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ABSTRACT 

Between 1989 and 2004, the Australian University system was increasingly financed 

through a tuition fee and loans scheme referred to as the Higher Education 

Contribution Scheme (HECS). This research explores perceptions of the HECS as 

reported by 346 current and former students carrying HECS liabilities in an online 

survey conducted in 2004-05. Their reported perceptions of the HECS were 

considered against representations of the scheme as 'fair and equitable' by policy 

makers and in official documentation. These representations comprised the data for 

an informational analysis (Bell 1973; Castells 1996) of the HECS debt contracting and 

repayment processes. The findings of informational asymmetry and inadequacy 

continue to be valid — perhaps even more so in the context of the introduction in 2005 

of the Higher Education Loans Program (HELP). 
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PART ONE: SETTING THE SCENE 

Part One delineates the research area and distinguishes the study from previous 

efforts at researching the HECS, through a focus on the informational dimensions of 

the policy. Concepts from theories referred to as 'postmodern' are used to make the 

case for consideration of this dimension over previous research emphases on the 

impact of the HECS on the university system, given the importance of information in 

the social processes constituting a postindustrial society (Chapter One), the 

fragmented nature of the policy's structures and processes (Chapter Two), and the 

potentially lifelong implications of incurring a HECS debt. 
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BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH 

Introducing the HECS 

The Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) was introduced in 1989 as a fair 

and equitable way of ensuring that all students contribute to the cost of their higher 

education. It is considered reasonable that students who directly benefit from higher 

education should pay a part of the cost. The Commonwealth still pays the major part 

of the costs involved. The interest free deferred repayment arrangements mean that 

students are not prevented from participating in higher education by an inability to 

pay up front fees. The money collected through HECS is spent on the higher 

education system. (Commonwealth of Australia, 1998, 1,). 

In the 1970s, the Australian Commonwealth Government took responsibility 

for the funding of the University system from the States and abolished tuition fees 

for students, arguing that this would make Universities more accessible. Fees were 

abolished as an act of social justice (Whitlam 1973). 

Over the three decades since, successive governments introduced policies 

designed to expand the capacity of the University system as Australia's economic 

base shifted from agricultural exploitation to 'knowledge economy'. 

The 'massification' (DEET 1993; DEST 2002a, 4) of higher education 

commencing in 1989 coincided with a 'global fiscal contraction' precipitating a 

reduction in public expenditure on all social services. This was effected principally 

through a policy preference that social services be delivered in the mode of 

competitive markets (see Pusey 1991; Stilwell 2003). 

To resolve the policy problem of expanding access while not increasing 

public expenditure, the Commonwealth required Universities to charge fees to 

students. The Commonwealth argued that it was inequitable to provide free 

education as the labour market (wage) advantages conferred by University 
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participation meant that the well being of select individuals was being sponsored by 

the society. Fees were reintroduced as an act of social justice. In order to introduce fees 

without excluding the non-wealthy, the Commonwealth provided for the Higher 

Education Contribution Scheme (HECS, 'the scheme'). 

The scheme acted as a loans system for domestic students who could not pay 

fees up front. International students were not eligible for this form of support and the 

majority were required to pay full fees. Under the HECS, if a student deferred 

payment of fees, the Commonwealth paid the university on the student's behalf. This 

was treated as a loan to the student, to be recouped through progressive taxation 

payments additional to the student's income tax once they were earning above a 

trigger threshold. The linking of compulsory repayments to specified income levels is 

what made the loan 'income-contingent' (later this became 'income related'). In the 

economics of education literature, this type of loan is referred to as a 'human capital 

contract' (Friedman 1955, 1962). 

Owing to the political controversy surrounding the scheme's introduction, in 

public debates about the policy, concerns about the equity of introducing tuition fees 

overshadowed concerns about the equity of the processes employed to levy fees. The 

dominant debate was whether access to the university system would be 

compromised by the presence of a charge. 

The Commonwealth argued that the income-contingent loan resolved 

concerns about exclusion from university participation (through an inability to pay 

fees at enrolment), through asserting the equitable nature of income contingency in 

loan repayment. However the argument was made with little attention to the 

'downstream' effects of this mode of financing participation. 

The basis of the argument that the income-contingent loan accompanying the 

HECS charge was an equitable mechanism was that repayment was required only 

when the person had achieved 'a capacity to repay', originally conceived as an 

income above 'average earnings'. 
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Methodological perspectives 

...we may understand as critical theory those projects that undertake simultaneously 

(1) critique of received categories, (2) critique of theoretical practice, (3) critical 

exploration of the reasons for aporia or contradictions in other lines of social 

explanation, and (4) critical substantive analysis of social life in terms of the possible, 

not just the actual. (Calhoun 1995, 134) 

This research is concerned with the social possibilities produced by an event 

in the educational field (HECS) that occurred and was justified in reference to the 

economic field. To explore the specific social consequences of the event, a particular 

form of social analysis was required. It required a theoretical framework that could 

accommodate the discourse of the policy's rationalisation (economic) while locating 

it in the social fields (educational, broader societal) in which its ramifications were 

experienced, and the social relationships and practices that it spawned (sociological). 

Without recapitulating the history of the disputes and convergences that 

construct the disciplinary terrain of sociology, the primary objective of this study was 

the exploration of this new form of social relationship, its constitution, and its 

implications. As a consequence, a mode of inquiry was required which avoided 

prematurely foreclosing analysis of the effects of the policy intervention, which 

might otherwise have been reduced to variations on a previously charted theme. 

In other words, the new possibilities ("social facts") arising from the 

reconstruction of the university system and the introduction of the HECS would 

have been neither manifest nor comprehensible if the research had proceeded from a 

closed system analysis, a mono-disciplinary theoretical framework, or relied on 

categories of analysis deriving from previous social formations that may or may not 

be current. 

According to existing research into the impact of the scheme (see Chapter 

Ten) its introduction produced no notable consequence for the operations of the 
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university field. From the perspective of this research the perceived lack of 

consequence was in part a product of the uncritical acceptance of received categories 

and theoretical practice on which analysis had to date been constructed. Significant 

and ongoing transformations of the social and economic conditions which 

underwrite the Australian University system's operation further supported the idea 

of a critical sociological approach. 

More importantly, however, in ongoing efforts to assess the impact of the 

HECS on the university system, the impacts of the HECS on the HECS debtor were 

overlooked. Given the debtor was assuming the burden of a proportion of university 

financing, the present research considered the potential implications for the HECS 

experience post-university (as perceived by the HECS debtors surveyed) as a 

significant area in which the policy requires (and has not received) attention. 

The impetus for this research then was to respond to the silences that 

surrounded the apparent acceptance and success of the new system and its 

assimilation into the social orthodoxy. In this manner it is both critical and 

exploratory, in that it attempted through a surveying of the perceptions of social 

practices embodied and institutionalised in the HECS experience to explore and 

illuminate the mechanisms by which the HECS obligation was indentured and 

perceived. 

It did this through a study of the perceptions of HECS debtors by means of an 

online survey of current and former students experiencing the new social reality of 

the marketised university system. While parts of this territory have been charted (in 

for example Marginson's (1997) Markets in Education, (1997a) Educating Australia, and 

Marginson and Considine's (2000) The Enterprise University: Power, Governance and 

Reinvention in Australia), the reconstitution of the student as client of the new 

enterprise, and the subsequent extension of indebtedness into the working life of the 

former student remain un-researched. 

To recapitulate, the justification for a critical research paradigm lay in the 

novelty of the social process under review, and in the economic framework of 

assumptions that grounded its introduction but which obscured the social meaning 

from view. 
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The policy shift not only introduced the new socio-economic subject referred 

to as the HECS debtor, it also imported assumptions into the new social landscape to 

which the policy was a response. These assumptions may not remain applicable to 

the changed context. For example, if the assumption that university participation 

leads to economic success and social security were taken as given, then there would 

be no need to speculate as to the potential deleterious effects of tuition fees. As 

discussed in Chapters Four and Five, the HECS was rationalised in part on the 

understanding that university education provided a form of labour market 

guarantee, whether this was expressed as a higher lifetime income, or more 

conservatively as a lesser likelihood of unemployment. The validity of that 

assumption however, may rest on features of the social landscape (such as the 

stability of remuneration in occupations, the normative premise of work as full-time 

with a degree of tenure) that themselves shift according to the policy settings and 

dynamics of the social context that surrounds the human capital purported 

correlation between credential and income, but is not comprehended by a human 

capitalist approach. 

Aim and Scope 

This research aimed to explore the adequacy of formal information and 

representations of the HECS. The HECS arrangement was taken to express an 

implied social contract between the state as creditor, and students and former 

students who have taken out a HECS loan and become HECS debtors. The research 

approached the HECS arrangement from the perspective of the intended 

beneficiaries of the policy, the HECS debtors, but also from the perspective of the 

changes brought about in the field of higher education as constitutive of new social 

formations and practices, hence a social-theoretic frame. 

To achieve this aim, official representations were considered in thé light of 

perceptions of the HECS experience as reported by 346 respondents to an online 

survey conducted in 2004-05. 

The research questions developed to explore this aspect of the human capital 

contract from a social and informational perspective were: 
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1. How was (is) the HECS represented to the public by policy makers? 

2. What is known about HECS debtors and their debt? How is this information 

presented? 

3. What do HECS debtors know about the scheme? With what information do 

they form their perceptions? How do these perceptions correspond with the 

official representations? 

Chapters One and Two locate the introduction of the HECS in the 

postindustrial context and provide an account of the social-theoretic concepts 

applied in this research. In Chapter Three an outline of the scope and extent of the 

HECS arrangement is presented to highlight the need for a social research perspective 

(by contrast with an economic or educational perspective). Within the socio-analytic 

frame, information provision is identified as a prerequisite component of equitable 

process. 

In order to explore the informational dimensions and formal explanations of 

the HECS agreement (research questions one and two) Chapters Four to Nine map 

the HECS processes applying to the student-HECS debtor from the perspective of 

timing and information provision. This serves to construct the terrain of the research 

and to present perceptions and representations of the HECS by policy makers. In 

Chapter Ten, previous research into the HECS is reviewed, and informs the rationale 

and design for the survey of HECS debtors (Chapter Eleven). Chapter Eleven 

approaches part one of the third question (what do debtors know about the scheme) 

through an online survey of HECS debtors. Chapters Twelve and Thirteen present 

the survey findings of respondents' perceptions of the HECS within the analytical 

frame of informational adequacy. 

Chapter Fourteen revisits the research questions in assessing how debtors' 

perceptions of the HECS experience compare with official representations, and 

considers the requirements for informational accountability in the wider context of 

policy arrangements structured like the HECS. 
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CHAPTER ONE: THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF THE HECS 

In this chapter the study is located in the social context described as 'post-industrial 

society' the development of which precipitated an emphasis on policy designed to 

increase levels of education in the Australian population. The HECS was introduced 

as the preferred solution to the policy problem, conceived as one of financing the 

expansion of the university system. Theories arising from the 'information 

technological revolution' as interpreted by 'postmodern' theorists are employed to 

highlight the importance of processes of information provision. 

A post-industrial society, an informational analysis 

...the status of knowledge is altered as societies enter what is known as the 

postindustrial age, and cultures enter what is known as the postmodern age 

(Lyotard 1984/1979, 3) 

Australia was historically dependent on the exploitation of natural resources 

as the primary instrument of wealth generation. Globalisation of financial and 

trading systems and changes in trans-national business practices precipitated a 

decline in the value of returns from primary production and a restructuring of work 

practices (see for example Vaile 2000). New means for wealth/well-being generation 

were required. In Australia this was expressed as the need to become a 'knowledge 

society/economy' (Jones 1983, 1985, 1991). 

The importance of education in a post-industrial environment.  

Rapid social change including changes in the structures of work1  led to the 

development of the idea of 'lifelong learning' as an essential means of maintaining 

the currency of informational capital, and enhancing the capacity of individuals to 

1  In the specific Australian context these changes are elaborated in Graycar and Jamrozik 
(1989),and Hancock et al (2000, 2001). 
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adapt to and accommodate the dynamic nature of the new social environment 

(Giroux, 1983, 1989; West 1998; BHERT 2001): 

..the key to economic and social improvement lies in having a population that is 

adaptable, flexible, well educated and attuned to the need for lifelong learning 

(NBEET 1996, 2) 

The received wisdom amongst labour market authorities is that individuals can expect 

to have an average of five jobs in the course of their working lives. This statement has 

major implications for education which appear not to have been clearly 

articulated...In a society which accepted these implications, the necessity for lifelong 

learning would be taken for granted (Anderson, Johnson & Milligan 1997, 3) 

At the same time, a 'silicon revolution' was occurring through the 

development and uptake of information and communications technologies (ICT) 

which altered the mechanisms by which information was produced, stored, 

transmitted, and received (McLuhan 1964; Castells 1996, 1999). This supported the 

belief that wealth creation would in the future be contingent on the intellectual 

capacity of nations (OECD 1989, 1990, 1996). Information had become the new 

currency of the post-industrial environment (Bell 1973, Touraine 1974). Two 

implications are pertinent for the current study — firstly, the development of trade in 

information and the commodification of the processes of information dissemination 

and consumption into 'market like' processes engendered new forms of social 

inequality that can be characterised by reference to informational state. Secondly, 

access to information became mediated by technological capacity (hence Bell and 

Tourainé s emphases on the rise of technocracy accompanying postindustrialisation). 

