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Cutting Funding to Higher Education 

The Higher Education Support Amendment (Job-Ready Graduates and Supporting Regional and Remote 
Students) Bill 2020 seeks to significantly alter the fee structure of university degrees. The Bill does this in 
two ways: by changing the overall amount that universities will receive from both the government and 
students; and by increasing or decreasing the student and government contributions within the overall 
fee amount. The government is presenting the Bill as an increase in funding for universities, because it 
includes funding for an extra 39,000 university places by 2023. However, as Shadow Education Minister 
Tanya Plibersek has pointed out, this Bill will reduce government funding for universities by $1Billion per 
year. The Bill actually reduces the amount the government will contribute overall towards the cost of 
degrees, to an overall percentage of 52% (with students paying the 48%).1 This is almost privatising our 
public universities. Australian universities are already suffering from decades of government funding cuts, 
resulting in a desperate financial situation for universities across the country. This has come to a head in 
2020, with the advent of a global pandemic, with thousands of higher education staff losing their jobs. 
These losses result both from years of government funding cuts and a loss of international student 
income. Notably, universities have become highly reliant on international student income precisely 
because of steady withdrawal of government funding, which required them to search for new sources of 
income. In that context, it is remarkable that universities have been expressly excluded from the 
jobKeeper program (despite the continued delivery of education and research). Job losses at universities 
means decreased quality of education delivered to students, fewer academics to produce research, and 
a greatly reduced ability to resume their roles as leading participants in international education, once 
circumstances permit. 

Australia’s third most successful export sector, higher education provides jobs to 260,000 people in 
Australia, from academics to administrators to cleaners to gardeners and more. This may be usefully 
compared with the 38,000-52,000 employed in the coal industry.2 Higher education contributes 
$22.4Billion to the Australian economy. Yet, the Australian government continues to devalue this crucial 
contributor to the knowledge and market economies. In the periods of 2009-10 and 2016-17, government 
investments in university capital grants fell by more than $1Billion. In 2011-12 and 2016-17, cuts to 
universities covering scholarships, research funding and more amounted to around $3.9Billion, with a 
further $3.7Billion earmarked for repurposing.3 

The Bill proposes to increase fees and student contributions to degrees such as Law, Commerce, Social 
Sciences and most Humanities, while decreasing fees and student contributions to degrees such as 
Medical Science, Languages and Nursing. The cost of some degrees will increase as much as 113% 

                                                      
1 Daniel Hurst, ‘The Coalition says Australia needs more science and maths graduates. But does the funding add 
up?’, The Guardian (23 June 2020) https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/jun/23/does-australias-
university-fee-and-funding-shakeup-match-the-coalitions-rhetoric.  
2 RMIT ABC Fact Check, ‘Are there really 54,000 people employed in thermal coal mining?’, ABC News (11 July 
2019) https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-07-11/fact-check-are-there-54000-jobs-in-thermal-coal-
mining/11198150. See also Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force, Australia, Detailed 
https://beta.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia-detailed/may-
2020.  
3 All figures from Universities Australia, The Facts on University Funding (April 2017) 
https://www.universitiesaustralia.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/University-Financing-Explainer-April-
2017.pdf. 
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https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-07-11/fact-check-are-there-54000-jobs-in-thermal-coal-mining/11198150
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-07-11/fact-check-are-there-54000-jobs-in-thermal-coal-mining/11198150
https://beta.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia-detailed/may-2020
https://beta.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia-detailed/may-2020
https://www.universitiesaustralia.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/University-Financing-Explainer-April-2017.pdf
https://www.universitiesaustralia.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/University-Financing-Explainer-April-2017.pdf
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(Humanities will increase required student contribution from $6,804 to $14,500). The goal is to 
‘encourage’ potential students to take up studies in the ‘cheaper’ degrees, which have been earmarked 
as of particular social and economic value. However, there are several problems with this. Firstly, lowering 
the contributions to universities offering these ‘cheaper’ degrees, obscures the reality that these are often 
expensive degrees to run. A consequence is that some universities will not be able to fund education for 
such ‘cheaper’ degrees, because the real cost of running those degrees is not covered. Thus, universities 
will instead seek to funnel students into higher paying degrees such as Humanities. Far from stimulating 
engagement with the targeted, valued degrees such as Medical Science, the funding framework may 
cause institutions to pursue what are, at the end of the day, inherently more financially viable fields of 
teaching and research. Secondly, pushing students to study particular degrees because they are ‘job-
ready’ does not take into account that people need to study what inspires and motivates them- what they 
are passionate about. It is fair to assume that a student who studies what they forced into solely for 
economic reasons, is likely to perform poorly, or at least have a lower performance than if they studied 
something of genuine interest to them. It is legitimate to ask why we would want to push people into 
careers they are not interested in, which may be expected to result in decreased levels of wellbeing, job 
instability and doubtful long-term social and economic gains. We may also legitimately ask for the 
evidence that Humanities studies, for example, which promote critical reasoning, powers of analysis and 
interpretation, communication and persuasion, are less likely to make graduates ‘job-ready’ at a time of 
huge social, environmental and technological change. I return to this issue of the ‘job-ready’ assessment 
below. Finally, these fee changes are discriminatory; they will disproportionately affect women, who 
constitute two-thirds of the students in the degrees adversely affected by this Bill. Overall, the Bill is 
seeking to reduce costs for degrees in male-dominated sectors and increase those in female-dominated 
areas. Again, what is the basis in evidence or evidence-based policy for this discriminatory and systemic 
preference? 

