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Introduction

The Student Association Council at the northern campus of the University of Tasmania is an elected student body that represents students enrolled to study at the Launceston, Inveresk and North-West campuses of the University. We welcome this opportunity to comment on the current inquiry being undertaken into the Workplace Relations Amendment (Protecting the Low Paid) Bill 2003. We believe that maintaining the protection of employment of lower paid workers and their standard of living is a very important issue for the students that we represent. In light of this, we have singled out particular issues and concerns that are raised in this bill and addressed them from a student perspective. Whilst our contribution is not an exhaustive overview of the bill in its entirety, we have chosen to comment on the following terms of reference contained within the amendment:

1. The need to place greater emphasis on the needs of the low paid and their standards of living in general

2. The need to refocus the federal award system so that it may act as a genuine and effective safety net for the low paid by helping to protect the pay and conditions of employees, especially those reliant upon low paid employment

3. The fact that the desired impact of the bill is to consider living standards and how to improve them as well as how to improve working flexibility

Our working definition of the ‘low paid’ extends to students in our society who are living below the poverty line. 

Executive Summary

At present, Government income support for some students is inadequate. The extent and nature of poverty and the way in which it impacts upon some students’ lives and quality of education in general is, therefore, completely at odds with the Federal Government’s ideals for the higher education sector. Poverty primarily impacts on commitment to study, student retention and general health and well being, but it also has far reaching consequences. Classifying the ‘low paid’ and the unemployed as one and the same group is fundamentally flawed. Indeed, a single adult student on the Common Youth Allowance lives 37% below the poverty line. In comparison, single unemployed people under the age of 21 live 32% below the poverty line and single adult unemployed people [over 21] live 21% below the poverty line.
  We believe that this is inequitable and that, when considering ways in which to protect the low paid, the impact of poverty on the quality of education and the number of students living below the poverty line should also be considered. The aforementioned disparity between those on unemployment and those on student benefits means that there is more of a short-term incentive to be unemployed than to pursue higher education. Given that students suffer financial hardship, we feel that there is not enough incentive for them to further their education and, by implication, their employment prospects. 

Changes in the Labour Market and its Impact on Students


Since the late 1970s, there has been an increasing number of students attending university. In 1998, 28% of 20-24 year old students were taking part in higher education, an increase from 17% in the early 1980s.
 This is partially the result of the significant decline in full time jobs available to this particular age group. The ABS Labour Force Surveys from 1980-1999 show a decline of 127 500 full time jobs for the 20-24 year old age cohort. In the mid 1970s, two thirds of 16-19 year olds were in full time work. By the 1990s this had dropped to less than 20%.

This change in the labour market has had a significant impact on young people, especially on those from a lower socio-economic background and those who would have traditionally left school and started full time work. The pursuit of higher education by students may be the result of a number of factors such as individuals wanting to increase their job prospects, needing to meet activity tests requirements for income support or simply a better option than long term unemployment. Payments to students, however, still remain well below unemployment entitlements. In the short term therefore, as mentioned before, there is more of an incentive to be unemployed than to further one’s career prospects. From a Tasmanian perspective, for example, school retention rates for students staying on until year 12 is increasing, yet the participation in higher education is down and the long-term unemployment rate is up in comparison with the national average.
 Moreover, there is currently a call in this state to raise the school leaving age to 17 in order to increase retention and participation beyond year ten.


Current levels of Government support mean that students have no choice but to take on full time or part time work to supplement their income. Juggling work and study may not be a problem for some students. For others, however, due to individual circumstances, it means putting their well being at risk. The quality of their education is suffering. Recent media reports suggest that some students are putting their health, welfare and studies at risk to survive by working extremely long hours. There are even reports that several students even go as far as prostitution in order to support themselves financially.
  Thus, the effectiveness of income support payments in protecting individuals from poverty is questionable. The fact that many students live relatively comfortably should, by no means, deflect attention away from the proportion of students who go without food and basic utilities and resort to extreme measures to survive.
Creating a ‘World Class System’


With the Federal Government currently placing emphasis on the importance of human capital and wanting to create a world class system with world class graduates, many young people invest in their education whilst others, due to lack of job opportunities, choose to stay in school.
 Students are finding it increasingly difficult as they are facing significant financial barriers. These barriers stem from the introduction of the HECS system in 1987, the rationalisation of payments available to young people in 1996-97 and the introduction of the Common Youth Allowance whereby changes to eligibility criteria resulted in many students receiving reduced levels of income support. 


Such policies have an effect on the quality of education and quality of life for some students who are living in poverty and working long hours to supplement their low levels of Government income support.


The limit set on some graduates by the quality of their circumstances whilst pursuing a degree are completely at odds with some of the central themes of the Higher Education Review such as learning productivity, maximising learning potential, efficiency and quality. It is essential that we look at universities as educational institutions that produce the future intellectual and human capital of Australia. We must ensure that students who do participate in higher education do not suffer other adverse consequences as a result of their choice to further their education. Furthermore, we must also ensure that potential students, especially those from a lower socio-economic background, are not turned away by the prospect of living in extreme poverty whilst studying. After all, learning is of great long-term benefit to our society, not just to individual students.