Lyotard (1984/1979) provided a theory of the interplay between 

computerisation and postindustrialism that captured the subsumption of university 

education to the imperatives of economic exchange. As knowledge, and its raw 

material, information, assumed the role of driving force in the processes of 

production of value, Lyotard predicted: 
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The relationship of the suppliers and users of knowledge to the knowledge they supply 

and use is now tending, and will increasingly tend, to assume the form already taken 

by the relationship of commodity producers and consumers to the commodities they 

produce and consume - that is, the form of value. Knowledge is and will be produced 

in order to be sold, it is and will be consumed in order to be valorised in a new 

production: in both cases, the goal is exchange. 

Knowledge ceases to be an end in itself, it loses its 'use value.' (Lyotard 1984/1979, 

4-5) 

The HECS as the policy solution  

Acknowledging the increasing importance of a highly educated population, 

the policy of mass expansion of the Australian university system was adopted: 

Expansion and reform of the higher education system is expensive. The dilemma 

facing the government is that, while more and better higher education is needed, the 

desired rates of growth require a substantial increase in outlays if they were to be 

funded by the Commonwealth alone. (Dawkins 1987, 3) 

After a period of twenty-five years of (tuition fee) free education, the decision was 

taken by the Commonwealth to finance the required expansion through the 

reintroduction of tuition fees. This was accompanied by a restructuring of the 

university system along principles loosely parallel to those of competitive markets. 

The 'Unified National System'  

The introduction of the HECS was accompanied by the creation of a 'Unified 

National System'. The creation of the Unified National System forced amalgamations 

between universities and colleges of advanced education, through setting 2000 

equivalent full time student units (EFTSU) as a minimum size of university that 

would be eligible for Commonwealth grants. The restructuring effected by these 

amalgamations in some cases created new universities and in other cases enhanced 

the geographical and student size of already established universities (see Marginson 

1997 Chapter Eight). This restructure did not comprehend the area of technical and 
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further education (TAFE) which, in Australia, was constituted as a separate 

educational jurisdiction funded and administered by the States. In the Australian 

context, post-compulsory education remains in a binary form, with technical and 

further education constituted as a separate jurisdiction. Meek (2000, 5) explains it 

thus: "While in most OECD countries the term 'higher education' usually refers to all 

forms of post-secondary education, in Australia 'higher education' is taken to mean 

university education, while the term 'tertiary education' refers to both TAFE 

(Technical and Further Education) and university level education." For this reason, 

TAFE does not fall within the program of which HECS is a part, and is therefore 

beyond the scope of consideration of this research. 

The Unified National System restructures were determined by funding 

criteria — for example, the Commonwealth decided that institutions would be funded 

according to minimum student load, quantified in terms of equivalent full time 

student units. Institutions with less than 2000 EFTSU would not be in the Unified 

National System, which decision prompted a two year period of forced 

amalgamation. Former Institutes and Colleges of Advanced Education amalgamated 

with universities as another criterion of the Unified National System was the 

requirement that institutions offer advanced degrees and conduct research in order 

to fall within funding eligibility (Marginson 1997a, 232). "By 1994 there were thirty-

six universities in Australia in place of the nineteen universities and fifty-one 

advanced education institutions of 1987." (Marginson 1997, 224) 

The scheme accommodated (and enabled) the marketisation of the Australian 

university system. Ultimately, through the sequence of liberalising reforms outlined 

in Chapter Four, universities were given the option of diversifying their operating 

revenue sources, and this option was provided through deregulatory legislation 

which allowed for admission of international students on a full fee paying basis and 

(from 1998) admission of domestic students on a full-fee paying basis. 

The developments of markets in education in Australia were the subject of 

extensive research by Simon Marginson whose work in the area spans three books 

(Marginson 1993, 1997, 1997a) which together provide a detailed study of the social, 

ideological and economic forces which led to the educational reforms of which the 
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HECS was a part. Marginson (1997) documented a large policy-driven increase in 

school retention and consequent participation in both University and TAFE between 

1965 and 1975, financed by public spending, and a second phase of expansion 

financed by the development of quasi-markets incorporating a range of user charges. 

Marginson 1997a, describes an ideological shift in the relationship between state and 

citizenry analysed as a movement from concepts of education as citizenship 

entitlement that characterised the Australian welfare state through a more 

conditional and thus targeted approach to social policy during the period in which 

the HECS was introduced, in which the individual benefits of education were 

emphasised, and culminating in the market liberal approach to government that 

characterises the contemporary social landscape. A full consideration of the impact of 

the shift from state sponsored university participation to a market-like system 

requiring individual contributions from participants is not within the scope of this 

research, and the present research takes up one thread of the implications for 

individuals of the changed educational context. 

This research considers the specific mechanism by which tuition fees were 

introduced as a universal requirement of university participation for Australian 

citizens through the income related deferred repayment loan facility of the HECS. 

The HECS as 'a case of..' 

The success of HECS in supporting the sustainable growth of higher education 

opportunities is evident with the large number of people having taken advantage of 

the interest-free loan scheme since it was introduced by Labor in 1989 ... 

It is regarded internationally as an innovative and equitable way to support higher 

education delivery.2  

While the HECS and perceptions of the policy are the principal foci of this 

2 This was the observation of the Minister for Education (Nelson 2003), some two months 
before the announcement of the new Higher Education Loans Program which replaced HECS 
in 2005. 
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inquiry, there are features of the policy intervention, namely, the financing 

mechanism of the income-related loan, that could be transposed to any number of 

policy contexts currently debated (superannuation and pensions, 'training' for the 

long-term unemployed), and that have been proposed as a potential financing model 

for a number of policy initiatives. The Commonwealth pronounced the HECS a 

success as a financing mechanism on the basis of continuation of enrolments and 

minimal estimation of its implications across the life-course3. 

This apparent success has led to the proposal of a 'HECS style scheme' for 

financing a variety of policy areas such as short term drought relief for farmers 

(Chapman and Botterill 2002, 2004; Chapman et al 2004); paid maternity leave 

(Chapman 2002); financing affordable housing (Powall and Withers 2004); collection 

of outstanding fine-infringement penalties (Chapman et al 2003); and the training of 

elite sportspeople (Denniss 2003). From 1994, HECS-style loans were extended to 

students participating in Open Learning programs and bridging courses for overseas 

trained professionals seeking to have their qualifications recognised in Australia. In 

2002 a HECS-style scheme was introduced to finance postgraduate coursework fees 

in Australian universities (the Postgraduate Education Loans Scheme, or PELS), and 

the apparent success of the HECS in Australia was a factor in governments in New 

Zealand and the United Kingdom introducing similar schemes for their university 

students (NCIHE 1997; Chapman and Ryan 2003; Callender and Jackson 2004). 

The transposable potential of the policy mechanism directs attention to the 

policy as a template (or a script-text) that only requires insertions of the relevant 

noun to become applicable to an unrelated policy area4. A consideration of the HECS 

3  A notable exception to this were early attempts by Professor Harding to simulate potential 
repayment patterns debtors might expect to experience, and to estimate the potential impact 
of the 1997 HECS 2. (see Harding 1993, 1996, discussed in Chapter Ten). Two other studies — a 
survey of undergraduate financing conducted by Long and Hayden (2001) for the Australian 
Vice-Chancellor's Committee and the lifepattems project (described in White and Wyn 2004) 
offer potential models for real impact life-course assessments. 
4  For example: "The Hospital Operation Contribution Scheme is a fair and equitable way of 
ensuring that patients contribute to the cost of their health care. It is considered reasonable 
that patients who directly benefit from hospital should pay part of the cost, while the 
Commonwealth pays the major part of the costs involved. The interest free deferred payment 
arrangements mean that patients are not prevented from participating in hospital if they are 
unable to pay the contribution up front." 
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only as it related to the university system would limit the validity of the analysis to 

that policy system (university education). However, it is perhaps only afterwards 

that the implications of the loan mechanism become manifest. By contrast, a socio-

analytic approach is not constrained by the boundaries of the policy system, but 

considers the potential life course implications of agreeing to the HECS arrangement 

The perceived life course implications reported by the debtors who 

participated in the survey provide valuable information for policy makers intending 

to promote the use of income related loans in other contexts. 

Beyond policy analysis  

Policy analysis allows for a depiction of a state of affairs and analysis of the 

role of the state and other policy actors in how it came to be (Davis and Bridgman 

2003). It is the story of an intervention (Considine 2005). 

In this research the experience of interest does not remain within the policy 

silo of 'higher education' - the HECS experience is also a tax experience, an 

obligation-inducing experience. In this research, the relations and positions that were 

created by the intervention are emphasised over the ostensible aim and outcome of 

the policy, and in a policy analysis would perhaps be described as 'unintended 

consequences', of which the HECS as a potentially lifelong policy is very productive. 

Arguably, the phase in the policy making process described as 'consultation' 

gestures towards the populations affected, but in the case of the HECS and changes 

to the scheme this occurred in the presentation of a range of pre-decided options, and 

negative submissions seemed to be ignored. One example of this was the then 

Opposition Shadow Education Minister (Carlton, Hansard 20 April 1988: 1865) 

commenting on the consultation process leading to the introduction of the HECS, 

noting that while submissions welcomed the opportunity to comment, 

..they all, pretty much without exception, go on to raise very serious reservations 

about quite fundamental aspects of the Green Paper and of the Minister's basic 

intentions. It seems that the Minister or his advisers have seen each of these responses 

come in one by one. The Minister has seen the congratulatory remarks in the first 

14 



paragraph and has duly issued press statements in response to each, welcoming the 

great support given by this body or that to the Minister's proposals.... 

As will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Four, to present the 

introduction of the HECS as a consequence of a process of rational and deliberative 

democratic policy making would be unfaithful to the circumstances and manner in 

which it was introduced. 

The HECS policy's political-economic construction as concerned with higher 

education financing obscured the longer-term social consequences that the 

introduction of a significant new value stream generated. 

In addition, the intervention is ongoing with the introduction in 2005 of the 

Higher Education Loans Program (HELP). While narrative policy analysis (Roe 1994, 

Fischer 2003) expands the domain of consideration in policy studies to the story of 

the policy actors, a narrative has a beginning, middle and end. Given the flexibility of 

the policy levers applying to income contingency and other aspects of the scheme, 

the HECS is not a closed system so much as it is an open-ended process. Some of the 

consequences are delayed many years after the original action, and although the 

narrative of fairness and equity that was attached to income contingency continues to 

be asserted as applying to the new HELP, it is laid over a very different set of 

arrangements than those that comprised the original HECS. 

Every point-in-time appraisal of the scheme (including the appraisals arising 

from this research) will be superceded as the parameters of the scheme shift, and as 

HECS debtors proceed through different life course phases. A longitudinal 

perspective (which is not apparent in HECS policy research) would be the most 

informative. Finally, policy analysis requires reliable information about relevant 

variables in order for questions about the policy to be answerable, and as observed 

by both the Administrative Appeals Tribunal and the Higher Education Council, this 

information has not been comprehensively available (or collected). 

Change (and debt) are the only constants  

The income-contingent loan is now a feature of the Australian social and 

educational landscape. It has the status of a social fact albeit one clothed in a 
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particular economic interpretation. In accordance with the somewhat uncharted 

nature of the new landscape, the first sections of the thesis attempt a sociography, a 

mapping of the social processes and (changing) dynamics that together comprised 

the HECS policy, and presentation of the official information available to prospective 

HECS debtors. 

A normative 'HECS experience' was mapped through the policy's 

representations of the process. This could be described as the 'system' perspective. 

From the literature reviewed it became apparent that the policy had been added to 

by different governments according to their changing interpretation of key phrases in 

the policy ('contribution', 'capacity to pay') and that this had generated 

discontinuities in the operational processes. The feedback mechanisms originally 

incorporated into the scheme were either disconnected, or else ignored. The one 

constant was the obligation of the debtor to pay. 

A social analysis, an informational analysis 

One thinks that one is tracing the outline of the thing's nature over and over again, 

and one is merely tracing round the frame through which we look at it. 

