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SUBMISSION FOR SENATE INQUIRY INTO THE HOWARD GOVERNMENT’S HIGHER EDUCATION PACKAGE

The James Cook University Postgraduate Student Association (JCU PSA), which represents close to 1000 postgraduate coursework and research students at James Cook University, welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Senate Inquiry into the Federal Government’s proposed Higher Education package. 

Introduction 

James Cook University is the largest provider of Higher Education and broad based research north of Brisbane.  It is a regional University in the sense that its major centres are located outside of the capital city, but the quality of education and research in many areas are world leading.  It is unique in that it has also used its geographic location to inform much of its research. 

Presently, the University has two campuses in Townsville,  and one each in Cairns, Mt Isa and Rockhampton.  Not only are these campuses the educational base for more than 9 695 undergraduate and 975 postgraduate students, but the University is an integral component for communities and industries in Northern and regional Queensland.

As the University is the sole provider of education and research in such a large geographic area, any changes affecting its operations and focus will impact greatly upon regional communities and businesses.  Changes to the research quantom may adversely affect not only opportunities to undertake research and access results, but also impact upon the development of new research opportunities in the first place. 

Therefore, the following submission addresses the specific Terms of Reference as set by the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education Reference Committee, with particular reference to the impacts such changes will have upon postgraduate students at James Cook University.

 1. THE PRINCIPLES OF THE GOVERNMENT’S HIGHER EDUCATION PACKAGE.

The four key principles underpinning the Howard Government’s proposed Higher Education Package and their impacts on the postgraduate student environment at James Cook University are outlined below. The JCU PSA believes that the Australian Higher Education System should foster sustainability, quality, opportunity, equity and diversity in teaching and research. For this reason, we feel considerable concern over some of the policy options raised in the Federal Government’s Higher Education package, as we believe that their proposed policies are not truly governed by these key principles. 

We agree with the beliefs of the Council of Australian Postgraduate Student Associations (CAPA) that the Federal Government’s proposed Higher Education is really governed by a principle of ‘user-pays’ education for all who wish to use it. This principle promotes the belief that it is a privilege to be given the opportunity to attend university and, therefore, students should be expected to pay for this privilege. This view is said to be justified by the assumption that graduated earn a higher salary than non-graduates.  

However, this view is an over simplification, and does not take into account data showing that graduates (ie. undergraduates and postgraduates) from regional universities do not always get the opportunity to gain employment in the area in which they have obtained their degree, or they do not obtain jobs at their level of qualification (ie. underemployed), especially if they are seeking employment in regional centres. In many cases, graduates in regional centres do not even gain employment immediately following the completion of their degree, requiring them to apply for government benefits to support them whilst looking for jobs. 

This is especially true if graduates from regional universities such as JCU, are looking to stay on in the regional area and gain employment. If graduates are looking to find employment outside of the regional area, then they are often up against stiff competition with graduates from larger, metropolitan universities, in which the brand name of the institution is of more concernto employers than the actual qualification gained, or, indeed, the research undertaken.  

The conclusion to be drawn is that, in the initial stages, regional graduates may be no better off, and (due to financial penalties) are sometimes more severely disadvantaged, than non-graduates, as a result of completing a higher education. 

Furthermore, if graduates have gone straight from school to university, completing an undergraduate degree before moving on to complete a postgraduate degree full-time, many are not ready to enter the workforce until they are in their mid twenties.  This delay provides significant disadvantages socially and financially,  particualarly if they have never been professionally employed before, and particularly if they are looking to purchase housing or transport. 

CAPA has also pointed out in their submission
: 

“…it could be argued that the current system of HECS and PELS, and the proposed Fee-HELP model will ensure that only those who benefit from higher education will have to pay for it, because repayments only begin once the student’s wage reaches a certain level.” 

While such a policy that would initially appear to be relatively benign for lower income graduates, this is not true.  Graduates that do not reach the salary level that will require them to repay their education debt will shoulder a massive debt for the rest of their lives, which will continue to grow with increases in inflation.  Furthermore, the propsal to tie the new HELP scheme to a rate of commercial interest - in addition to inflation – will not significantly add to this debt, but, if lessons are to be taken from a similar scheme in New Zealand, will also impact upon the futural financial prospects of graduates.  Indeed, financial data collected on New Zealand graduates
, shows that the rates of refusals for private and housing loans is significantly higher for those with student loans.  It is proposed that this has also led to a high migration rate for graduates, as they emmigrate to either earn higher income to pay off their debts (or avoid repayment altogether).  The JCU PSA believes such an introduction of student loans (particularly at commercial rates), in conjunction with the difficulties for employement faced by regional graduates, will have a significant effect on the social and financial health of graduates and their communities and businesses.