Quality of Life Below the Poverty Line

Access to education extends beyond the cost of the course. It encompasses being able to devote time and energy to study as well as being able to meet day to day living expenses. Unlike the HECs scheme, day to day living expenses cannot be deferred.

Increased participation in higher education due to the decline in the labour market since the 1970s has resulted in an increase in poverty and a decrease in the overall quality of life amongst students. Indeed, according to the Australian Council of Social Services, approximately 90 000 students lived below the poverty line in 2001. 



According to McInnis et al., 37% of first year students were in some form of part time or casual employment in 1999. Of those 37%, approximately 50% worked for over 11 hours a week and, as a result, committed less time to their studies.
 The AVCC report ‘Paying Their Way’ supports this notion that less commitment to study stems from financial pressures: 



The only problem I find is a diminishing study ethic due to work related tiredness. You feel like you have no other choice but to work so you can pay for the things you need. It really does have an impact on your study/university commitments.


For students with regular set hours of work, planning study and attendance was shown to not be a problem. Students reliant on casual or insecure work not only had their study routine disrupted, but also had a lower quality of life due to financial pressures and associated stress:

Irregular times at KFC made balancing difficult, I had to put everything into my diary and some lecturers were not flexible at all with tute times to cater for work times;

You might have to do a nightshift at any time which makes it very hard to attend morning lectures.

And

I can’t plan to do things because I never know about my finances some weeks and I don’t have money to buy lunch, others I do.

According to the AVCC, 70% of full time undergraduate students are employed during the semester with the average student working 14.5 hours a week, enough to impact on their Common Youth Allowance payments.

In 2001, Judith Bessant conducted a study of 287 Melbourne metropolitan university students and found that 34% of respondents rated their income levels as having a detrimental affect on their health, whilst over half of the students surveyed claimed that their health suffered due to them not being able to afford health services such as dental care.

Furthermore, Bessant found that many students cannot afford basic heating and sometimes do not eat properly and even go without food. In essence, she asserts that financial pressures, the cost of travel and work [especially casual work] affects the ability of students to attend classes, causes stress and anxiety, is detrimental to quality of life and ultimately impacts upon academic performance.

Generally, student poverty has far reaching consequences. It has an effect on personal relationships, physical and mental health, student retention, quality of accommodation, purchase of clothes, study materials and basic utilities, ability to afford transport and to focus wholly on academic work due to stress, tiredness and need to undertake paid employment.

The Balance Between Work and Study

Gelbart and Knight (2001) found that if students are unable to balance their work and study commitments, they are more likely to reduce their study load or completely cancel it. Not only is this a loss of opportunity to the students and the wider community, but in economic terms, it is a waste of university resources as well as a loss in human capital investment.

A report undertaken by the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC) in 2001 documents responses from over 30,000 undergraduate students from across Australia. It concludes that the financial stress on students is an essential factor in considering the quality of learning outcomes. The findings in this report are of significance and concern as they will limit Australia in achieving its ideal scenario of a ‘clever country’ with a world class higher education system given the fact that increasing numbers of students are dropping out due to financial reasons. According to the AVCC:

         annual student budgets are in overall deficit by an estimated 21 per cent - in the case of full-time students, the estimated deficit is 42 per cent; 
         among full-time students, the average number of hours worked by those in paid employment during semester is 14.5 hours per week - a three-fold increase since 1984; 
         one in every ten students in paid employment during semester 'frequently' misses classes because of that work; 
         work adversely affects study 'a great deal' for two in every ten students in paid employment during semester; 
         financial circumstances influence student choices regarding course undertaken (11.1%), university attended (17.4%) and mode of study (23.3%); 
         of students who have financially dependent children, nearly two in ten miss classes 'sometimes' or 'frequently' because they cannot afford childcare; and 
         one in every ten students misses classes 'sometimes' or 'frequently' because they cannot afford travel to university. 

Long Term Benefits of Higher Education

Higher education has obvious significant long term financial benefits with the average male student earning $622 000 and the average female student earning $412 000 more than a person who left school at 18.
 An American study undertaken in 2002 of the opinions of recent graduates from a university in Texas about a loans scheme found that almost 10% of the graduates surveyed would borrow more from a Federal Government loan program in order to study more, do better in their grades, participate in social activities and/or be able to spend more time with their families. These figures and this study are indicative of a number of factors. Firstly, the fact that the average earning capacity of university graduates in Australia is significantly higher than that of non-graduates demonstrates that graduates are able to contribute positively to society as a result of their education in economic terms. Secondly, financial pressures on students do, to a certain extent, dictate how well they do in their studies and the quality of their life whilst undertaking study. In the long run, it ultimately determines how many potential graduates will finish their degree and what sort of a subsequent contribution they can make to society. Addressing the issue of student poverty and financial hardship is an important step towards securing future quality human capital.

The perception that student poverty is somehow a rite of passage needs to be challenged if students are in such dire financial circumstances as mentioned before. The idea of struggling through years of higher education in less extreme circumstances is a deterrent to some prospective students. Student poverty is a serious social issue that needs to be recognised and addressed in the inquiry into ways to protect the low paid. In order to improve equity and effectiveness of student income support, ways of increasing support to students with the greatest financial need ought to be considered.
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