(Wittgenstein 1958, #114) 

The socio-analytic theoretical frame of the research derived from 

'postmodern' social theory, which attempts to reconcile postmodern social structures 

with the modernist assumptions of social research. Commenting on divergent strains 

of postmodernism Cahoone suggested: 

Despite the divergence among these uses of 'postmodern' one could find some 

commonality centering on: a recognition of pluralism and indeterminacy in the world 

that modern or modernist thought had evidently sought to disavow, hence a 

renunciation of intellectual hopes for simplicity, completeness, and certainty; a new 

focus on representation or images or information or cultural signs as occupying a 

dominant position in social life... Cahoone (1996,4). 
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In the conflict produced by this tension, an epistemological position of 

perspectivism is used to organise and interrogate the multiple truths that form and 

inform the HECS orthodoxy. Cahoone suggests five themes that might be considered 

common ground between writers identifying (or labeled) as postmodern: 

Postmodernism typically criticizes: presence or presentation (versus representation 

and construction), origin (versus phenomena), unity (versus plurality), and 

transcendence of norms (versus their immanence). It typically offers an analysis of 

phenomena through constitutive otherness. (Cahoone 1996, pp14-15). 

In this research the available information about the HECS and its implications 

is not treated as an aggregation of facts that simply reflect the reality of the situation. 

HECS information constructs as well as represents public knowledge about the 

scheme. Owing to the modes of information gathering, processing and presentation 

it would be attributing too much weight to extant representations to receive them 

uncritically without a view to how they were generated, and by whom. Rather than 

'tracing the outline' of the HECS representations then, the research sought to explore 

the manner in which the lines and phrases of the representations shaped the form of 

the policy as legitimate, beneficial and equitable, considering both the foregrounded 

positive dimensions as well as what might not be seen through the official frame. 

What Manuel Castells (1996) calls the information technology revolution is 

associated with profound changes in our conceptions and experiences of time, space, 

relatedness, and what it is to know things. (Lankshear 2003,1) 

What is new in our age is a new set of information technologies ... they represent a 

greater change in the history of technology than the technologies associated with the 

Industrial Revolution ... 

Because information processing is at the source of life, and of social action, every 

domain of our eco-social system is transformed (Castells 2000, 10) 
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While the HECS was introduced in a postindustrial paradigm which 

projected an increasing need for university educated citizens, the social 

complications introduced by the computerisation of related social and administrative 

processes added a further epistemological dimension of consideration to an 

informational analysis. 

The early work of Jean-Francois Lyotard attempted to gauge the impact of the 

changes induced by the 'information technology revolution' as they have shaped and 

reshaped social relationships. His analysis of the impact of 'telematics' concentrated 

on the key insight that locating information in electronic structures would 

reconstitute 'knowledge' as a property of these structures, by contrast with previous 

conceptions of knowledge as a property of 'mowers: 

a thorough exteriorisation of knowledge with respect to the 'knower', at whatever 

point he or she may occupy in the knowledge process. The old principle that the 

acquisition of knowledge is indissociable from the training (Bildung) of minds, or 

even of individuals, is becoming obsolete and will become ever more so... (Lyotard 

1984/1979, 4). 

The implications of this insight for assessments of the legitimacy of 

knowledge claims about the HECS and their verification, is one theme of 

consideration in this research and is expressed in the frequently quoted section of The 

Postmodern Condition - where 'postmodern' is defined as incredulity toward 

metanarratives (Lyotard, 1984/1979, xxiv). The metaphor of the language game 

destabilises truth claims of discourses constituting the official representations of the 

HECS to enable a critical analysis of the framing of the HECS metanarrative. 

Distributed information 

The 'postmodern' elements of the HECS policy can be seen in the 

organisation and administration of the scheme. Following Lyotard, there is no 

presentation of a unified totality to be referred to as 'postmodernism', rather, this 

term is used to signify the segmentation and fragmentation of structures, processes 
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and institutions of modernism. 'The University' is one such structure. 

The concepts of fragmentation and 'distributed responsibility' find 

illustration in the proliferation of social agents and agencies having a stake in the 

processes of HECS accrual, reporting and repayment. This is illustrated in the 

following consideration of accounting for student numbers. 

The negotiation of university profiles between universities and the 

Department of Education that was introduced with the Unified National System 

introduced conceptual changes in the terminology of administrative accountability. 

As mentioned, university capacity was negotiated in equivalent full time student 

units (EFTSU). 

... an EFTSU is a value representing the student load for part of a unit, unit, or units 

of study, expressed as a proportion of the workload for a standard annual program for 

a student undertaking a full year of study in a particular year of a particular course 

(DEETYA 1997) 

One EFTSU was thus not equivalent to one student, although a standard full- 

time enrolment was defined as 1 ETFSU5. A particular student in one academic year 

could consume a part, or in excess of, 1 EFTSU, contingent on the units of study and 

how they were weighted in the university's internal system6. 

The EFTSU was used in all Department of Education accounting of university 

enrolments, and a university's profile apportioned load between different 

educational awards (discipline and level). This produces a lack of correspondence 

between Department of Education information regarding HECS liable and HECS 

exempt load — expressed in EFTSU — for any one year, and the number of individual 

students. Thus it is not easily determined what proportion of the student population 

in numbers of students corresponds to the total students EFTSU reported, and how 

5  Further complicating the situation, Department of Education Student Statistics Collections 
defines full time students as students with aggregated load greater than 0.75 ETFSU and part 
time as less than 0.75. 
6  To illustrate, a Bachelor of Social Work student at the University of Melbourne enrolled full 
time in the accelerated program consumes 1.75 EFTSU in one year. The university provides a 
website where students can calculate their course load in EFTSU. see 
http://fee.acs.unimelb.edu.au/index.aspx  

19 



this relates to the number of HECS debtors appearing on the database of HECS 

debtors held by the Australian Taxation Office. Changes in the counting of student 

numbers (from a single annual count in March of the relevant year, changing to a bi-

annual count of students enrolled in each of the major semesters) produced another 

discontinuity in the statistics. 

As universities altered their profiles to accommodate the changing funding 

environment, classifications of students also changed. The major conceptual divisor 

of 'HECS liable' and 'HECS exempt' reflected an increasing number of students who 

were not HECS liable but who were liable for a range of other tuition fees and 

charges (this is enlarged on in Chapter Three). 

HECS technostructure 

The debtor's involvement with the policy instrument obviously persists 

beyond their educational experience, and the administration of the HECS debt is a 

matter of joint responsibility between the universities, the Department of Education 

and the HECS team at the Australian Taxation Office (ATO). The universities report 

their students' HECS data to the Department of Education and the ATO, and the 

ATO handles the collection and repayment functions of the scheme. 

This is paralleled by a distribution of knowledge8  about the scheme- one 

agent (for example a university) may be aware of prices, but unaware of the way in 

which they are applied. Another agent (for example an employer) may be aware of a 

legal obligation to withhold compulsory HECS repayments from their employee's 

7 While the Constitution arrogates responsibility for educational matters to the States of 
Australia, the Commonwealth has been dominant in the area of university policy since the 
1970s. In the creation of 'superministries' (Pusey 1991) in the early nineteen eighties the 
Department of Education was clustered with the portfolios of Employment and Training 
(DEET). In the 1990s Youth Affairs was added (DEETYA), then it became Education training 
and Youth Affairs (DETYA) when employment was relocated. Since 2002 it has been located 
with Science and Training (DEST). These classifications, while of sociological interest in 
illustrating the priorities of governments of the day through decisions as to bureaucratic 
architecture, will be subsumed in text under the 'Department of Education', or 'The 
Department'. 
8  See Foss &Foss (2002) for a summary of the concept of distributed knowledge as taken up by 
theorists of information technology and organisational theory and as considered in terms of 
the hypothesis that distributed knowledge causes authority (as traditional hierarchical 
organisational structures) to fail. 
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pay packet, but will not be aware of the HECS debtor's debt balance. The HECS 

debtor may be aware of their balance, but may not be aware of how much is 

withheld from their pay, and the extent to which their debt is reduced by 

compulsory repayments. 

Additional uncertainties arise because of linking the value of the HECS debt 

to changes in the Australian economy as measured by such indicators as the 

consumer price index. What the debt balance will be on June 2 (as compared with the 

previous day before indexation is applied) is dependent on Australia's overall 

economic functioning. 

Finally, the 'knowledge base' for the HECS- the location in which all data 

utilised by various agencies involved in the scheme for reporting and accountability 

requirements, is a database in the Australian Taxation Office. 

In the computerisation of social processes pertinent to the university and 

HECS experience, a quiet administrative revolution has occurred. The combination 

of human and database interaction is captured in Galbraith's concept of 

technostructure. Galbraith (in Salinger and Galbraith 1979, 55) defined a 

'technostructure' in the following way: 

the structure of the very large firm is different from that of the firm in the 

textbooks. The technostructure highlights the difference. In the large corporation, 

decisions on all important matters are taken not by one person but by many. A 

decision to develop or launch a new product, open a new plant, operate in a new 

country, draws on many different branches of knowledge and experience. No one 

person has it all, so the decision requires the combined judgment of the production 

men, marketing savants, engineers, scientists, lawyers, accountants, labor-relations 

experts and other custodians of specialised knowledge. Each participant contributes a 

small slice of that specialised knowledge. All who so participate are the 

technostructure.... 

As the firm grows larger, the technostructure becomes the effective governing power 

for reasons that are not mysterious. Unless you have the knowledge that allows you to 

participate in making decisions and do participate, you can't be influential 
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Galbraith proposed the concept to account for the activities of large firms 

operating within a market structure. As the introduction of the HECS was also the 

restructuring of the university system along principles typically applied to markets 

(competition, scarcity, financing by unit costing) it is argued here that the 

administrative consequence of university marketisation and the role played by 

universities in the sale and uptake of the HECS loan constitutes them as firm-like 

structures purveying the HECS arrangement. 

The 'HECS technostructure', however (and in a further development of 

Galbraith's idea) is presented here as a complex series of interactions not only 

between individuals but also in crucial respects, between individuals and computers. 

Thus the term 'HECS technostructure' comprehends the Commonwealth 

government (in determining prices, repayment terms, and in negotiation with the 

Universities, numbers of places), the Universities and their information management 

systems (in administering the HECS agreement to students and processing their 

HECS data), the Department of Education (which was attributed formal operational 

responsibility for the scheme including appeals of HECS debts charged by 

universities) and its information management systems, the Australian Taxation 

Office and its HECS debtor database Management Information System 07 (responsible 

for processing of HECS repayments and management of debt information), the HECS 

debtors themselves (selecting a payment option, providing a tax file number, 

discharging the liability), after 1994 employers of HECS debtors (who were required 

to deduct compulsory HECS repayments from their employees pay along with their 

standard income tax obligations), until 1998, the Higher Education Council (impact 

monitoring) and the Commonwealth Administrative Appeals Tribunal (in hearing 

administrative process appeals). 

It would be a misrepresentation to present this technostructure as an orderly 

system. Its development was more ad hoc than is implied by the idea of a system, and 
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it has become more segmented with subsequent elaboration and alterations of HECS 

operational processes, and devolution of monitoring and accountability functions9. 

The concept of the technostructure highlights the distributed operational 

responsibilities involved in accruing and discharging a HECS debt, and explains the 

incomplete nature of information reported on the scheme. It also provides the 

parameters of the field of this research (that which the debtor's perceptions are 

about). In sixteen years of operation the HECS technostructure came to resemble a 

labyrinth, with the HECS information booklet HECS: Your Questions Answered 

providing the metaphorical Ariadné s thread intended to guide students as they 

made their way to becoming a HECS debtor, and assist them in avoiding the 

minotaur of unintended consequences. 

The tension and facility of this thread — the information and representations 

made to guide the debtor's understanding- varied according to the phase of 

development of the HECS technostructure. 

The postmodernist emphasis on representation is applicable to the mediation 

of information processes by the computer. What remains of the original HECS 

information is a collection of texts that can be understood as phrases, or constituent 

moves in language games. The various representations and statements about the 

HECS are approached as phrases in language games (Lyotard), where 'language 

games' are the very serious practice of constituting meaning through usage. There 

may well be a 'truth' of the HECS to be determined, however, as the scheme 

symbolised a social and structural shift in the meanings attributed to participation in 

university education, and co-incided with a shift in the means of information 

production (computerisation), HECS policy did not constitute a stable form from 

which generalisations could be easily made. 

These considerations led to information provision, reception and 

comprehension as the analytic framework. While Lyotard's early work (1979/1984) 

9  Castells' concept of 'network' which also captures the idea of distributed functions and 
knowledge was not utilised here because -as will become apparent- the HECS technostructure 
does not fulfil Castells' basic definition of 'information-networks based social structure' 
(Castells 2000,21), lacking as it does the features of integration (network), coordination and 
social emphasis. 
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focused on the idea of the language game (Wittgenstein, 1958) as the unit of social 

analysis, in his later writing (Lyotard 1988) he turned to the idea of phrase regimens 

as their irreducible content (perhaps to respond to the charge that to theorise 

language games was to introduce another metanarrative). An analysis exploring 

language game or phrase regimen construction of meaning bypasses the question of 

origin and truth in favour of an exploration of the constitution of the meanings of 

social processes. The emphasis on information focuses the inquiry on the questions of 

who constitutes and who is constituted in the language games of the HECS. 