More generally, the higher cost of some degrees may completely put off people who would otherwise 
undertake studies, in particular students from lower socio-economic backgrounds and mature-aged 
students. Many mature-aged students seek to change career direction, or to increase their knowledge for 
their current careers. I teach mature-aged students of all backgrounds, from stay-at-home mothers to 
lawyers, from police officers to military personnel, all of whom have financial commitments such as rent, 
mortgage, family, etc. They have categorically informed me that if the cost of studying law left them with 
a $14,500 per year of study debt, they would not have undertaken the study. Law is a field that has long 
had a stagnant category of students: white males from high socio-economic backgrounds. That has only 
recently changed, with now over 50% of graduates from law degrees being female. However, the push to 
diversify the law degree cohort continues, and this Bill will only make that even more challenging. To bring 
in people from minority groups or lower socio-economic backgrounds will be near-impossible, without 
private donors contributing substantially to scholarships. It will also price out those who want to study 
law, not to become a high-paid corporate lawyer, but to work in social justice or education, such as Legal 
Aid or academia (after all, we need more people educated in law to continue teaching law!). 

The Minister for Education claims that this Bill is to prioritise ‘job-ready’ degrees, with the implication that 
other degrees are not ‘job-ready’ degrees. However, this categorisation is directly contradicted by 
graduate employment figures, which reveal that the so-called not ‘job-ready’ degrees, in fact have the 
same levels of graduate employment as the so-called ‘job-ready’ degrees (with Humanities graduates at 
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around 87% employment after three years, the same as Science and Maths graduates).4 Law, incidentally, 
has a 91.6% employment rate for undergraduates and a 96.7% employment rate for postgraduates. The 
categorisation is also directly contradicted by the graduate attributes of Members of Parliament, the 
majority of whom have Arts and/or Law Degrees, indicating that these degrees are qualifications that lead 
to careers in politics. In fact, the government has admitted that it has done no modelling on its proposal,5 
a fact reinforced by its use of incorrect statistics to attempt to portray Humanities and other so-called not 
‘job-ready’ degrees as having low graduate employment rates.6 

Punitive Provisions 

Turning to other aspects of the proposed Bill, the Bill also proposes to cut off students from government 
financial assistance (HECS/HELP) if they do not pass 50% of their first-year units. This is unnecessarily 
punitive, and does not consider the variety of circumstances in which students find themselves which may 
contribute to or cause a student to fail a subject. There may be many genuine reasons why a student does 
not pass all of their first year units. For example, they may be the first in their family to attend university, 
and be overwhelmed by the context and changes. A student may experience significant personal turmoil, 
such as family deaths, illness or domestic violence that contributes to the student struggling at that time 
to complete their study satisfactorily- despite a desire to do so. It may take time for a student with 
significant disabilities to adjust to tertiary studies and for their institution to make reasonable 
accommodations to provide a level learning field. Another situation is where a student commences a 
course that they discover does not fit their needs, capabilities or interests (something that may occur if 
they are pushed into that course because of financial reasons!). Permitting transfer to another course 
may completely change their experience and allow them to perform well. Denying students further access 
to government loans ensures that these students will never be able to continue or change their studies 
and ultimately succeed. 

