the Crossroads package. Currently Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples make up only 0.6% of all postgraduate students, which is well below the age-adjusted proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples in the Australian population (2.5%). A much greater commitment to targeted assistance for postgraduate students is also needed to address low levels of participation and high levels of attrition, and to improve the quality of educational experiences.

Furthermore, NIPAAC considers that one year of leave for general staff is inadequate for the pursuit of postgraduate studies. The scheme advantages academic staff, who are currently able to access one day per week for study/research, and will be able to undertake a degree part-time prior to their one year of study leave. General staff, who are not entitled to one day a week study leave, will find it difficult, if not impossible, to complete a postgraduate degree with those time restrictions.

Finally, NIPAAC considers the value of the scholarship to be far too low. The offer of a $20,000 stipend does not take into consideration the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander student demographic. Typically, Indigenous postgraduates, who will be key recipients of the scholarship, are older and have financial responsibilities, which include a family, car and home. Clearly $20,000 is not an incentive to complete a postgraduate degree.

NIPAAC supports the aim of the NTEU ITEPC to lift the employment rate of Indigenous Peoples in universities to 2% during the next 5 years. Currently around only one third of institutions advise they have developed Indigenous Employment or Equal Employment Strategies, or have included increasing Indigenous employment in their objectives for Indigenous education. Only two institutions have set targets of 2% for Indigenous employment.
 Overall, the staff scholarship program, proposed in the 2003/04 budget, does not represent an effective national strategy to help achieve the 2% benchmark. It also does not speak to the specific circumstances faced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff and postgraduates. 

A better arrangement would be to fund a cadetship program whereby Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander academic/general staff work for the period of a postgraduate degree with 50% of time dedicated to study and 50% dedicated to teaching and associated duties. We believe that undertaking studies in this format would be the most conducive arrangement for completing a postgraduate degree and would allow students to maintain and develop vital work skills, rather than spending one year out of the workforce. We recommend that each university be funded for at least one Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff cadetship per year.  

Recommendation: That the limited number of staff scholarships be replaced by a staff cadetship scheme, with funding from the Government for at least one Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff cadetship per university per year. 

c) Commonwealth Learning Scholarships

NIPAAC considers it vital that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are provided with additional financial assistance for study. However, we regard the proposed Commonwealth Learning Scholarships to be entirely tokenistic. 

With regard to the Commonwealth Education Costs Scholarships (CECS), a grant of $2,000 per year is insufficient given that, with 30% fees additional to HECS under the new HELP scheme and the proliferation of up-front fees, the scholarships would barely compensate for fee increases contained in the new package. Technically, they are not providing any additional assistance. 

Similarly, accommodation expenses for a year in most metropolitan areas would exceed the $4000 per year offered under the Commonwealth Accommodation Scholarships (CAS).

The new Commonwealth Learning Scholarships will be allocated giving priority to full-time students – this will exclude a large number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students who prefer or need to study part-time, for reasons such as family, community and employment commitments. (58.7% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduate students were studying part-time in 2001).
 The scholarships will also be awarded to institutions on the basis of their proportion of full-time students, therefore penalising institutions with a high a proportion of part-time Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. 

In addition, the scholarships will be awarded only on the basis of 'priority' to students from low socio-economic and/or Indigenous backgrounds. They are not dedicated scholarships earmarked only for low socio-economic and/or Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and it is up to individual institutions to determine their own selection and allocation processes. This means that they may not necessarily all be awarded to the students in most need. Indeed it has been shown that, despite the high level of need, institutions with scholarships earmarked for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students often do not award them. This is because traditional scholarship enticements and selection criteria are not necessarily applicable to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, given the specific student demographics and a sense on behalf of Indigenous students that they cannot compete with non-Indigenous students.
 

2.1.2 Increased education costs

a) Increased costs for full-fee paying Coursework students

NIPAAC was opposed to the introduction of the Postgraduate Education Loans Scheme (PELS) because it was another step in a disturbing trend to replace public subsidisation of higher education with student-funded participation.  It compensated, and paved the way, for the introduction of more expensive up-front fees.