...while there are still power relationships in society, the bypassing of centres by flows 

of information circulating in networks creates a new, fundamental hierarchy: the 

power of flows takes precedence over the flows of power. (Castells 2000, 20) 

The phrases or language games (of information provision, of equity) which 

were used to introduce and justify the HECS can be analysed in juxtaposition with 

the phrases formulated by HECS debtors in their responses to the online survey - 

itself a language game of soliciting information perceptions. 

Lyotard's observations (and prognostications) as to the impact of 

technological change on the idea of society and its constituent forms highlighted the 

analytic need to consider social processes as forging relationships not only between 

people, but also between individuals and systems, and individuals and databases. 

In the consonance or dissonance of phrases, the debtor's perceptions of their 

HECS experience provide answers to the questions of information reception and 

comprehension. 

In summary, this chapter has identified the social changes — 

postindustrialism, the expansion of the capacity of the university system and the 

'information technology revolution' that precipitated the development of the HECS 

technostructure. Chapter Two takes up these themes in considering how the policy's 

particular formation affects researching the HECS. 
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CHAPTER TWO: METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

In this chapter, the logic of the approach to researching the HECS is grounded in 

Bourdieu & Wacquant's (1992) theory/practice of reflexive sociology. The research 

trajectory was revised in the light of a mapping of the HECS technostructure, which 

revealed it to be unconstituted as a field of research. This made an exploratory 

inscribing and construction of the terrain of the research a necessary precursor. The 

term 'sociography' was coined to capture the need to draw the revised social 

landscape informing the operations of the university system, and the gathering 

together of diverse sources of information regarding the HECS (structures and 

processes) within one frame. 

Reflexive sociology 

This research was prompted by the researcher's experience of becoming a 

HECS debtor. Without the benefit of that experience the research would have been 

very different. In keeping with the principles of reflexive sociology (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant 1992) underpinning this research and in the interests of transparency, a 

synopsis of the researcher's HECS experience can be found at Appendix 1. 

In contrast to an objectivist social scientific posture, and in recognition of the 

researcher's embeddedness in the scheme, the research proceeded from the 

assumption that aspects of the HECS could only be 'known' by undergoing the 

experience. This corresponds to the idea of embodied knowledge, or practical 

consciousness or wisdom ('phronesis') and is in contrast with a priori knowledge 

(derived from the application of principles). 

The principles of reflexive sociology pertinent to the research include the 

need to construct the 'social facts' of the HECS (Bourdieu et al 1991), the suspension 

of belief in the prescribed categories of prior analyses (Bourdieu and Wacquant 

1992), and the privileging of perspectives that have been marginalised in the 

construction of the HECS as essentially economic policy (Bourdieu 1999). 

An important consideration arising from the idea of the technostructure was 

the recognition that 'HECS knowledge' is dispersed throughout the scheme's agents 

25 



and technology. Each dimension of the technostructure provided access to a different 

part of the HECS story. The research drew on the perceptions and reported 

experiences of HECS debtors as valid sources of information, while the analysis 

developed themes raised by the survey respondents through additional materials 

and resources. This served the aim of 'triangulation' (Esterberg 2002, 37) and added 

to the robustness of the findings. 

Sociography before socio-analysis  

While the initial research proposal was to investigate the effect of the HECS 

on the educational experience of the debtor as well as their subsequent occupational 

destinations, the research was revised substantially in the light of the following 

considerations. 

The focus of the project was on the HECS (loans) policy, as opposed to the 

university system. A full consideration of the way in which HECS had shaped the 

higher educational system would have diluted the focus of the project and shifted it 

away from the population of concern (the debtors and their debt) towards the 

university system. The introduction of the HECS can be equated with the 

commencement of the process of full commodification10. At that point, market logic 

entailed that in relation to the university, the student became a consumer, even if the 

service was initially purchased on their behalf by the government. Less obvious was 

that the student debtor also became a 'client' of the Commonwealth through 

accepting the conditions of the HECS arrangement. 

While market logic now mediates the exchange between a prospective 

student and their university, research assuming that market indicators provide 

sufficient information to make assessments of the scheme (whether by policy makers, 

or by prospective and current HECS debtors) proved inadequate in importing the 

presumption of perfect understanding on behalf of students, as would be expected if 

they were 'knowledgeable consumers' of other products available in markets (see 

Baldwin & James 2000; Sharrock 2000). 

10 As prices and fees for service had already been introduced for international students prior 
to the HECS, the HECS marked the extension of market logic to domestic students. 
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Further, as it was quite possible to become a HECS debtor without 

completing any form of certification, consideration of the impact of HECS on the 

educational experience and system, while a topic of considerable interest (especially 

to the universities) constituted a separate sphere of inquiry. 

The experience of HECS debtors spending anywhere from three to fourteen 

years in the university system would not necessarily provide information that 

reflected the state of the evolving market. While their university experience might 

have been affected by the fact of having to pay for it, a debtor's perspective on the 

university system was considered less a matter for comment for HECS debtors than 

their perceptions of their introduction to and incorporation into the loan 

technostructure that constituted the scheme. 

As revealed by the review of existing research, there are conceptual 

difficulties in the determination of effects that can be directly attributable to HECS as 

opposed to some other variable. This over-determination in concert with the 

substantial variation between different incarnations of the scheme required an 

exploratory approach to assess the information bases and understandings of the 

HECS that debtors brought to their contract. Surveys which had attempted a 

'positive approach' to assessing debtor's understandings of the HECS (for example 

Ernst &Young 1992 asking respondents whether they felt they understood HECS) 

assumed that there was no question of information adequacy or asymmetry to be 

investigated. 

The size of the population of HECS debtors provided another challenge. The 

Commissioner of Taxation's Annual Report for 2002-03 noted: 

At 30 June 2003 there were approximately 1.2 million clients with a total 

accumulated HECS debt of more than $9.80 billion "(Commissioner of Taxation 

2003, 59). 

Given the potential population of participants in the survey, it was decided 

11  The total Australian population is approximately 20 million; therefore persons with HECS 
debts (or who have had HECS debts) comprise 5% of the total population. The Australian 
Bureau of Statistics Survey of Education and Work reported the Australian population aged 
between 15 and 64 as 13,173,000 (ABS 2004, 31)- HECS debtors considered as a fraction of this 
population are 9.1%. 
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that an investigation of individual experiences of the higher educational system 

would constitute an entire endeavour unto itself, and that the HECS experience as 

the specific mechanism to which the survey sought response was the experience the 

debtor could comment on. 

Two events occurred in the political domain while the research was being 

designed - the conduct by the Commonwealth in 2002 of the policy review Higher 

Education at the Crossroads culminating in the announcement of a new loans scheme, 

the Higher Education Loans Program (HELP), and the Federal election campaign of 

2004. These events precipitated modifications to the timing and process of 

advertisement of the survey, the survey design, and recruitment strategies (discussed 

later). 

Discontinuities in statistical representations  

The most significant limitation within which the research was conducted 

arose from the nature of existing data collections in which the HECS was included. 

The primary impetus for an informational analysis lay in the absence of relevant 

information - the example of accounting for HECS liable student numbers in terms 

of student units (a university financing category) highlights the lack of information 

that related specifically to individuals passing through the university system. While 

the Department of Education held primary responsibility for the administration of 

the scheme, the distribution of responsibilities for various aspects of the HECS 

administration described above was not reflected in separate reporting requirements 

but rather the majority of attempts to account for the HECS and its impact devolved 

on the data provided by universities to the Department of Education and the 

Australian Taxation Office. The reliance on the EFTSU as the unit of measurement 

has precipitated a series of representations of the HECS that are structured around a 

category developed for the purposes of university funding. Thus, statistically and 

conceptually, representations about the HECS need to be interpreted before they can 

be assumed to be reflective of a particular state of affairs. 

Discontinuities also present when considering Census information on 

proportions of the population bearing higher education credentials and their 
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employment status. Examples include the lack of correspondence between categories 

like 'professional' ,'skilled', 'clerical' as employment categorisations, and levels of 

education expressed as credentials. Refinements in both educational and 

occupational classification scales, and a lack of concordance between these 

classifications and the different classifications for credentials used by universities 

and other higher education providers produces discontinuity in accounting for 

student numbers and determining associations between credentials and occupational 

outcomes. 

A final complication involved the parameters of the policy system versus the 

sphere of concern of the research. Owing to the way in which the scheme was 

structured, its operation required interaction between multiple entities - federal 

government agencies, Universities, employers and debtors. The monitoring and 

establishing of HECS-related consequences (and the difficulties inherent in this task) 

would be of interest to Universities, the Department of Education, and political 

policy actors only while the individual is studying. The debtor subsequent to their 

educational experience is of interest to the Australian Taxation Office only to the 

extent that they are a taxpayer. In this sense, the debtor falls through the gap 

between 'policy silos' and, as regards the experience of the scheme, is not obviously 

within the sphere of concern of any particular department or agency. Even the 

Higher Education Council, which between 1989 and 1998 reported to the Minister on 

the impact of the scheme, was only charged to investigate the consequences of the 

scheme for persons entering or in the university system. 

The difficulty this distribution of responsibility created is in the consequential 

absence of an authority mandated (and funded) to monitor the post-educational 

longer-term policy impact, and the related absence of a longitudinal data collection 

directed to such an aim. The Higher Education Council's twelve reports (HEC 1989 - 

1998) prior to its abolition illustrated the information challenge to a statutory 

authority legislatively mandated to report on the operation of the scheme, by a 

fragmented multi-jurisdictional sector. Rather than attempt to bridge the 

bureaucratic stratifications of policy formulation structures, the research is centred 

on the HECS and representations of the policy (not higher education policy-centred) 
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and therefore required an emphasis on related policy areas as they resonated with 

(or dissonated from) the debtors' experiences. 

Revised research aim 

The aim of this research was subsequently modified in relation to the absence 

of data, and the considerations discussed above. An exploratory approach was 

required to draw together information about the research area, before any form of 

assessment could be possible. The technostructural constitution of the area discussed 

above meant that the specific information that would be required for a population 

study was (and remains) unavailable (this is discussed further in Chapter Nine). The 

aim of this research was not to analyse the characteristics of the current debtor 

population but to survey the informational parameters within which the scheme was 

administered. The object of this research is the discursive construction of the policy, 

not the population. The idea of an informational analysis as a descriptive and critical 

endeavour is elaborated below. 

An informational analysis 

One way of understanding comprehension of the scheme, in the debtor 

population and in the wider population, is as a function of the information available 

about the scheme and of public representations of how the scheme operated. 

The most significant development in terms of the method of research was the 

realisation by the researcher that while representations as to the purpose and 

operation of the scheme were available, there remained (and remain) questions as to 

the extent to which the debtor is in a position to comment authoritatively on the 

scheme, in the light of the limited available information and its character12. In 

economic theoretic terms, significant information asymmetries (Akerlof 1970) existed 

in the policy system. Information asymmetries were theorised by Akerlof to describe 

a situation in which the seller of a product has knowledge about the product that the 

potential buyer does not have. Akerlof was interested in the capacity of information 

12 This character being principally influenced by the marketing imperative, which has arisen 
as the Government promotes the Scheme, and as Universities seek to provide information 
that does not exceed the Department of Education specifications. 
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asymmetries to undermine the operational capacity of markets (his example was that 

of the poor quality product in the second hand car market). The application of this 

concept in this research is developed in Papadopoulos (2005) (a copy of which is 

provided at Appendix 6). The applicability of the concept of information 

asymmetries in the HECS context does remain subject to the questions -who is 

configured as the 'seller' of the loan (the university, or the Commonwealth) and, do 

the sellers actually know about the product (the loan). In this research it is assumed 

that whether the university or the Commonwealth is considered the seller, each 

entity is in a position whereby they could know more than the buyers (even if they 

do not) and that prospective debtors are reliant on the information provided by both 

the Commonwealth and the Universities in making their decision to enter into a 

HECS arrangement. These informational imbalances (in terms of both the operation 

of the scheme, and the nature of the HECS obligation) apply also to the population at 

large, and to different nodes of the policy system. This entailed the revision of the 

survey to assess the information the debtor actually possessed, rather than 

recapitulating the assumption of perfect information upon which the scheme's 

operational structure and previous research into its consequences rested. 

Research questions, methods and data collection  

Data collection was conducted in three phases through three different 

pathways. The research questions informing each data collection corresponded to 

each method of research as follows: 

Question one: How was (is) the HECS represented to the public by policy 

makers? 

