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Preamble
The Federation is committed to a public education system open to all, irrespective of culture, gender, academic ability or socio-economic class. This system should aim, above all else, to empower students to control their lives and be contributing members of their society. This commitment is based on the belief that:
•
all students have the capacity to learn
•
the Government has the prime responsibility to provide a free and secular public education system
  •
schools should be structured to meet the need of each student respecting the knowledge,  experiences and abilities they bring to school and building on that knowledge and those experiences and abilities to foster critical thinking and understanding of their world.

The Federation of Parents and Citizens' Associations of New South Wales was established in 1912 and is the state-level representative group of over 2200 Government school Parents and Citizens' associations.

Executive Summary

Backing Australia’s Future is likely to create further inequality within the tertiary education sector. The increased level of debt and tighter restrictions on student eligibility is likely to make it harder for students to access university education. The policy starts from the wrong premise. Education is a public good from which the whole of society benefits more than any individual graduate. The whole is greater than the sum of its parts. The Federal Government must look at restoring funding to Universities to the pre 1996 levels, in real terms. It must also look at restoring the balance in funding to public schools as a way of granting greater access to continuing education to all members of society, not just the elite. 

Parents in NSW public education have a vested interest in quality education, to the highest possible level, for their children. Society as a whole also has this obligation. Transferring the burden of debt onto individuals and families is unacceptable and must be avoided. The Federal Government clearly has the resources to adequately fund public education at both the secondary and tertiary level. Private subsidies should be re-prioritized and the right to quality public education recognised. It is becoming increasingly difficult for families in NSW to participate in higher education. The Government must formulate policy to address this issue. Backing Australia’s Future is likely to make educational access harder, while having a negative effect on quality standards in Australian universities.

Introduction
The Federation of P&C is deeply concerned about the proposed changes to higher education set out in Backing Australia’s Future. As the peak body representing over 2200 affiliates across NSW, The P&C Federation is in a unique position to represent the opinion of parents and community groups in public education.

The key concerns of The P&C Federation  are for equity and quality in public education. As a result, this submission will touch on many of the issues covered by the terms of reference for this inquiry, but will focus specifically on sections 1 and 2 and will briefly cover section 5. 

It is a primary responsibility of Government to provide universal access to quality education. This is particularly the case for school aged students, but any healthy democratic society must ensure a skills and knowledge base above and beyond school level to ensure a dynamic, prosperous and innovative society.

Education is a public good and must be provided by the state at a high level of quality that assures access and equity. The P&C Federation believes the reforms set out in Backing Australia’s Future start from a flawed principle. The direction of policy seems to be moving away from the idea of education as a public good to a new focus on the private benefit of further study and the principle of “ user pays”. It is worth noting that the private sector benefits from public higher education by gaining skilled and trained staff. Government benefits though increased tax revenue generated by graduates and the whole society benefits when levels of education in the community are higher. The private benefit of gaining a university degree is small, in contrast to the larger impacts of public education on Australian society.

Public education is the great equalizer. If our aim is for a fair and equitable society,  where everyone gets a fair go, educational opportunities must be readily available and people should be encouraged to engage in life -long learning. The key to a fair and just society is Government provision of the best possible public educational opportunities for our young people and further education opportunities for all members of society. This concern should form the basis of policy in education and the basic premise can not be allowed to change to a  “user  pays”  model that focuses on the private benefits of education to individual students. Backing Australia’s Future would lead to a situation where the tertiary education “users” would personally bear the cost of up to 85% of their education. This would be a regressive step and indicates a movement away from the principles that should guide policy in the education sector.

Parents are key stakeholders in the educational process and are clearly concerned about gaining the best possible educational outcomes for their children. Having access to public tertiary education, on an equitable basis,  is a key concern for our members as parents seeking to assist their children to reach their potential. We have consulted widely amongst parents in NSW and there is great concern about the proposed changes to higher education. In general, parents want to have options available to their children. If a student chooses to go on to further study at university,  parents are concerned that the Government must take its responsibility to support them and provide quality education as a Government service.

There is a firm view amongst our affiliates that Backing Australia’s Future is likely to have a negative impact on access and equity. The impact on disadvantaged educational groups has not been addressed adequately. There is emerging evidence that, even at the current level, rates of HECS have deterred students from disadvantaged background and rates of enrolment for some groups, students from isolated areas, are actually falling. Recent figures from The Department of Education Science and Training (DEST) also indicate that overall enrolment has declined. Some analysts have suggested a causal relationship between this decline and the debt aversion that impacts on people from disadvantaged backgrounds. Backing Australia’s Future has the potential to create further educational inequalities and decrease access to people on the margin, who require most support.

Backing Australia’s Future is also notable for what it leaves out. Many community organisations, including The P&C Federation, have made clear to Government the need to better support young people and students through the centrelink system. There are growing problems with teenage poverty and the need for extra paid work performed by students, which has a negative impact on a student’s ability to study. Education is a right and Government programs and welfare policy must allow students to exercise that right though greater provision of Government support.