Not withstanding our criticisms of PELS, NIPAAC is very concerned about the effect that the replacement of interest-free PELS with interest-incurring FEE-HELP loans would have on the large number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduate students who must pay the full amount for their education. Currently, 33% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduates are full-fee paying HECS exempt students.

Charging interest on postgraduate loans will drastically increase the debt levels for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students who, as a social group, are already in high levels of debt. In its submission to the DEST Issues Paper, Achieving Equitable and Appropriate Outcomes: Indigenous Australians in Higher Education, the Australian Vice Chancellor's Committee (AVCC) reported that in 2001 21.1% of Indigenous students had taken out a repayable loan, more than twice the average for non-Indigenous students of 10.5%.
 The higher debt levels amongst Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are directly related to difficulties in covering education costs. 

It is an added concern that compulsory debt repayments will be directed towards HECS and HECS-HELP debts, which do not accrue interest, before FEE-HELP debts.

NIPAAC is also concerned that adding interest to loans for full-fee paying students will discourage some students from undertaking postgraduate education all together. There was a significant decrease in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participation in Masters by Coursework and other non-higher degree postgraduate courses coinciding with the proliferation of up-front fees for such courses. (The vast majority who pay full fees in the Higher Degree category are Masters by Coursework students). While some of the decline in participation can be attributed to ABSTUDY cuts affecting students during the same years, NIPAAC also believes that increasing education costs contributed to lower than usual participation levels. Adding interest to the loans students must take out in order to cover the costs of their courses will compound this effect.
b) Increased costs for postgraduate HECS students

NIPAAC opposes plans to allow universities to increase HECS fees. We believe that the HECS scheme, as it currently exists, poses a significant barrier to access for people from low socio-economic backgrounds. Findings that the 1997 HECS rises have indeed discouraged people from pursuing higher education, such as those contained in a recent DEST report
, should be taken as a serious disincentive to increase the costs of education.  

It is of particular concern that the courses where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students have the lowest representation are those in Band Three (the most expensive) on the HECS scale. They will therefore have the biggest jump in fees if 30% additional charges are applied, making the courses even less accessible to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples.
Recommendation: That the Senate reject any legislative measures which allow for increases to HECS fees or enable HECS rates to be varied between institutions.

2.1.3 Student Income Support

NIPAAC is disappointed that Backing Australia's Future does not introduce any measures to improve student income support, given that rising levels of student poverty have recently been well documented.
 For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, covering living expenses while studying  a pressing concern is the 
The income support of ABSTUDY, and particularly those components tailored to the specific circumstances of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, has been vital to assist Indigenous Australians to participate in tertiary education.  The growth, in absolute terms, of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduate numbers since the 1970s is, in part, attributable to the availability of targeted income support.  For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander student participation to achieve parity with non-Indigenous participation, access to ABSTUDY must be broadened, in terms of both entitlement criteria and service delivery.

a) ABSTUDY

Since 1997, ABSTUDY has undergone two major sets of changes.  The first formed part of the 1997/98 budget, where changes to ABSTUDY fell under the rationale of "Better Targeting of ABSTUDY".  Of particular relevance to postgraduate students, income tests were first applied to the Masters and Doctorate Allowance under the 1997/98 changes.  Hence, from January 1998, Masters and Doctoral students have had their living allowances, dependent spouse allowances and supplementary benefits subject to the student and partner or parental income tests.  From 1998, Masters and Doctorate Allowances were also no longer tax-exempt. 

These changes effectively lowered the level of income support available to postgraduate students and have made it more difficult for students to undertake full-time study. The paradox is that ABSTUDY is only available for full-time postgraduate students and yet the taxable status of the allowance makes the level of income support insufficient for the many mature-aged postgraduate students who support families.