In order to analyse the representations of the scheme made by policy makers, 

all information that concerned the HECS generated by the agencies involved in its 

administration required collation. Legislation, Hansard and politicians' policy 

statements, media releases and speeches provided an official representation of the 

policy rationale. Informational material by government agencies and universities that 

explained the scheme to students at enrolment provided the representations of the 

scheme made to students, and the representations which were considered necessary 
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for the student to assent to the HECS arrangement. 

The results of formal inquiries by statutory authorities (specifically the 

Higher Education Council) and Senate committees formed a further layer of 

information that has been tabled in Parliament and therefore contributed to the 

official information available to policy formulators. 

Finally, cases coming before the Administrative Appeals Tribunals provided 

feedback on operational features of the scheme, and were reviewed for the way in 

which they contributed to the interpretation of the legislation and the 

implementation of the policy. 

All references to and reporting on HECS were collected from Annual Reports 

published by the Department of Education and the Australian Taxation Office for the 

period 1989 — 2002. Further publications by the Department of Education —Triennium 

reports on the higher educational system, and pieces of research (largely through the 

Department's evaluations and investigations program) were consulted where they 

enlarged on the representations made in Annual reports through specific inquiries or 

analysis. 

The Taxation Office also publishes HECS repayment related items in its 

annual release 'Taxation Statistics' however that information is presented within the 

wider context of income taxation statistics and comment on the HECS is restricted to 

reporting the number of repayers and proportion of debt repaid by sex per year. 

Additional information was sourced through Australian Bureau of Statistics 

(ABS) catalogues, and related publications based on ABS surveys or census data. In 

some cases, the information presented by the ABS was sourced from either the 

Department of Education or the Australian Taxation Office and as such duplicated 

information found directly from these sources. 

The public record of the Administrative Appeals Tribunal (which considered 

appeals by students against a HECS charge and related matters of administrative law 

and process) provided another perspective on the operation of the HECS, as seen 

through the eyes of both applicants, and through the recorded views of sitting 

Tribunal members in making decisions. All published decisions found through the 

Australian Legal Information Institute were considered as they reflected how the 

32 



HECS shaped relationships between universities, debtors and the state (as 

represented by the Department of Education and the Australian Taxation Office). 

There has been a significant amount of publication in peer reviewed academic 

journals which has "HECS" as a keyword. These publications were reviewed and 

used when they offered new information or alternative interpretations of existing 

information. 

The review of the representations of HECS made by policy makers and 

implementing agencies delineated critical moments in the policy episodes (the 

introduction of the HECS and subsequent amendments to the scheme) in the social 

context of the late nineteen-eighties, and in the context shift involved in the change of 

Federal Government in the mid nineteen-nineties. Narratives of the policy episodes 

were compiled through keyword searches of the official record of the Australian 

Parliaments (Hansard). Further documentary information originating in the political 

sphere was obtained through reviewing the reports and investigations of the 

standing Senate Committee of Inquiry into Employment and Education. The aim of 

the re-telling of the policy episodes, in bringing together current available 

perspectives and representations on the purpose and operation of the scheme, was to 

co-locate the official (state) perspective on the scheme with views which are on the 

public record but which have received less exposure. The findings are reported in 

Part Two —'Sociographÿ . 

The second phase — exploring question two - what is known about the HECS 

debt and those carrying it - comprised collection of existing ATO data on the 

characteristics of HECS debtors and the debt situation in 2002. This was through 

correspondence with the 'HECS team' at the ATO. This also served the aim of 

exploring possible ways of recruiting a sample of the population, and considering the 

database used by the ATO as a potential research resource. Findings are reported in 

Chapter Nine. 

The third phase of this research explored HECS debtors' perceptions of the 

HECS, through a national online survey of HECS debtors. The conduct of this part of 

the research is outlined in detail in Chapter Eleven. 
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PART TWO: SOCIOGRAPHY: MAPPING THE 
RESEARCH AREA 

Owing to the fragmented and disparate structures that together comprised the 

HECS, the first task of this research was to bring together all available information 

about the scheme. This process has been entitled sociography, as it involved a 

mapping of the shifting terrain of the HECS arrangements, from the perspective of 

the HECS as a social system. It constituted the 'social facts' of the HECS as they were 

presented to the public, and as they have been used to account for and explain the 

scheme. In accordance with the research questions, the sociography focused on the 

informational dimensions of the scheme. 
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CHAPTER THREE: 'SOCIOGRAPHY' OF THE HECS 
TECHNOSTRUCTURE 

What is the HECS? Official representations  

This chapter describes the formal operational structures and processes of the 

HECS, as represented in legislation and HECS information. The policy instrument 

required legislative institutionalisation, in order to provide enforceable structures for 

the imposition and collection of the liability. 

Legislation  

The Higher Education Funding Act 1988 (Commonwealth) ('HEFA 1988') 

received royal assent on the 6th January 1989. The Employment Education and Training 

Act 1988 and the Higher Education Funding Act 1988 constituted the primary legislative 

vehicle, and replaced the States Grants (Tertiary Education Assistance Act) 1987. 

The main stated policy objective was to expand the capacity of the university 

system (HEFA 1988, #2a) in a way that was not onerous to the Commonwealth. 

The central feature of the HEFA was provision for the introduction of tuition 

fees, and for three ways of paying - at enrolment ('upfront'), partial payment at 

enrolment and deferred payment. The HEFA incorporated the requirement on 

universities to charge fees to their students as a condition of receiving 

Commonwealth grants (HEFA 1988 division 1, #38), and to cancel the enrolment of a 

student who failed to indicate their payment option for a semester on a mandated 

HECS census date through either signing the approved form (HEFA 1988 division 2, 

#41c) and providing their tax file number, or else through completing their upfront 

payment transaction with the university. 

Policy instrument  

The policy therefore comprehended two processes - the introduction of fees 

('student contributions') by universities, and the introduction of the loans instrument 

by the Commonwealth. The key elements of the policy were presented thus: 
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The Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) was introduced in 1989 as a fair 

and equitable way of ensuring that all students contribute to the cost of their higher 

education. It is considered reasonable that students who directly benefit from higher 

education should pay a part of the cost. The Commonwealth still pays the major part 

of the costs involved. The interest free deferred repayment arrangements mean that 

students are not prevented from participating in higher education by an inability to 

pay up front fees. The money collected through HECS is spent on the higher 

education system. (Commonwealth of Australia, 1998, 1) 

Eligibility: "HECS liable"  

Eligibility for a HECS loan was established by reference to citizenship status 

and an offer of a university place. The requirement to make a contribution was 

extended to all domestic students13. HECS loan eligibility was universal to the extent 

that any Australian citizens who qualified for entry to an award course could avail 

themselves of the deferred payment facility, regardless of their means and their 

enrolment status. The loan (which was paid to the institution not to the student) was 

for the deemed sticker price of the tuition charge. The situation as regards New 

Zealand citizens and permanent residents has varied across the scheme's operation. 

"HECS exempt"  

One way in which 'marketisation' is reflected in the Australian university 

context is in the increasing differentiation of categories of student status by fee 

paying type. Over the years of the scheme and in part a consequence of declining 

Commonwealth contributions, policy concerning the admission of students on a fee 

paying basis was increasingly liberalised. There is thus an increasing number of 

students enrolled in Australian universities described as 'HECS exempt'. The 

category of HECS exempt students includes postgraduate coursework students 

paying fees under the postgraduate educational loans scheme (PELS), international 

13  At its inception specific limited exemptions were provided for postgraduate research 
students, teaching and nursing places. 
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full fee paying and 'foreign aid' students, domestic full fee paying students, students 

occupying places paid for by employers, and by 2002 an additional nineteen other 

categories of fee paying student (DEST 2003). In other words, a 'HECS exempt' 

student is generally paying a fee in excess of the HECS contribution required of 

commonwealth supported domestic students. The Year Book Australia (ABS 

catalogue 1301.0) in an article "Paying for university education" estimated that 

between 1997 and 2002 fee paying overseas students considered as a source of 

university funding increased from 7.6% to 12.5% of university funding. This 

publication is typical in reporting of students' fee paying status, in the 

conceptualisation of student fee paying status as a quantum (percentage) of 

university funding. The table (reproduced below as Figure 1) which reports on 

students by HECS liability status, illustrates the shifting composition of student 

enrolments relative to their fee paying classification: 

Figure 1: ABS Catalogue 1301.0 HECS liability status of higher education students 

HECS liable 
HECS exempt 
comprising: 
Overseas fee -paying 
Domestic fee-paying 

PELS - liability 
deferred (a) 

Other HECS-exempt 
(b) 

Total 

1992 (%) 

81.7 

18.3 

4.8 
2.2 

11.3 

100.0 

1997 (%) 

78.7 

21.3 

10.9 
3.2 

7.2 

100.0 

2002 (%) 

67.1 

32.9 

20.0 
4.8 

1.8 

6:4 

100.0 
(a) Postgraduate Education Loan Scheme (PELS) introduced in 2002. 
(b) Includes overseas foreign-aid sponsored students; Australian Postgraduate Awards; 
enabling courses, and non-award courses. 
Source Australian Bureau of Statistics (2005b) Catalogue 1301.0 

The process of becoming a HECS debtor 

The process of enrolling at university was also the process in which a HECS payment 

option was selected. Students electing to pay their contribution when they enrolled 

('upfront') received a discount and had no further involvement with the scheme, 

their transaction being conducted with the university. As noted, there is an 
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informational lack generated by the accounting for students in terms of university 

load, and students paying their liability at enrolment are estimated to have 

comprised approximately one-fifth of HECS liable students throughout the years of 

the scheme14. Students who deferred payment became HECS debtors. This entailed 

that the Commonwealth discharged the student's tuition charge directly to the 

university, with the student becoming indebted to the Commonwealth for 

repayment of the contribution. Whether commencing or continuing, all HECS 

eligible domestic students (with the exception of full-fee paying students introduced 

in limited numbers in 1998) were required to complete a Payment Options 

Declaration Form (PODF) on which they nominated their fee paying status (upfront, 

upfront safety net's with the possibility of deferral, or deferred). In signing this form, 

the debtor was also signing their assent to the number of other clauses/declaration 

inserted by the Department, and modified as the scheme progressed. Over sixteen 

years, the form, as well as the HECS Your Questions Answered booklet, underwent 

significant revisions as the scheme changed. These will be discussed in detail in 

Chapter Six. 

The 'income-contingent repayment loan' feature of the policy was 

incorporated into the legislative provisions made in the Higher Education Funding Act 

(1988). Selecting a HECS payment option through signing 'the approved form' was a 

mandatory requirement for a student to complete the enrolment process (HEFA, #41 

(1)). An information booklet produced by the Department of Education and the 

Australian Taxation Office called "HECS: Your Questions Answered" constituted the 

primary source of information about the HECS arrangement for the student. 

14  Estimates of the proportion of HECS liable students (EFTSU) who paid their liability 
upfront (ranging from less than 20% when the scheme was introduced, and increasing to 
around 25% of HECS liable students in any one year subsequent to the discount for upfront 
payment being increased from 15 to 25% in 1993) were reported in Annual Reports of the 
Department of Education as well as the Reports of the Higher Education Council to the 
National Board of Employment Education and Training. 
15 The 'safety net' option allowed for a student who had indicated an intention to pay up front 
to automatically become a deferred payment (debtor) if on the Census date they had not 
completed their transaction with the University. This option was introduced to avoid 
cancellations of enrolment. 
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The approved form, the 'payment options declaration form' (PODF) 

contained a section in which the student was notified that signing the approved form 

indicated their agreement to the conditions of the HECS arrangement. 

The student received a confirmation of enrolment from the University, which 

provided an estimation of their HECS liability for the semester in which they 

enrolled. Their HECS payment option and amount of HECS contribution at that 

point was indicative (an estimate), and confirmed subsequent to the HECS census 

date (for standard semesters, this was the end of March for first semester and the end 

of August for second semester). 

If the student had not withdrawn by the HECS census date their contribution 

for the semester was reported by their university to the Australian Taxation Office 

and to the Department of Education. Whether they completed or passed the subject 

or not, these amounts per semester formed the basis of their HECS obligation to the 

Commonwealth. The student was issued a notice of enrolment by the university 

subsequent to the census date in which the HECS obligation reported to the ATO 

was recorded. 

Students had a time frame of fourteen days from receipt of the statement of 

liability provided by their institution to challenge the correctness of particulars 

(Section 55(1) HEFA 1988 "..or within such further period as the appropriate officer of the 

institution allows"). Remission of the HECS charge for withdrawals from subjects 

subsequent to the HECS Census date was available only in the event of the student 

experiencing 'special circumstances', and required appeal to the Secretary of the 

Department of Education16. 