 The JCU PSA believes that the Federal Government’s proposed package will do little to promote the sustainability, quality, equity and diversity principles as outlined below, which the Federal Government promotes as part of their package.  

1.1 Sustainability 

The Federal Government believes that all existing public self-accrediting higher education institutions must achieve long-term sustainability by being able to respond flexibly to the needs of their constituencies, including potential and existing students, staff, employers, industry, local, regional and national communities. In order to achieve this, they propose that institutions be given maximum opportunity, consistent with public accountability and social responsibility, to develop innovative responses to rapidly changing environments in teaching and learning, in the direction and commercialisation of research, and engagement with industry, research institutions and other education providers. The impacts of the Federal Government’s proposals in relation to sustainability for postgraduate students will be discussed further in Part 2 of this Submission. 

1.2 Quality

The Federal Government believes that Australian universities have a reputation for providing high quality educational experiences, and that this should be maintained and enhanced. A renewed emphasis on teaching and learning outcomes, particularly at the undergraduate level, will help to ensure that students develop knowledge and skills that are relevant to their own needs and to those of employers, professional associations, labour markets and society. The impacts of the Federal Government’s proposals in relation to quality for postgraduate students will be discussed further in Part 2 of the Submission.  

1.3 Equity 

The Federal Government believes that systemic barriers to the participation of historically disadvantaged groups, in particular Indigenous Australians, must be addressed. Individuals should be enabled to fulfil their potential, regardless of their personal circumstances and backgrounds. Targeted intervention measures and new approaches to student financing will seek to encourage participation and retention of under-represented groups. 

The James Cook University Postgraduate Student Association supports the Government’s belief that all individuals should be enabled to fulfil their potential, regardless of their personal circumstances and backgrounds, and believes that systemic barriers to the participation of historically disadvantaged groups, in particular Indigenous Australians, must be addressed. However, it is wary that some of the targeted intervention measures and new approaches to student financing may not seek to encourage participation and retention of under-represented groups, particularly Indigenous students. Indeed, while we support some of the measures (such as the Scholarships) we believe that these are only token in their overall effect, and, what small benefits may be gained by the community overall would be outwieghed by the detrimental effects of the propsal (such as potential increases in degree costs and the introduction of commercially based debt structures).  

In  addition, it should be noted that, due to its location and program/research foci, James Cook University has the third highest proportion of Indigenous students (2.7%) in Australia, and that it maintains programs specifically addressing areas relating to Indigenous identification.  The PSA will be interested to see how upcoming government changes to research funding may (or may not) affect these areas.

1.4 Diversity
The Federal Government believes that Australia needs a high quality education sector with a range of institutions servicing different communities and varied requirements. It is either necessary nor desirable for all universities to be the same. A more diverse system will be achieved by institutions forging distinct missions within the overall system and through greater collaboration between individual universities and other education providers, industry, business, regions and communities. 

The James Cook University Postgraduate Student Association disagrees with the premise made by the Federal Government which argues for a range of institutions servicing different communities and with varied requirements, and opposes the Government’s proposed Institutional Specialisation Plan for Australian universities. According to the Howard Government, universities should become ‘boutique’ institutions, providing specialists in certain fields of teaching and research, rather than all universities offering similar courses and research areas. This Scheme would involve the Government designating and resourcing a small number of universities as specialists in a particular field, with these institutions undertaking government funded research in these fields only.  

The JCU PSA believes that the concentration of research in a few Australian universities will permanently change the focus of universities, reduce the number of postgraduate places offered, and significantly disadvantage students in regional and rural areas. In regional centres like North Queensland, where it has already been demonstrated that JCU is the sole provider to a large geographic area of education based research, as well as being a central player the business and cultural arenas, this sort of proposal would be retrograde. 

Indeed, while it is acknowledged widely that Queensland is the most decentralized State in Australia, with a large proportion of its population living in the Northern Region, the large majority of educational providers (UQ, USQ, QUT, Griffith, SCU, Bond) are based in the south east of the state. It would thus appear illogical to limit the research and teaching opportunities of the largest and most established institution outside of this small metropolitan area, which has to date has been more than able to provide a broad range of course options to students in (and outside)  the region.

2. THE EFFECT OF THESE PROPOSALS UPON SUSTAINABILITY, QUALITY, EQUITY AND DIVERSITY IN TEACHING & RESEARCH AT UNIVERSITIES.  

The JCU PSA believes that the Federal Government’s proposed reforms for higher education will have a financial impact on postgraduate students and universities, and will also impact heavily on the provision of fully-funded university places. The following three sections (ie. 2.1; 2.2; and 2.3) will discuss these impacts in more detail. 