In January 2000, further changes to ABSTUDY were introduced, against all recommendations from peak organisations such as ATSIC.  The second set of changes has affected the great majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, in particular those who are:

•  21 years and older, independent, single or with a partner, with or without children; and

• In receipt of either a Sole Parent Pension, a Disability Support Pension or studying as part-time pensioner students.

These categories of students also encompass the majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduate students and, consequently, the changes are of great concern to NIPAAC.

NIPAAC shares a view with many groups that the crisis in Indigenous higher education, where participation rates are well below the minimum benchmark of 2.5% and are, in relative terms, falling, can be directly related to the changes to ABSTUDY that were implemented in 2000. These changes targeted the measures designed to make the student financial assistance program culturally appropriate to Indigenous students and resulted in reductions of income assistance to the majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.

It should be noted that the growth in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples' participation levels over the past decade actually occurred between 1992 and 1998. Numbers of Indigenous postgraduate students reached a high, in absolute and relative terms, of 791 (out of a 117,435 domestic total) in 1998.  Enrolments then decreased by 3.7% and 11.4% in 1999 and 2000 respectively.  The most notable decrease in commencing postgraduate student numbers was a 15.2% decrease in students commencing higher degree courses in 2000. 

NIPAAC is disappointed that the Higher Education Review process failed to engage in a meaningful analysis of the reasons for the severe decline between 1998 and 2000, which has put the number of Indigenous postgraduate students in 2001 at lower than 1997 levels. There is certainly ample evidence of decreasing student numbers after the changes were made to ABSTUDY in both the 1997/98 and 1999/2000 Budgets to necessitate an investigation.  We therefore reiterate the following recommendation put by the NTEU ITEPC to the 2001 Senate Review of Higher Education: 

Recommendation: That the Commonwealth Government, in consultation with ATSIC and Indigenous Units/Centres within universities, undertake a thorough review of the effects of ABSTUDY changes on patterns of participation, retention and performance.

b) Away from Base Allowance

Special attention should be drawn to the changes to the Away-from-Base component of ABSTUDY.  Block release arrangements are particularly important for the progress and success of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.

Changes to ABSTUDY announced in May 1997 and effective from January 1 1998 reduced the fares and travel allowances available to students under the Away-from-Base Allowance. Whereas in 1997 there was no limit to the number of trips students could make at a 'reasonable cost', some restrictions applied from 1998:

• a maximum of 6 annual return trips and 40 days of away from base activity per student, per course;

• no interstate travel for students in enabling or certificate courses, except where these courses were not generally offered in their own state; and

• interstate travel allowed only where it is more cost-effective than intrastate travel.
 

In January 2000, the Commonwealth Government made further changes to the Away-from-Base component of ABSTUDY.  It is now administered under the Indigenous Education Strategic Initiatives Program (IESIP) and paid in block grants direct to institutions delivering ABSTUDY approved courses.  The changes are summarised below by NTEU members involved in the administration of ABSTUDY:

• the number of funded return trips per year has been reduced to four, meaning that in many courses the number of residential schools has reduced correspondingly;

• whereas students released from their workplace on leave without pay to attend study could apply for benefits for the whole of the calendar year, they must now apply for each residence with a supporting letter from their employer and if under 25 years of age, must supply their parents details;

• if applicants for benefits work in the industry in which they study, (e.g. health), they are not entitled to the living allowance for block release;

• students approved for receipt of travel allowance and meals allowances are required to use accommodation provided by the university, or pay their own travel expenses. (e.g. a mature age student with two children who decides to stay with his or her mother is not entitled to accommodation assistance, but is entitled to meals allowances).

The NTEU ITEPC advises that strong evidence is emerging to support the contention that the changes to the Away-from-Base component of ABSTUDY have effectively reduced the level of support provided to Indigenous Australian students.  A re-think of those changes or an examination of alternate measures to provide the appropriate level of support is therefore necessary.