Debt accrual and repayment 

The provision of the students' tax file numbers enabled an intersection 

between the HECS debt and the students' subsequent earnings as reported in their 

income tax declaration. A record of the debt resides in the Australian Taxation Office. 

Repayment of HECS debts was described as 'income-contingent' or 'income related'. 

16 This appeals process is enlarged upon in Chapter Eight. The cases coming before the 
Tribunal provided another perspective on the information available to debtors, and the 
interpretation of the legislation by tribunal members (see Appendix 4). 
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This meant that repayment of the debt was not required until the HECS debtor's 

income exceeded a minimum threshold. When the debtor's income exceeded a 

(Commonwealth nominated) threshold, a proportion of their gross earnings was 

levied as a compulsory HECS debt repayment additional to their income tax 

obligations. Repayment thresholds were structured progressively so that the greater 

the income, the more the proportion deducted in compulsory repayment17. Appendix 

3 shows the HECS repayment threshold income triggers, and the proportions of 

gross income stipulated as compulsory repayment for that income level. As is the 

case with other features of the scheme, these thresholds have been subject to major 

and less major amendments. The appendix also shows the variation in amounts 

required to be paid in compulsory repayment for a selection of annual incomes in 

each of the years of the HECS. In the first two years of the HECS, for example, 

debtors exceeding the lowest threshold paid 1% of their gross income in compulsory 

HECS debt repayment, and debtors exceeding the highest threshold paid 3%. After 

1996, debtors earning above the lowest threshold paid 3%, and debtors earning above 

the highest threshold paid 6%. 

Compulsory repayments were raised and due with the annual income 

taxation assessment (after the end of the financial year), and since 1994 were also 

deducted by employers through the pay as you earn (PAYE, and after 2001, pay as 

you go (PAYG)) tax-withholding system. 

Voluntary repayments could be made and attracted a bonus discount. 

Compulsory repayments were credited against a HECS debtor's outstanding balance 

after the end of the financial year (June 30) when their income tax return was 

processed. On June 1 of every year, any accumulated HECS debt (outstanding for 

twelve months) was subject to an adjustment, referred to as indexation. The debt 

amount was multiplied by a factor derived from the eight previous consumer price 

indices, which proxied for changes in the costs of living. 

17 Appendix 3 shows the HECS repayment threshold income triggers, and the proportions of 
gross income stipulated as compulsory repayment for that income level. As is the case with 
other features of the scheme, these thresholds have been subject to major and less major 
amendments. The appendix also shows the variation in amounts required to be paid in 
compulsory repayment for a selection of annual incomes in each of the years of the HECS. 
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Policy alterations  

... the University is not only complex in its activities and associations, but is a 

'discourse sticky' institution. 

Many claims are made on the University (Marginson 2004, 162.) 

Signaling the substantive intersection of this policy area with others, some 

twenty-three related Acts have since been affected (amended or repealed) as the 

HECS unfolded in operation (for example the Bankruptcy Act 1966, the Consumer 

Credit Code 1996). 

HECS policy operation and conceptualisation have varied according to 

changes in federal government priorities. The Higher Education Funding Act 1988 has 

itself been the subject of continuous amendment18, partly owing to the provision for 

annual declaration of features of the Act that were to be stipulated by the Minister 

through Gazettal (specifically, the per annum charge that is paid to the 

institution/loaned to the debtor, and the indexation of the debt outstanding at twelve 

months), but also to accommodate incremental policy shifts occurring according to 

the interpretation of the Act by the Government of the particular day. 

From 1989 to 2002, variations were effected in conditions of eligibility; the 

required contribution amounts (tuition charges), in discounts available to upfront 

payers and applied to voluntary debt repayments; in the income thresholds above 

which debtors were required to make a compulsory repayment of their debt, and in 

the proportions of their gross income required in compulsory repayment. 

The normative HECS experience: becoming a HECS debtor 

From the information synthesised above, it can be seen that the HECS debt 

accrual process was subordinate to the process of enrolling at university. This section 

concludes with a distillation of the actions and information accompanying actions 

and demonstrates the extent to which the debtor could be aware of the terms of their 

agreement. 

18  See table of amendments to HEFA 1988. 
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At enrolment the debtor signed a PODF selecting the deferred payment 

option. Their provisional enrolment showed an amount indicating the university 

estimate of their HECS liability for the semester (this could vary according to course 

load). They may or may not have received a copy of the information booklet, in 

which indicative charges were provided, and in which it was advised that the 

university could advise on specific course costs. 

After the Census date the student was sent a notice from the university 

showing the amount of HECS liability reported to the ATO. If the student believed 

the notice was incorrect they could query it with the university (within 14 days of the 

notice being issued). 

At the end of the financial year (30 June) the debtor was required to submit an 

income tax assessment, in which they were requested to advise of their HECS 

liability. 

The debtor may (or may not) have received an information statement from 

the Australian Taxation Office after the end of the financial year, showing the 

accumulated liability indexed on June 1 (but not showing any additional HEC 

semester debts accrued in the first semester of that financial year- in this sense, the 

statement lagged by one semester), and any repayments that had been applied to the 

balance. 

From this process review it becomes apparent that the actual liability accrued 

was made known to the HECS debtor after the Census date for each semester, with 

estimates provided before this date. While universities were legislatively required to 

secure the enrolling students' payment option declaration (and tax file number, see 

HEFA, #41A), in the HEFA and administrative guidelines the information booklet 

('your questions answered') was not included as a part of the mandatory 

documentation (as opposed to the PODF ) requirements. 

In this chapter the HECS processes have been detailed, demonstrating the 

growing complexity and variability of the scheme as it developed. This is in contrast 

with the relatively invariant explanations and public representations that 

accompanied the introduction of, and amendments to the scheme, described in the 

next section as the language games of the HECS. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RATIONALISING THE HECS 

The preceding outline provided an overview of the basic structures and 

processes of the loans program that were introduced, without reference to the 

political philosophical disputes that surrounded the event. In this section the focus is 

no longer on the 'what' but the 'why-how' of the scheme's introduction. This takes 

the form of a review of the political and economic bases of income-related loans, and 

their appearance in Australia at the end of the 1980s. The aim is to consider the 

evolution of the Australian scheme and changing conceptualisations of HECS policy 

as a series of episodes (Considine 1994) culminating in the Higher Education Loans 

Program that commenced in January 2005. 

Policy episodes  

As the purpose of this chapter is to contextualise the changing structuring 

and operation of the HECS loan, the chronology of events is not intended to 

constitute an exhaustive history, nor are the perspectives of all policy actors 

(including groups who vigorously opposed the introduction of the scheme such as 

the National Tertiary Education Union) included, in the light of the following 

considerations. While a conventional policy analysis might include consideration of 

reception and debate of the policy's formulation, there were several features of the 

scheme's introduction that complicate its presentation as if it were the product of the 

ideal typical process of democratic policy formation. Davis and Bridgman (2003) 

describe policy initiated in the way in which the Higher Education Funding Act was 

introduced as political issue-driven, coercive policy — 'political issue driven', to 

convey the fact that it was at the level of government that the need for reform was 

perceived and defined, and the ultimate policy option selected; and coercive in the 

sense that legislation was required (a) to make Commonwealth grants to universities 

contingent on their agreeing to administer the loans scheme at enrolment, and (b) to 

provide institutional mechanisms of HECS debt recovery. Attention to the timelines 

surrounding policy and parliamentary processes outlined in this chapter illustrates 
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the manner in which the Commonwealth contained the arguments surrounding the 

HECS' introduction. 

The focus then is on key moments in the policy saga in which amendments to 

the income related loan structure and operation were made, and the rationales that 

were offered for these changes in terms of their implications for HECS debtors. These 

moments are presented chronologically, with attention to the key phrases on which 

the legitimacy of the HECS was argued and established. 

HECS version one, HECS version two 

Owing to substantial modifications to the structures of the HECS after the 

change of Federal Government in 1996, debts incurred as a result of participation in 

higher education post 1996 were incurred under very different terms than the 

original scheme, with students from 1997 paying substantially increased charges. To 

reflect this difference in this research where necessary, the two versions of the 

scheme will be referred to as HECS 1 (referring to the period 1989 — 1996) and HECS 

2 (1997 — 200419). 

Setting of tuition charges 

Price determination of tuition amounts for HECS 1 and HECS 2 was the 

responsibility of the Commonwealth, in the person of the Minister for Education, and 

promulgated through the annual gazetta120  of the dollar value. The 'sticker price' 

when HECS 1 was introduced was represented as a conventional quarter of the 'real 

costs' of educational provision. 

In the Australian debate the setting of the Higher Education Contribution Scheme 

charge at 20 — 25 per cent of the public subsidy relied on precedent, not research or 

argument. That is, the order of magnitude is a rough reflection of the fees charged in 

public fee-paying institutions in other countries (Chapman 1998, 121) 

19  In 2005 a new scheme, the Higher Education Loans Program ('HELP') commenced. While 
HELP carries on the practice of extending loans to students that are repayable in a similar 
fashion to HECS loans, there are significant variations to the original scheme. 
20  Publication in the Commonwealth Gazette (which is available online if one is aware it 
exists) is the traditional method of making legislative determinations public. 
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Early HECS Your Questions Answered representations of the HECS 

(Commonwealth of Australia 1993, 1994) stated that the contribution constituted 

"approximately one-fifth" of the costs of a course of study. By 1997 with the 

introduction of the differential HECS 2 this estimate no longer appeared in official 

documentation. 

From 1989 —1996, the contribution was an annual charge per equivalent full 

time student unit (EFTSU) regardless of course of study. A full time enrolment (1 

EFTSU) in 1989 was charged at $1800. The contribution level was subject to an 

annual indexation factor (the Higher Education Operating Grants Index (Aungles et 

al 2002). Table 1 shows student contributions for HECS 1 (1989-1996): 

Table 1 HECS 1 contributions 1989 —1996 

HECS 1 Price (per EFTannum) Up Front With discount" 

1989 $1800 $1530 

1990 $1882 $1600 

1991 	. $1993 $1694 

1992 $2250 $1913 

1993 $2328 $1746 

1994 $2355 $1766 

1995 $2409 $1807 

1996 $2442 $1832 

Unanticipated operational variations (HECS 1, HECS 2)  

Through the period of HECS 1, variations were effected in the scheme's 

operational specifics. In 1991 the tuition charge was indexed above the level 

prescribed by the formula in the HEFA, (Baldwin 1991, 174). The discount for upfront 

payment was increased 1993 from 15% to 25%. In 1994 legislation was introduced 

that required employers of HECS debtors to deduct compulsory HECS repayments 

with their income tax obligations if their income put them above the minimum 

threshold (Taxation Laws Amendment Bill (No2) 1994). Throughout the scheme there 

"Discount of 15% until 1993 and 25% thereafter. Figures have been rounded to the nearest 
dollar and are correct for each year (i.e. unadjusted). 
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has been alteration of proportions of gross income required in compulsory 

repayment. 

After the change of government in 1996, HECS 2 introduced a three-band 

charging structure, raising the charge on average by 40% (Chapman & Greenaway 

2003). Courses allocated to the lowest priced band one included arts and humanities; 

justice and legal studies; social and behavioural science; visual and performing arts; 

education and nursing. Band two comprised mathematics and computing; health 

sciences; agriculture and renewable resources; built environment and architecture; 

science; engineering and processing; administration, business and economics. Band 

three included law; medicine and medical science; dentistry and dental services; 

veterinary science. Students enrolling in a new course after January 1 1997 were 

subject to the new contribution rates. Charges were calculated at the subject level and 

in the event that a student was enrolled in a course spanning two bands (for example 

Arts/Law) the student contribution would be assessed on the basis of the subjects 

taken (load) and the stream (band) within which they were taken. 

HECS debtors who commenced under HECS 1 and were continuing in the 

same course of study were allowed to complete under the original terms of the 

arrangement. Table 2 shows the three-band charging structure of HECS 2 compared 

with the HECS 1 rate for students continuing in a course they were enrolled in in 

1996: 

Table 2: HECS 2 contributions 1997 — 2002, and HECS 1 continuing: 

Year HECS 1 
deferred 

HECS 1 
upfront 

HECS 2 
Band 1 

Band 1 
upfront 

HECS 2 
Band 2 

Band 2 
upfront 

HECS 2 
Band 3 

Band 3 
upfront 

1997 $2478 $1859 $3300 $2475 $4700 $3525 $5500 $4125 

1998 $2520 $1890 $3356 $2517 $4779 $3584 $5593 $4195 

1999 $2560 $1920 $3409 $2557 $4855 $3641 $5682 $4262 

2000 $2600 $1950 $3463 $2597 $4932 $3699 $5772 $4329 

2001 $2644 $1983 $3521 $2641 $5015 $3761 $5870 $4403 

2002 $2702 $2027 $3598 $2699 $5125 $3844 $5999 $4499 

2003 $2764 $2073 . $3680 $2760 $5242 $3932 $6136 $4602 

2004 $2830 $2123 $3768 $2826 $5367 $4025 $6283 $4712 
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The Dawkins episode (HECS 1)  

... even if income contingent loans are neither ipso facto less costly or burdensome, 

nor even necessarily more manageable, they may still be more politically saleable than 

loans of a conventional variety—and thus, in the end, more likely to allow the 

introduction of cost sharing into a country where there is extraordinary resistance to 

the very concept of either students or parents bearing a significant portion of the costs 

of higher education. (Johnstone 2003, 19) 

In Australia between 1974 and 1987 domestic students were not charged 

tuition fees. The transition in 1988-89 (described here as 'the Dawkins episode') was 

from ostensibly 'free' education for students, to tuition fees cushioned by the 

provision of loans by the state. In 1987 and 1988 the Commonwealth introduced an 

administration charge payable at enrolment of $250 (indexed). Marginson (1993, 180-

81) comments that this established a collection mechanism for which universities 

received 10% of the amount. 