This submission will base its analysis principally upon The Independent Study of Higher Education Review: Stage 2 Report commissioned by Ministerial Council for Employment Education Training and Youth Affairs and handed down at their July meeting. It is an in-depth and unbiased document that has been put together using substantial resources. We will also draw on research from ACOSS and other community organisations, figures from DEST and The Department of Education and Training NSW (DET).

The submission is structured in  5 parts, which cover sections 1, 2 and 5 of the terms of reference. We have focused on equity and the principles guiding Backing Australia’s Future with a view to assessing likely impact on students, parents and the community in general

Funding
In 1974, and again in 1991, the Federal Government Agreement on Higher Education made clear that universities were a Commonwealth responsibility. The Commonwealth has not lived up to its funding obligations in tertiary education. Over  $3.5 billion has been cut from the sector since 1996. At the same time, university enrolment has skyrocketed. For example, in NSW there has been an increase of 24% since 1996. An extra 35 748 students are attending university. The funding reductions have meant that the Federal Government is now providing only 50% of university revenue. Increases in HECS and repayment thresholds, corporatisation and other policy initiatives have been unable to cope with the rise in demand when real terms funding is decreasing. It is worth noting that increasing numbers of students are being barred from universities due to the funding shortfall. Between 14 000 and 20 000 students were unable to get a place in 2002.
 The cost burden is shifting unacceptable levels of debt to students. Australian students make the second highest contribution to their education in the OECD when they are independent, and the 3rd highest when they are living at home (the figures take into account tuition and living costs). Australia is also below average for per-student Government expenditure. The average over an entire course is $35 087 (USD) but Australia only spends $29 194 (USD). These are abstract figures but the result is a crisis in the sector, leading to massive student - teacher ratios, courses being cut and declining quality of degrees. The answer to the problem is to increase Government funding, both as a proportion to students contributions and to the sector as a whole.

Access and Equity

Currently, people from disadvantaged backgrounds are under represented in Australian universities. Indigenous Australians, practically, are under represented and the general tendency is for university students to come from families in the middle to higher income brackets. Obviously, there are many factors contributing to this disparity and it represents a significant policy challenge for Government. Backing Australia’s Future may make this imbalance worse.

DEST has identified six equity groups and runs programs aimed at increasing participation. There has been a significant decline in participation by most equity groups, as proportion of the total student population, between 1991 and 2002. Indigenous participation fell by 15% in 2000 and completion rates and academic achievement for indigenous students is still well behind that of non-indigenous students. Currently indigenous students make up approximately 1.2% of university students and 2.5% of the Australian population. The proportion of low socio-economic background students has fallen to 14.5% for 2002. Non-english speaking background student participation has fallen to 3.3% from 4.1% in 1991. Participation of students from rural and isolated areas has also fallen from 20.3% (1991) to 18.7% 2002.
 So participation of disadvantaged groups in tertiary education is actually going backwards. The P&C Federation believes that the increase in HECS of up to 30% allowed for under the package will have a negative impact on the already declining participation rates of students from disadvantaged groups. Marginalised groups are traditionally more vulnerable to price fluctuation, as they have less disposable income. Where this does not affect disadvantaged students directly, because of the deferred nature of the HECS payment, there is emerging evidence to suggest that debt aversion is greater amongst educationally disadvantaged groups. Increases to the rate of HECS may well form a significant barrier to entry for marginalized students.  

It should be noted that some provision has been made for equity measures in this package. The two principle measures will be The Higher Education Equity Program (HEEP) and The Indigenous Support Program (ISP). Modeling conducted on behalf of MCEETYA has concluded that, in NSW, there would be a total $700 000 for HEEP in 2005.
 This figure is insufficient in the context of negative equity outcomes detailed above. The new money is even less sufficient when placed in the context of the package as a whole:

A number of the reforms within the Backing Australia’s Future Package have the potential to reduce or inhibit student access and participation, including:

( Fewer HECS-liable places per head of population

( Increased levels of debt aversion among disadvantaged groups due to increased fees

( Potential reduction in access due to limits imposed on Learning Entitlements

( Highly competitive access to Commonwealth Scholarships and adverse interaction with income support schemes.

( No change to student support schemes despite evidence of their deficiencies.

The proposed scholarships, which aim to increase equity group participation, will be treated as income for taxation and income support purposes. This means relevant payment, Austudy youth allowance etc, may be reduced and the payments are taxable. This may well mean the impact of such scholarships will be of very little benefit to the recipient.

Public Schools and Universities

The real solution to provide equity in tertiary education begins much earlier, at school. Currently there is a great disparity between rates of enrolment in public schools and rates of participation by former public school students at university. There is also emerging evidence that rates of TAFE students continuing on to university is very low. At the University of Sydney for example, only 48% of students who enrolled in 2002, and completed the HSC the previous year, were from Government schools. This was the case even though 68% of school students in NSW are enrolled in Government schools. Whereas this is not a precise equity indicator, it does reveal a large statistical gap between the proportionate rates of enrolments in schooling and those in universities. Groups of educationally disadvantaged students, for the most part, enter university through Government schools and the funding, quality and resourcing of public school education is therefore a vital prerequisite to equity and participation at university.