Furthermore, negative impacts have resulted from the change in mode of delivery of the Away-from-Base Allowance. Indigenous Higher Education Centres are struggling under the increase in administrative workload and have not received additional funding to cover the workload increase.  In turn, they have been subjected to greater pressure from students who misdirect their complaints about the payment levels to the Centres, or become frustrated with delays and mistakes in the delivery process.

In light of these findings, NIPAAC supports the NTEU in continuing to call for an examination of current Away-from-Base arrangements.

Recommendation: That a thorough review of the effects of changes to the Away-From-Base component of ABSTUDY be undertaken by DEST in close co-operation with Indigenous Units/Centres within universities, aimed at identifying measures to improve Indigenous participation and educational outcomes.

c) Pensioner Education Supplement
It is of particular concern to NIPAAC that plans to limit the payment of the Pensioner Education Supplement are included in the 2003/04 budget. From 1 January 2004, the supplement will no longer be paid during extended breaks between periods of study. 

In 1999, 25.7% of all tertiary ABSTUDY students were receiving the ABSTUDY Pensioner Education Supplement, according to an ATSIC research document, Analysis of the Proposed Changes to ABSTUDY on Indigenous Students.  A large group of tertiary students in receipt of the PES have already suffered a loss of income under the Howard Government changes to ABSTUDY in 2000. NIPAAC understands that, under the proposed changes, students would lose an additional $60 a fortnight when the payments were suspended.

NIPAAC is concerned about the effects of further financial strain on students who face the correlate pressures of studying with a disability or of balancing study commitments with their responsibilities as sole parents or carers. We strongly recommend that the PES be paid for the duration of study, including break periods.

Recommendation: That payment of the Pensioner Education Supplement continues for the duration of study, including break periods.

2.2 The financial impact on universities, including the impact of the Commonwealth Grants Scheme, the differential impact of fee deregulation, the expansion of full fee places and comparable international levels of government investment

2.2.1 Course rationalisation under the Commonwealth Grant Scheme

NIPAAC is concerned that funding under the CGS would be attached to significant commitments from universities. Our opposition to the linking of funding with adherence to National Governance Protocols and Commonwealth workplace relations policies is outlined in Section 4 of this submission. We are also concerned that, through the negotiation of annual Funding Agreements, Government's will have more capacity to determine which disciplines can be offered by universities. Where the total sum available for each discipline area will be set nationally, the effect of this process will be to reduce course diversity and flexibility. 

We are concerned that the proposed conditions tied to university funding will have a strong impact on the ability of students at regional universities to access a broad range of disciplines. This concern has particular saliency for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, who have a high representation in regional universities. Many continue to reside in their communities while accessing regional universities or study on block release programs.  (27% of the total Indigenous student population is classified by DEST as rural and isolated compared to 20% of non-Indigenous students)
. The community-focussed nature of many Indigenous research projects also make Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students reliant on access to regional universities with research funding.

Where regional universities will have their choice of courses restricted under the new funding mechanisms, some students from rural and regional areas will be forced to move to the city to study. For many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, given family and community commitments and an older age demographic, the option of relocating to a metropolitan university is not as readily accessible. Regional course closures may therefore have an effect on the ability of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students to participate in higher education or at least in their choice of discipline.

2.3 The provision of fully funded university places, including provision for labour market needs, skill shortages and regional equity, and the impact of the 'learning entitlement'

2.3.1 Fully-funded places and the issue of equity

Entry to university on the basis of ability to pay the full cost of a degree does not make for an equitable education system. The option of 'buying a place' is generally not available to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, or other students from low socio-economic backgrounds who have an equal right to receive education. We are strongly opposed to up-front fees and are alarmed by the proposal in the higher education reform package to double to number of full-fee paying places for domestic undergraduate students. 

Recommendation: That the Senate reject any legislative measures that allow for an increase in the number of fully-funded university places.