The HECS was the recommendation of the Wran Committee of Inquiry into 

Higher Education Funding (1988) a review commissioned by then Minister for 

Education JS Dawkins to investigate funding options for expansion of the University 

system. The discussion paper announcing the review prioritised the association 

between higher education and employment: 

During the 1980s the Australian economy has experienced strong employment 

growth overall, yet the benefits of that growth have very much been linked to 

educational attainment ... The employment of higher education graduates has been 

expanding at an average rate of 7 per cent a year and strong rates of employment 

growth are also evident for the holders of other types of tertiary qualifications. In 

contrast, those who have not completed secondary schooling are faced increasingly 

with low or even declining employment prospects. (Dawkins 1987,8) 

The Wran Committee was established by the Minister in December of 1987, 

and reported in May of 1988. As foreshadowed in the policy discussion paper 

announcing the inquiry, the agenda for the Committee was less a matter of whether 
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to introduce fee-charging mechanisms than how this was to be achieved (Edwards22  

2001,101-110). Then Minister John Dawkins, speaking at a time subsequent to his 

tenure as a parliamentarian, offered this perspective: 

It was pretty clear to me that we did not want to go to an election in 1990 having just 

introduced some, perhaps, controversial system for the university students to be 

complaining about just prior to an election. So I thought everything had to be done 

and in place by the beginning of the 1990 year. That really only gave us 18 months. 

(Dawkins, 2001) 

While the Committee was charged to consider a range of alternative funding 

sources including contributions from industry, in the final policy fee charging was 

represented as a necessary step in the achievement of the policy goal of expanding 

the capacity of the system to accommodate increased access, on the basis of fairness 

('equity'). 

This was a challenge for the government for two reasons- the party forming 

government the Australian Labor Party (ALP) was the party that had abolished 

tuition fees in 1974, and tuition fee free education had been a key feature of party 

policy since that time. Before the policy could be announced it was necessary that the 

party be persuaded that tuition fee free education was in fact inequitable. On this 

Dawkins has subsequently offered: 

... we did not only have the Senate to deal with, we had the Labor Party to deal with 

as well, which was probably an even greater obstacle at the time, because Prime 

Minster Whitlam had got rid of fees ... trying to get the Labor Party to re-think that 

whole idea was extraordinarily difficult. The existence of Neville Wran as chairman of 

that committee — and I might say that was the primary reason for inviting him to be 

22 Meredith Edwards was on the secretariat of the Wran Committee, which was chaired by a 
former State Premier of New South Wales and senior member of the Australian Labor Party 
Neville Wran. Professor Chapman, an economist from the Australian National University, 
was employed as consultant to the Wran Committee and was the principal economic architect 
of the Higher Education Contribution Scheme. They have both published accounts of the 
development of the Scheme from the perspectives of policy actors integral to its formulation 
and promotion (Chapman 1996, 1998; Edwards 2001). 
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chairman, and he knew exactly what he was there to do, and did it brilliantly — but 

getting the committee to actually change the policy to a point where the government 

was able to look at some kind of regime which did not have as its starting point no 

tuition fees of any kind." (Dawkins 2001) 

The first part of the 'fee-charging is equitable' argument involved asserting 

that a disproportionate share of the benefits of university education accrued to a 

group described as coming from 'higher socio-economic backgrounds'. 

In terms of participation according to socio-economic status, students are more likely 

to come from higher socio-economic backgrounds. There is little evidence of change 

over the past decade in the socio-economic mix of higher education students 

(Dawkins, 1987, 6)23  

The Wran Committee report argued that universities accommodated a larger 

number of students whose background was so described (Wran 1988). It argued that 

not charging fees was equivalent to making public expenditures on a fraction of the 

population who were already advantaged in virtue of their socio-economic status, 

and universal tuition free university education was decried as a form of 'middle dass 

welfare.' As Gallagher, cited in Edwards (2001, 115) stated, 

I remember Neville Wran describing free education as people in [Sydney's] western 

suburbs paying tax so that the children of parents on the North Shore could send 

their children to university for free24  

It was suggested that 'the taxpayer' ought not be the sole contributor to the system 

that provided for the advantage of others. 

One of the difficulties with using general revenue as the sole source to fund higher 

education and, indeed, to fund the expansion of higher education is that those who 

contribute to the general taxation system and therefore, to any increase in taxation 

are not the major beneficiaries of the higher education system.... 

23 Although in a speech to the House of Representatives in that same year Dawkins (1987a) 
also said: "In the 13 years since the Commonwealth assumed full financial responsibility for higher 
education in Australia we have seen the number of students grow from 249,500 to 391,500, an increase 
of 57 per cent. Although the evidence is not clear cut I believe that we have also seen an improvement, 
over this time, in the socio-economic balance of the student body." 
24 The 'North Shore' is one of Sydney's affluent areas. 
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43 per cent of those who come from families with professional backgrounds enter 

higher education, whereas only 9 per cent of those from unskilled backgrounds have 

the opportunity, under the current circumstances... (Dawkins 1988, 

2419) 

Marginson (1997a, 229) has described these arguments as 'a-historic' and 

largely untested, arguing "...The Wran Committee's real brief was not to universalise 

higher education or redistribute its benefits, it was to craft a fees system that was 

supportable inside the Labor Party." (Marginson 1997a, 227). 

The second part of the argument referred to the income-related (originally 

'income-contingent') loan structure as itself equitable, as it was argued that income-

contingency meant that repayment of the loan would only be required when a 

person had achieved a 'capacity to pay'. Through setting the first threshold 

triggering a compulsory repayment at average (male) earnings, debtors would not 

become obliged if they had not realised a labour market advantage (expressed as 

above average income). 

The vision painted in the promotion of HECS 1 was of an expanded 

university system, accommodating and providing opportunity to more people. The 

government intended to maintain its contribution and to provide more income 

support grants to assist students in meeting their living costs while studying. 

...This is a purely political—almost a public relations—case for income contingency. 

The Australian Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS), for example, has 

been undeniably successful in expanding the revenue to higher education. It can also 

be said that it has done so in a way that obscures the fact that it is the introduction of 

tuition fees far more than the introduction of any particular means of handling the 

resulting student loan obligation—that accounts for the increased flow of revenue to 

Australian public higher education. The increased revenue still comes in the first 

instance entirely from the government. (Johnstone 2003, 19) 

At the time the Minister stated that the money collected through the HECS 
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would be directed into a dedicated trust fund for spending on higher education25. 

The episode also demonstrated, indirectly, how radical changes to policies can fairly 

quickly become accepted as the normal state of affairs.(Edwards 2001, 97) 

The way in which the legislation was framed and introduced into the Houses 

of Parliament reflected the 'top down' approach described above. The Higher 

Education Funding Bill 1988 incorporating the HECS was introduced into the House as 

urgent legislation at the end of the 1988 sitting year (November), and debated with 

six other bills concerned with other aspects of the education system: 

There are seven education Bills to be dealt with in two hours and fifty minutes. It is 

obvious to me and all members of the Opposition that the Government is going to 

treat this House, and indeed the Parliament, as a sausage machine...(Fife, House of 

Representatives Hansard 22nd  November 1988, 2956) 

The legislation was framed such that failure to pass the Higher Education 

Contribution Scheme element of the policy framework would result in funds in the 

area of one billion dollars to be withheld from the universities for the coming year: 

...we have in front of us a charming piece of political blackmail... whereby if the higher 

education contribution scheme is not passed the Government will withhold the $700 

million odd that it has already promised to those higher education institutions for 

additional places...(Beale, House of Representatives Hansard, 22nd  November 

1988, 2982). 

Again, Dawkins later commented: 

Now, I was pretty sure that what the Democrats would like to do was take the money 

for the universities and reject HECS, which would have left it an entirely budget 

25 Dawkins (1988), Second reading of the bill 03 November 1988 House Hansard: 241 
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issue. So we spent hours and hours constructing a piece of legislation which linked 

everything to everything else, so that in the end the Senate only had one choice, and 

that was they either took the money and HECS, or they did not get the money. 

(Dawkins 2001) 

In the time allotted for consideration of the Higher Education Funding Bill the 

majority of concern was expressed over the reconstitution of the Universities and 

Colleges of Advanced Education into the 'Unified National System'. 

The profiles process whereby universities and the Department of Education 

negotiated the amount of students they would enrol was construed as allowing 

unacceptable intervention by the Minister into the operations of the universities, with 

the shadow education minister suggesting that centralisation of power in the hands 

of the Minister would compromise academic freedom (Beale, House of 

Representatives Hansard 1988, 2983). In the Senate there was dispute as to the extent 

of the expansion of numbers that the reforms would enable (that is, exactly what 

number of places an additional 40,000 EFTSU would actually constitute), and debate 

was dominated by concern at the institutional amalgamations process. 

One exception to this preoccupation with the ultimate shape of the unified 

national system was Senator Patterson's (Senate Hansard, 14th December 1988, 4203) 

clarification that "...the student who chooses the second option...is not aware when 

he engages in that contractual arrangement of the final cost he will be paying". 

However, such considerations were secondary to the pace with which the legislation 

was enacted and the potential implications of systemic reform. The Opposition 

declared that when it assumed executive power it would abolish the scheme (Teague, 

Second Reading of the Bill 13 December 1988, Senate: 4090). This was not borne out 

when the Coalition finally assumed office in 1996. 

The Vanstone Episode (HECS 2)  

In August 1996 in the Federal Budget of the incoming Liberal-National 

Coalition government, HECS 2 was announced as the Higher Education Legislation 

Amendment Bill 1996. HECS 2 — a distinction drawn in this research - was not 

52 



presented as a different scheme, but as an amendment to the scheme current at that 

time. HECS 2 introduced the three band charging system — considered and rejected 

by the Wran Committee in the introduction of HECS 1 - which was rationalised as 

better reflecting the allocation of course input costs and the range of labour market 

wage outcomes produced by participation. 

Then Minister for Education Senator Amanda Vanstone stated: 

The Government believes that a higher level of HECS charge is justified. We have 

decided that, in setting the level of the HECS charge, consideration should be given 

both to the actual cost of the course undertaken and the likely future benefits to the 

individual in terms of increased life-time earnings. (Vanstone 1996). 

The calculation of liability by reference to units (i.e. subjects) within the three 

pricing bands replaced the liability calculation on a semester basis (i.e. charge by 

course). In the Parliament the Government argued that the Labor government's 

HECS had originally recommended three levels of charge and that this was therefore 

consistent with the policy initiated by the Labor Government. In terms of 

Commonwealth contributions to the university system, the August 1996 Budget 

imposed 'efficiency dividends' (i.e. reductions) to operating grants of 1% in 1997, 3% 

in 1998, and 1% 1999 as a part of a whole of government rationalisation of spending 

justified by reference to the previous government's spending record and the situation 

created by this for the national economy. HECS 2 also lowered debt repayment 

threshold triggers for all existing debtors to "...accelerate the recovery of the HECS 

debt." (Vanstone 1996). 

Accompanying HECS 2 was the decision by the federal government to open 

up full fee paying places to domestic students, at 25% over and above HECS 

enrolments and contingent on all HECS places being filled. This introduced a 'dual 

track system' of HECS students and domestic full fee paying students, with the latter 

enjoying more generous selection requirements. The Minister argued "for too long 

Australian students have been denied the same opportunity as overseas students to 
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purchase a place..." (Vanstone 1996a). The Minister further highlighted the incoming 

government's perspective on the HECS through such statements as: 

A HECS student (Band Three dentistry) who makes up front contributions will pay 

just over $17,000 for a degree that's worth $100,000 in the market. That's a BMW 

degree for the price of a used Commodore. (Vanstone 1997). 

The relative comparison with the domestic full fee paying students enabled 

the HECS 2 to be represented not simply as a charge, but also as a subsidised 

Commonwealth place, and the HECS was thus viewed (and presented) by the 

Minister as a form of scholarship. 