2.1 The Effect of these Proposals upon Sustainability, Quality, Equity and Research at Universities in relation to the Financial Impact on Students.  

The Federal Government believes that the proposed changes to the higher education system will encourage lifelong learning and the upgrading and acquisition of new skills for students. The JCU PSA, however, believes that the Federal Government’s higher education proposals will have a significant financial impact on postgraduate students, especially those at regional universities. The following section details the financial impacts of the Government’s proposed package on postgraduate students.  

2.1.1 Financial Support for Students

To support students in their pursuit of higher education, the Federal Government proposes to introduce a new suite of loans called the Higher Education Loan Programme (HELP), which will incorporate the current HECS Scheme and two new loan schemes: Fee Paying HELP (FEE-HELP) to help students who are paying full fees in public and eligible private higher education institutions, and Overseas Study HELP (OS-HELP) to help students who wish to study for part of their degree overseas. The FEE-HELP Scheme will replace the current Postgraduate Education Loans Scheme (PELS), Open Learning Deferred Payment Scheme (OLDPS) and the Bridging for Overseas-Trained Professional Loan Scheme (BOTPLS). The new FEE-HELP Scheme will offer eligible students an income contingent loan facility to pay their postgraduate fees in courses in public or eligible private institutions. Universities can charge any price for upfront full-fee places. Students will be able to access a loan up to the amount of the full tuition fee charged for the course they are undertaking, to a total limit of $50,000. The loan will attract a 3.5 per cent interest rate and CPI indexation for up to ten years, after which the loan will then attract CPI indexation. 

2.1.2 Impacts of FEE-HELP Scheme on Postgraduate Students

The JCU PSA believes that these proposed financial changes for higher education will have significant impacts on postgraduate students, especially those at regional universities such as JCU. It has already been stated that graduates from regional universities are often disadvantaged because there are fewer jobs available to them in the regional areas and they are, therefore, often required to apply for positions outside of their area, in many cases in metropolitan centres, where they must compete against graduates from larger and more well-known universities.  As a result, many graduates feel that, in order to be in the race, they need to upgrade their qualifications by undertaking postgraduate studies. In some cases, graduates go straight from undergraduate studies to postgraduate studies rather than risk long-term unemployment. In other cases, graduates may need to undertake postgraduate studies in order to gain employment in their chosen field. There are a number of reasons why graduates opt to further their education and while this may seem like a suitable option in the short-term, in the long-term it leads to a burden of increasing debt. 

The proposed changes to the fee system for students are bound to have a negative impact on postgraduate students. When students are accepted into courses in domestic up-front full fee places, the students may end up having to pay more than they would in the current loans scheme. In most cases, students are unlikely to be able to pay for the degree upfront, unless they have full-time work and have been employed for a number of years. Therefore, they will be required to apply for a loan, and under the FEE-HELP Scheme, students are permitted to apply for a loan of up to $50,000 from the government indexed by the CPI plus an interest rate of 3.5 per cent. While the loan may assist in covering the cost of the course, the student will be required to fund the remainder of the course costs themselves. 

As a significant proportion (24.6%) of postgraduate students at JCU are from low socio economic groups, and/or are from isolated and rural communities (51.1%), it is unreasonable to expect these students to attempt to find a loan to pay for the remainder of their course, especially if they are not working full-time. It is also unlikely that the students will be able to obtain a bank loan, on the basis that they already have a significant debt of at least $50,000, their degree is not completed and they do not have a stable income. It is also more than likely that the student already has a significant debt before they even undertake a postgraduate degree, with the fees incurred whilst completing their undergraduate degree. So the possible debt faced by many students will be phenomenol. 

Furthermore, once introduced, students who have already incurred a FEE-HELP debt of $50,000 in a full fee paying undergraduate degree, will not be able to borrow the cost of their postgraduate coursework degree fees. This will significantly impact upon postgraduate student numbers, especially at regional universities such as JCU, where there is a high proportion of students from low income and minority groups and will, therefore, seriously contradict one of the Government’s major principles of Equity (ie. that all individuals should be enabled to fulfil their potential, regardless of their personal circumstances and backgrounds).  

Furthermore, it should be mooted that such a fall in postgraduate numbers would also affect the research output of the institution, which in turn would affect future funding allocations.  A vicious circle of poor funding and little research would occur, which would see JCU’s reputation as an institution with a relatively high research output fall to one with a small research base, all due to external pressures engineered by biased government policies.

2.3 The Effect of these Proposals upon Sustainability, Quality, Equity and Research at Universities in relation to the Provision of Fully Funded University Places.