2.3.2 Impact of the Learning Entitlement

Under the 'Learning Entitlements' scheme, from 2005 students will be restricted to five years of full time equivalent Commonwealth subsidised study. NIPAAC's most pressing concern about such a scheme is that it will undermine the targeted assistance provided through ABSTUDY to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander undergraduate students. ABSTUDY and AUSTUDY are currently both means and income tested and are paid to Indigenous students and non-Indigenous students at the same level. In recognition of the unique cultural position and special needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, ABSTUDY can be accessed for up to 10 years for any one undergraduate degree, whereas AUSTUDY can only be accessed by undergraduates for four years. A five-year learning entitlement will effect the provision of culturally appropriate assistance to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. 

NIPAAC also deems the five-year learning entitlement as culturally inappropriate because Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students tend to have higher failure and drop-out rates, related to early educational disadvantage and the pressures of performing in an expensive, Western-style education system. The five-year learning entitlement will penalise students for failing, or withdrawing after the Census date, by severely limiting the number of second chances students can have in publicly subsidised education.

A pressing concern for students with aspirations to complete postgraduate studies is that it is possible for students to exhaust their 'Learning Entitlements' during undergraduate study and therefore be ineligible for HECS places at postgraduate level. As we have already noted, a requirement to pay the full costs for postgraduate study would be a strong deterrent for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students who often find education costs prohibitive.

For students undertaking longer courses, such as medicine or law, the five-year learning entitlement will be particularly disadvantageous. It is of concern that such courses are where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students have the lowest representation. 

3. THE IMPLICATIONS OF SUCH PROPOSALS ON THE SUSTAINABILITY OF RESEARCH AND RESEARCH TRAINING IN PUBLIC RESEARCH AGENCIES
In 2001, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people made up only 0.6% of all postgraduate researchers
 and in 2001 1.1% of Doctorate Research students were Indigenous (half the proportional percentage of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples in the Australian population)
.  

Many research projects about Indigenous Peoples and communities are not undertaken by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and are therefore not appropriately informed by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives. NIPAAC believes that this impacts on the capacity of those research projects to validly represent Indigenous cultures, to identify areas of concern for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples and to improve prospects for Indigenous self-determination and self-management.
The Australian Research Council (ARC) Discovery: Researcher's Development Scheme is the only form of targeted government financial assistance for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander researchers and is under-funded. The amount allocated for this scheme represents approximately 0.16% of the total Australian Postgraduate Award pool.  

NIPAAC is disappointed that there are no specific measures for improving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander research in Backing Australia's Future. We strongly recommend that any reform of higher education include funding for additional Australian Postgraduate Awards that are awarded specifically to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander research students. 
4. THE EFFECT OF THIS PACKAGE ON THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE COMMONWEALTH, THE STATES AND UNIVERSITIES, INCLUDING ISSUES OF INSTITUTIONAL AUTONOMY, GOVERNANCE, ACADEMIC FREEDOM AND INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS 

4.1 Establishment of an Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council

NIPAAC supports new opportunities for formal consultation with the Minister and DEST through the establishment of an Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council (IHEAC). We also support the development of an annual Indigenous Higher Education Conference. The IHEAC and conference are acknowledgments of the fact that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples themselves are best equipped to inform the government on Indigenous education strategies and they will establish a 'foot in the door' for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples to encourage more higher education reforms.

However, NIPAAC does have some concerns about the membership of the IHEAC. It has been announced that membership will include Directors of Indigenous Higher Education Centres, but appointment to the Council is entirely at the Minister of Education's discretion. It is entirely inappropriate for the Council membership to be selected by the Minister; consultation with relevant Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups would be a more appropriate mechanism for deciding on the Council membership. In addition, NIPAAC strongly recommends that, at the very least, there be Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduate representation, particularly given the obvious link between postgraduate study and employment in universities. NIPAAC would also like to see Indigenous undergraduate representation on the Council.

NIPAAC also has concerns about the allocation of funding for the Council. If the funding is intended to cover the costs of convening the IHEAC as well as the annual conference, it is difficult to assess whether $260,000 will be sufficient. A thorough assessment requires more detail about the membership and the terms of reference for the IHEAC and conference. 