Human Rights Implications 

The Explanatory Memorandum of the Bill rightly declares that the Bill has human rights implications for, 
inter alia, the right to work, the right to an adequate standard of living, and the right to education. Indeed, 
all of these rights will be negatively impacted if the Bill is enacted into law. The right to work of higher 
education staff will be significantly at risk, if not violated, due to the inevitable redundancies that will be 
the result of the significant reduction in government funding to universities. The right to education of 
people from lower socio-economic backgrounds will be affected, where they simply cannot afford the 
cost of an education if it leaves them with a debt of $45,000 or more. Australia is a country in a position 
to offer free or near-free higher education to its citizens, and thus it should provide this right. In addition, 
the punitive provisions may operate to completely exclude a person from undertaking higher education 

                                                      
4 QILT, 2020 Graduate Outcomes Survey- Longitudinal (2020) https://www.qilt.edu.au/docs/default-source/gos-
reports/2020-gos-l/2020-gos-l-national-report.pdf.  
5 Paul Karp, ‘Australian government has no modelling on effect of university fee hikes, official reveals’ (28 July 
2020) https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/jul/28/australian-government-has-no-modelling-on-
effect-of-university-fee-hikes-official-reveals.  
6 Tanya Plibersek MP, ‘Liberals Caught Using Dodgy Data to Justify University Fee Hikes’ (31 August 2020) 
https://www.tanyaplibersek.com/media/media-releases/media-release-tanya-plibersek-liberals-caught-using-
dodgy-data-to-justify-university-fee-hikes-monday-31-august-2020/. 

https://www.qilt.edu.au/docs/default-source/gos-reports/2020-gos-l/2020-gos-l-national-report.pdf
https://www.qilt.edu.au/docs/default-source/gos-reports/2020-gos-l/2020-gos-l-national-report.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/jul/28/australian-government-has-no-modelling-on-effect-of-university-fee-hikes-official-reveals
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/jul/28/australian-government-has-no-modelling-on-effect-of-university-fee-hikes-official-reveals
https://www.tanyaplibersek.com/media/media-releases/media-release-tanya-plibersek-liberals-caught-using-dodgy-data-to-justify-university-fee-hikes-monday-31-august-2020/
https://www.tanyaplibersek.com/media/media-releases/media-release-tanya-plibersek-liberals-caught-using-dodgy-data-to-justify-university-fee-hikes-monday-31-august-2020/


Page 5 

study, thereby denying their right to education. The right to an adequate standard of living may also be 
significantly curtailed. The Bill as proposed may create a perfect storm, where students have to take out 
loans to live, supplemented by excessive work, while they study, affecting their successful progression in 
the degree. They may then emerge saddled with double debts to the government and other loan 
providers, risking their ability to enjoy an adequate standard of living during their studies and afterwards. 
That financial burden may also unduly influence their ability to undertake modestly-remunerated but vital 
service and charitable work. In addition to these rights, I have mentioned above the element of 
discrimination against women that exists in these fee changes, which violates Australia’s obligations to 
ensure there is no discrimination in education (under the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights and the Covenant on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women). 

Conclusion 
This Bill offers some positive aspects, such as the extra support to rural regional students, and the increase 
in numbers of Commonwealth-supported places for domestic students. However, given the extraordinary 
short turnaround time for public submissions, I have focused here on the problematic aspects of the Bill. 
In conclusion, I urge the rejection of this Bill, in its current form. The Bill has no foundations in evidence, 
science or studies that suggest its aims are well-targeted or will be achieved through its measures. Rather, 
it is reasonable to think that the Bill will only serve to punish some students, in many cases for 
circumstances of disadvantage beyond their control, and will leave other students (particularly women) 
in debt that will take 15-20 years to pay off. It will almost certainly result in more job losses in the higher 
education sector. It is genuinely baffling that this Bill is even being considered, given the extraordinarily 
negative implications it will have on staff and students at Australian universities. Australia boasts world-
class university education and research, which has contributed enormously to its social, economic and 
knowledge capabilities. But repeated government funding cuts are putting that at risk, and this Bill will 
certainly contribute to the degradation of our university sector. 

 

 