The last Federal budget allocated 4.4 billion dollars to non-Government schools. These schools have a much lower enrolment from educationally disadvantaged groups. It allocated only 2.5 billion dollars to Government schools. The funding ratio disproportionately favors students who are less likely to be educationally disadvantaged. Adequate resourcing for equity programs is a key precursor for equitable participation in tertiary education. This imbalance may form part of the problem. The $4.4 billion allocated to non-Government schools is higher than funds allocated to universities ($3.849 billion 2002). This rise has occurred at the same time that university finding has fallen by $3.5 billion. The P&C Federation strongly opposes policy which diverts money from public education to private subsidy, while increasing debt for our young people. This is an even greater move away from the principles which should guide education policy and will, very clearly, have a negative impact on access and participation for educationally disadvantaged groups.

Mature Aged Students
Another point is the effect of Backing Australia’s Future on mature aged students. The nature of the modern work is that people will change jobs far more frequently than in the past. The average Australian will retrain 3 times during his or her working life. Parents who have taken time off to care for children will retrain and re- enter the work force. Therefore the university system has a function to fulfill for parents, as well as their children. Often full time study arrangements will not suit parents. In the low to middle income bracket, parents often need to maintain part time work and balance family responsibility at the same time as completing a degree. High proportions of mature aged students study part- time for these reasons. The changes will make participation by mature -aged students, particularly those with children, more difficult. Firstly, the part time course load excludes them from income supplements paid to full time students, which increases financial pressure. Secondly, the proposed 5-year maximum allowable time will mean many part- time, mature aged students may be forced to pay fees to complete their degree

The university sector currently is not addressing the equity issue. The indicators are going backwards and require urgent assistance. The limited programs under Backing Australia’s Future will be offset by rising fees, social security implications and lack of places. Backing Australia’s Future will be a significant blow to equity in universities. The Commonwealth Government should strongly consider funding public school and university education to an appropriate level.

Quality and Achievement.

Participation and retention in Universities has been a significant problem for some time. Backing Australia’s Future is likely to worsen the situation and place more students under greater financial pressure. The proposed changes make no reference to income support mechanisms administered through the Commonwealth. In recently published research from ACOSS, data on students and young people found many teenagers are living below the poverty line
. University students in the current environment are forced to work longer and longer hours which is having a negative impact on the quality of study. In 2000, 70% of full time students were participating in paid work, up from 50% in 1984. Students were also working longer hours. In 2000, the average worked by full- time students was 14.4 hours. In 1984 it was just 5. 
 Income supplements to student have reduced in real terms and the criteria for eligibility have been tightened. The proposed changes do not change these provisions. 

There is circumstantial evidence to show that this increased financial pressure is having a negative impact on completion rates and academic achievement, practically, in regard to educationally disadvantaged groups. For example, in 2001 indigenous students, on average, completed 68% of subjects undertaken in that year while non-indigenous students completed 87%. There is a substantial gap here and both completion rates have gone down, in a general trend corresponding roughly to hours worked.
 Financial pressure is clearly having an impact on academic results. The problem is not as marked as it could be because, as resources have become stretched in universities, teaching time and contacted hours have fallen drastically as student to staff ratios increase and enrolments go up. In the 1980s contact hours for Arts degrees often exceeded 20 hours per week. This was possible because of student staff ratios. Academic staff could balance research loads with teaching, and lecture and tutorial sizes were much smaller. It is fair to say that the quality of Australian University degrees has fallen greatly since this time.

Participation is also affected by the HECS threshold. We welcome the proposal in Backing Australia's Future to raise the HECS threshold. However we believe the rate should be higher and indexed to average male weekly earnings. It is important to note that many socially important, tertiary qualified professionals, such as nurses, are unlikely to earn above this rate for much of their career. Their social contribution for little private financial benefit should be recognized. Currently one in three women will retire not having fully paid off their HECS debt. The level of debt is a great concern to The P&C Federation The further loans under the HECS-HELP scheme will add market interest rates or higher to this system, due to their indexation at 3.5% above CPI. Australian students and graduates already carry $9 billion worth of debt. This is impacting on their ability to gain access to the housing market. It is also impacting on their ability to plan for retirement. The gap between expected retirement income and superannuation levels is approximately $600 dollars. The group most affected by HECS repayments (20-30 year-olds) also experiences a significant gap.

Young people at the beginning of their working lives will be further disadvantaged by this package. If a person is lucky enough to get in to university and able to balance work and study in order to complete it, then the future is still tough. The level of debt carried by graduates is very high. In past generations young graduates could save the deposit for a house, make investments for later life and begin down the path of financial stability. This is increasingly not the case. Financial stress is increasing amongst young people and the social effects are overwhelmingly negative for students parents and the community. 
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