Recommendation: That the Senate supports the establishment of an Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council with membership decided by relevant Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups, and with representation from Indigenous postgraduate and undergraduate students.

4.2 Staff rights

NIPAAC is deeply concerned that funding under the Commonwealth Grants Scheme will be tied to compliance with new workplace relations and governance procedures. For staff, the policies may include the introduction of Australian Workplace Agreements (AWAs), as well as, or instead of, Enterprise Bargaining Agreements, restricting the right of unions to advocate for staff and restricting the right of staff to express dissent.
Staff representation in university governing bodies will also be jeopardised by Protocol 3 in the new National Governance Protocols for Public Higher Education Institutions. The protocol stipulates that all members of a university governing body must act solely in the interests of the university rather than as a representative of a particular constituency, and demands the removal of any member who fails to do so. The Protocol paves the way for the removal of staff whose interests are not synonymous with moves towards the 'corporatisation' of education. 

At a time when those working and studying in the higher education sector will be dramatically effected by changes to higher education, it is particularly important that staff and students have the right to voice opposition, through representation in university decision-making bodies, and representation by their respective unions. It is most important for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff, whose employment tends to be 'least secure' and whose representation in the higher education sector is low, to have a platform from which to improve Indigenous employment conditions and opportunities. 

4.3 Student rights

In addition to Protocol 3, Protocol 5 of the new National Governance Protocols for Public Higher Education Institutions reduces the size of university governing bodies to 18 members. In practice, this could mean the removal of all student representatives.

It is of great concern that the Government has combined its changes to governance protocols with plans to re-package and re-visit Voluntary Student Unionism with the introduction of separate legislation for optional membership of student organisations.  

NIPAAC is strongly opposed to any restrictions on the rights of students to be represented in the higher education sector. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students have particularly low levels of participation and their voices are amongst the most marginalised in higher education. For those students, it is especially important that the opportunities to channel concerns and champion student rights in universities are expanded, not restricted.   

Indeed, the role of NIPAAC in advocating for the rights of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduate students is best supported through universal membership of student organisations.  

It is of concern to NIPAAC that moves towards restricting student representation on university governing bodies could also pave the way for the restriction of other forms of student and staff representation in universities, such as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander advisory committees. 

5. ALTERNATIVE POLICY AND FUNDING OPTIONS FOR THE HIGHER EDUCATION AND PUBLIC RESEARCH SECTORS 

A number of recommendations for creating a more culturally appropriate education system and improving the quality of educational experiences for Indigenous students were proposed by NIPAAC in previous Crossroads submissions. We refer readers to those submissions for a review of NIPAAC's recommendations for alternative policy and funding options to improve education opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgraduate students.
 

APPENDIX ONE: TERMS OF REFERENCE, NATIONAL INDIGENOUS POSTGRADUATE ASSOCIATION ABORIGINAL CORPORATION (NIPAAC)

The objectives of NIPAAC are as follows:

(a) to provide a network for Indigenous postgraduate students;

(b) to act as advocate for and to represent the interests of Indigenous postgraduate students at a National level;

(c) to promote reconciliation between non-Indigenous and Indigenous Peoples of Australia;

(d) to promote research into Indigenous issues and the training of Indigenous researchers;

(e) to educate researchers on appropriate protocols when dealing with issues of cultural and social significance to Indigenous Peoples;

(f) to liaise with universities, governments and other national associations with a view to promoting these objectives;

(g) to promote the participation by Indigenous Peoples as equals in a national community of postgraduate scholarship; and

(h) to be a constituent organisation of the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (CAPA) and to adhere to the rules of CAPA and to resolutions of its Council and Executive. 

Membership of NIPAAC is open to adult Aboriginal postgraduate students.  All members are entitled to attend, speak and vote at general meetings of the Association and be eligible for appointment as members of the Executive.  The Executive constitutes the Governing Committee of NIPAAC.
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