Currently, James Cook University offers postgraduate coursework fee places for several degrees, including the so called “rich” degrees Business, Law, but also in areas of Humanities, Education and Social Sciences.  In addition to the cost burdens of an undergraduate degree and loans required to undertake further study, it should be noted that should temptation of cash strapped Universities to top up the fees for these courses prove too much, they will have  a signifcant effect on students.  The argument that regional Universities (such as JCU) will be subject to market factors and thus not likely to increase funding is flawed as well, as the need for financing in the sector is universal (not regional).  Indeed, many Universities may feel pressure to increase costs so as not to appear “discount” in their degree offerings – already RMIT has decided to increase their course fees in line with so called 'elite' institutions, in an attempt to "show the relative worth" of their degrees.  This demonstrates how this partial deregulation models allows fees to be set in an arbitrary way unjustified by explicit quality criteria.
Eventually, however, the costs will be bourne by students already heavily debt laden.  The pressures to pay back this debt is likely to result in many students taking jobs away from regional areas (where pay is better).  It is also likely that the same constraints will turn away from community based service industries, where, again, financial compensation is less.  In a major metropolitan area, high graduate population density may mean this is less noticeable, but in regional areas and communities, with smaller populations of qualified people, it may mean that vital community positions remain unfilled. 

2.4  The effect of these proposals on the relationship between the Commonwealth, the States and JCU, including issues of institutional autonomy, governance, academic freedom and industrial relations.

The Federal Government’s proposal also appears to have included a vehicle for increased commonwealth oversight of University governance, industrial relations, and student organisations. Such prescriptions undermine institutional autonomy and would have considerable impact at JCU.  Indeed, JCU has recently been at the centre of attempts to introduce so-called Voluntary Student Unionism.

2.4.1 Industrial issues

The Commonwealth Grants Scheme (CGS) seeks to impose the government's preferred industrial model (Australian Workplace Agreements) upon universities, despite universities themselves (JCU included) appearing generally satisfied with existing practices. In essence, the JCUPSA strongly supports the belief that it is up to university staff to choose how they wish to be represented on industrial matters, and not the government.

2.4.2  Universal membership of student organisations

The CAPA submission to the Senate on this issues states: 

“The CGS also seeks to implement so-called Voluntary Student Unionism. Postgraduate representative bodies and other student organisations provide a valuable quality assurance role at Australian universities, and one appreciated by senior staff of most universities. Student associations also assist with the transition to higher and postgraduate education, provide professional guidance to students negotiating disciplinary procedures or other academic problems, and provide valuable social and professional networks. We believe that students are best placed to deliver such services, and have seen little enthusiasm from universities to provide such supports themselves. Indeed, in the case of advice and advocacy for students in dispute with a university's procedures, we believe it would be inappropriate for the university itself to play such a role.”

The JCU PSA supports this view, with particular emphasis on the recent ACCC ruling on membership of student organisations at James Cook University. The ACCC was asked to investigate whether compulsory payment of student organisation membership fees constituted third line forcing. While the ACCC was not asked to assess universal membership of student organisations per se, it did find that the compulsory payment of student organisation membership fees did not constitute third line forcing. Importantly, the ACCC concluded that the university would require the fees in order to provide similar services to the student organisation if those organisations did not themselves provide such services. Thus, it concluded, "either way, students would have had to pay a fee."  Indeed, there was suggestion by the University that should it take over these service provisions, the costs may infact increase whilst service provision may decrease.  This was due largely to the fact University would not be able to rely on volunteers to carry out service, and would have to weigh additional employment costs against service provision.

The JCUPSA also recognises that student organisations exist through universities enabling Acts, which are themselves acts of State parliaments, and supports the stance of CAPA  in asserting that the federal government is not properly placed to critique such legislation, which is currently assessed on a case by case basis by the States. 

Each university, including JCU,  has a unique way of enabling the governance of its student organisations, and the federal government's simplistic blanket criticism of student organisations makes little sense within this diverse framework.
Conclusion

The JCUPSA’s submission to the Senate highlights its many concerns over the proposed changes, and what this will mean for regional students and Universities.  Indeed, while many of the changes may be endured at major institutions, it is unlikely that the same can be said of regional institutions, which must deal with many additional pressures not encountered by larger city providers.   However, it remains a fact that institutions such as JCU are integral elements of their communities, providing cultural, business and educational  opportunites that would otherwise be non-existent.  They fill a need for a wide based and sound education and research  institution, and JCU’s place as the largest provider outside of the metropolitan area, in the most decentralised state, cannot be ignored. 

We therefore call upon the Sentate inquiry to take note of the effects that these changes will have on JCU students, and ask that it rejects the proposals outlined in this submission.
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