In the Senate, the Bill was referred for consideration by the Senate 

Employment, Education and Training Committee (the Committee comprised three 

Senators from the Liberal Party including the Chair, two from the Australian Labor 

Party and one Democrat). The Committee's majority report recommended that in the 

event of adverse enrolment figures, science courses be reallocated from Band 2 (the 

middle range price) to Band 1, and otherwise recommended the Bill be passed 

without amendment. 

However, a minority report from the ALP and Democrat members of the 

Committee suggested the divergent view that: 

that the real intention behind the changes to HECS is to raise revenue to fund the 

government's deficit reduction plan. In other words, this Bill is not so much a 

statement on education policy but rather a vehicle for the government's budget 

cutting. 

The minority report expressed concerns about the introduction of upfront full 

fees for undergraduates, recommending that this be rejected along with the 

introduction of differential HECS and the lowering of the repayment thresholds, 

concerned that utilising full fee paying places as a means of expansion of 

participation would compromise the original 'cost sharing' philosophy of the 

scheme, and noting that "...it is highly presumptive to tie a student's choice of course to 

his or her future career. The Department admitted that it has no data that links units studied 

by students to their ultimate profession." 
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A further dissenting report from the Democrat Senator reiterated the 

Democrat's position26: 

The Australian Democrats endorse the main body of the minority report with one 

critical qualification. Implicit in the report is the assumption that HECS, as conceived 

by the Wran Committee in 1988, implemented by the Labor government in 1989 and 

maintained by Labor governments since then, is a model of equitable practice. The 

Australian Democrats question this assumption. For a short period after the abolition 

of fees in 1974, the system of higher education in Australia demonstrated a 

commitment to principles of equity. The introduction of the Higher Education 

Administration Charge (HEAC) in 1987 was the first step to introduce user-pay 

principles. The adoption of the recommendations of the Wran Committee significantly 

furthered this move. Despite the beguiling nature of the term contribution, the base 

level of HECS for 1996 is in real terms the equivalent of the charges that existed prior 

to 1974. These were more accurately described as fees. 

HECS 2 revealed the flexibility of the policy mechanism and the capacity for 

changes to affect debtors retrospectively, principally in the lowering of the first 

compulsory repayment threshold in order to increase revenue for repayment of the 

debt. The first compulsory repayment threshold trigger was reduced to an income 

some eighteen thousand dollars below average earnings for that time. Parallel 

decreases saw the uppermost threshold drop from approximately fifty thousand 

dollars to thirty-seven thousand dollars. This re-basing of the compulsory repayment 

triggers affected every person with a HECS debt. Referring to this change from a 

university system revenue perspective, a policy discussion paper released by the 

Commonwealth in 2002 noted: 

26 Along with the Australian Greens, the Democrats have consistently opposed the premises 
of the HECS. As minority parties however, their objections have been secondary to the bi-
partisan support for the income contingent loan demonstrated by the Labor Party and the 
Liberal National Coalition. 
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Changes to HECS increased the flow of funds to the sector throughout the decade. 

The changes announced in 1996 had by far the biggest impact. Between the financial 

years 1996-97 and 1997-98 revenue from repayment of debts through the tax system 

increased from around $260 million to over $470 million. In 1999-00 repayments 

contributed over $532 million. (Nelson 2002 , 53) 

In early 1996 the Minister had commenced action to abolish the Higher Education 

Council as part of a review of higher education advisory structures. In its twelfth and 

final report, the Higher Education Council noted: 

...it is still too early to speculate conclusively on the practical effects of recent changes 

to the HECS, especially the introduction of differential HECS and specifically in 

relation to enrolment decisions and discipline choices. These are matters which the 

Council intends to monitor closely, and report upon in its 13th HECS report. (HEC 

1998, 24). 

HECS 2 and provision for domestic full-fee paying students, were introduced 

in order that universities might have additional revenue to compensate for the 

decline in Commonwealth funds. In each of the policy episodes described above, the 

attendant structural reforms to the university system were the dominant 

consideration in parliamentary debates — in the case of HECS 1, the creation of the 

unified national system, and in the case of HECS 2, the expenditure reduction 

program occurring at the whole of government level. While — as noted — there were 

objections to the reforms which were specifically concerned with the HECS as it 

operated, the ongoing lack of evidence that HECS deterred university participation, 

and the framing of the HECS loan as a priori equitable in terms of the 'capacity to 

pay' rationale served to contain these objections to the level of speculation. 

The Kemp Interlude  

In 1999, a Cabinet memo prepared by then Minister for Education Dr David 

Kemp detailing proposed changes to the scheme was leaked. After negative public 
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comment and counter advice from the Prime Minister27  Dr Kemp was required to 

issue a media release in which it was affirmed 

• Fees will not be deregulated 

• Vouchers will not be introduced 

• HECS will not be charged for TAFE 

• The current HECS system will remain 

• There will be no additional loan system, or a real interest rate attached to the 

current HECS system. The current system of Government subsidies and funded 

places will remain, as will the prohibition on charging fees for HECS liable 

places (Kemp 1999) 

In a media release later that month Dr Kemp (1999a) cited Andrews (1999) in 

support of the following comment: 

HECS is seen as a fair system that allows people to undertake higher education 

studies with the security of knowing that the fee for their education need not be repaid 

until they are in a financial situation where they can cope with the repayments 

The citation of HECS research in support of political claims will be returned to in 

Chapter Ten. The Kemp interlude further evinced the Commonwealth's capacity and 

desire to amend the scheme in order that it more closely reflect the ideas of consumer 

choice attaching to free markets. There was no acknowledgement that a prospective 

student might know little about the course they were about to embark on beyond the 

course name. The Kemp interlude, although not productive of immediate change, is 

described here simply because many of the suggestions of the leaked proposal were 

to return in the Nelson Episode. 

27 We have no intention, no intention at all, of introducing an American style approach to 
university funding in this country, it won't work; it's not good for Australia, and it's not 
something that I support or would ever support.' Howard(1999) PM, The World Today 
Thursday, 14 October, 1999 http://www.abc.net.au/worldtoday/stories/s59409.htm  
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The Nelson Episode: The Higher Education Support Act 2003  

The current government at the instigation of Education Minister Brendan 

Nelson, conducted a review of the policy area in 2002-03 under the heading Higher 

Education at the Crossroads. This review culminated in the development of a new loans 

system (HELP) that preserved minimal elements of the original HECS while 

deregulating the fee charging structures to the level of the individual university 

(within government prescribed parameters) and opening the system to increased 

numbers of domestic full-fee paying students. 

The loan structure with income-contingent repayment remained, and 

continued to be the basis upon which the equity of the funding arrangement relied: 

...the Commonwealth's equity policy has been based on HECS, which ensures that 

up-front tuition fees do not prevent an individual attending university...some 

evidence is emerging that older students who have not previously participated in 

higher education may be reconsidering study because of the impact of HECS. 

(Nelson 2002, 22) 

The rationale offered for the Nelson episode was internationalisation as a 

product of globalisation, creating pressures for universities to become more 

'internationally competitive'. The major changes introduced (commencing January 

2005) were: 

(a) The devolution of responsibility for price fixing to the level of the individual 

university, within a Commonwealth prescribed upper limit (25% above the fee 

charged the year before) for HECS students, renamed 'Commonwealth 

Supported Students'. 

(b) For students not enjoying Commonwealth support, the proportion of full-fee 

paying places was expanded from 25% to 35% over and above HECS places. 

(c) For the first time, the government provided for 'HECS style loans' to be 

extended to full-fee paying students, up to a limit of fifty thousand dollars 

For the first time, the amount of time students could spend studying as a 

Commonwealth supported student (i.e. eligible for the 'subsidised' charge) was 

limited through the introduction of a student learning entitlement. The 'student 
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learning entitlement' entitles all Australians to a finite period of commonwealth 

supported study, after which (had they not finished studying) they would be 

required to take an unsupported (full-fee) place28. 

Some implications of the changes introduced in the Higher Education Support Act 2003 

will be discussed further in Chapter Fourteen. 

While the Nelson reforms were to culminate in the replacement of the HECS 2 

as it was then operating, in the series of discussion papers that preceded the 

announcement of the Higher Education Support Act 2003, the HECS was explained 

thus: 

Under the Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) arrangements the 

Government's subsidy is about 75 per cent of the average course costs once discounts 

are made for fees paid up-front or early, death write-downs, special remissions and 

doubtful debt provisions. The subsidy is much larger than this once the interest free 

arrangements associated with HECS loans are factored in. While under HECS the 

level of student contribution is transparent, the extent of Government subsidy is not. 

(DEST 2002, executive summary). 

HECS is an income contingent loan scheme. Students have a choice of paying their 

contribution up front and receiving a 25 per cent discount or repaying through the 

taxation system once their income reaches a threshold amount, which in 2002 is 

$23,242. The loan from the Commonwealth is interest free but adjusted for inflation 

using the Consumer Price Index (CPI) .... Under HECS arrangements the average 

student contribution is about one quarter of the cost of the course. The Government's 

subsidy is about 75 per cent once adjustments are made to allow for discounts if fees 

are paid up-front or early, death write-downs, special remissions and doubtful debt 

28  While the Higher Education Support Act 2003 does provide for a 'lifelong learning' 
Commonwealth support entitlement to re-accrue after the first equivalent full time seven 
years are exhausted, an individual can accrue additional entitlement (at a rate of a quarter of 
a full time year of study per year- see DEST 2005a). The legislation provides for differential 
allocations contingent on age — individuals 20 years old or over on 01/01/05 do not start 
accruing lifelong learning entitlement until 2012. While detailed consideration falls outside 
the scope of this thesis, this new rationing mechanism will have significant implications for 
re-training prospects for mature aged persons unwilling to pay at full fee rates. 
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provisions. However, the subsidy is much larger than this once the interest fee 

arrangements are factored in and over time this subsidy grows. (DEST 2002, 6). 

In these representations, the concept of 'income-contingent interest free' 

received further expansion through the construction of the absence of a real interest 

charge being equated with a public subsidy. In this construction, the longer the 

debtor remained in debt and was not charged interest, the higher the estimated 

government 'subsidy'. 

Extending the notion of the subsidy, the governmental perspective included 

all HECS liable students including those paying 'up-front or early' (the discount - the 

difference between the upfront charge and the HECS charge was paid out of the 

HECS trust account to the universities) 'death write-downs' (being 'income-contingent' 

. meant that on cessation of income earning, the debt could not be recouped) 'special 

remissions' (the debt was remitted in special circumstances - discussed in Chapter 

Eight - which hardly seems to be a 'subsidy' in any traditional sense), and doubtful 

debt provisions' the doubtful debt provision was an actuarial calculation introduced to 

determine how much of the debt the Commonwealth might expect to recoup — in the 

Department of Education's Annual Report for 2002-03 this was estimated to be in the 

area of $2 billion (DEST 2003, 57). 

This review of policy episodes has highlighted the flexibility of the policy 

mechanism in terms of the arrangements governing the accrual and repayment of 

HECS debts. Throughout the policy episodes the income-contingent (or income 

related) loan enabled the language game of equity by principle to rationalise changes 

to the scheme. These changes however were made on the basis of factors exogenous 

to the university system and the 'empirical' operation of the HECS, in part owing to 

the shift in ideological construction of the purpose of the HECS that accompanied the 

change in political philosophy of the federal government. At the same time, 

incremental marketisation of the university system reshaped the context in which 

universities operated, with fees and charges (including the HECS) increasing as 

Commonwealth grants to universities declined. The contingency of subsequent 

reforms to the original HECS illustrates the 'discourse stickiness' described by 
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Marginson (2004), in that alterations to the policy operation were rationalised on the 

basis of factors external to the scheme. In the case of the Vanstone episode, the 

context of whole of government public spending reductions formed the basis of 

increasing charges, and of rebasing repayment threshold triggers to require 

compulsory repayment at around then minimum wages. The Nelson Episode - 

framed as necessary in order that Australian universities might achieve international 

competitiveness - was consistent with the philosophy of liberalising and diversifying 

university funding sources that had commenced with the original HECS, but in the 

case of the Nelson reforms, the emphasis on user pays allowed for a reconstituted 

form of equity as capacity to purchase a full-fee paying place through the use of an 

income contingent loan. 

It can be seen that the HECS loan was a policy instrument that - in the 

presence of tuition fees - facilitated participation in university education. This was its 

virtue. However, the policy levers (namely, the setting of contribution levels, and the 

setting of repayment threshold triggers) were so flexible as to allow the HECS to 

normalise the idea of mutual obligation (a 'contribution') and to serve as a 'gateway' 

for the introduction of full fees, and the reconstruction of the HECS as a form of 

scholarship. The increasing emphasis on the idea of a 'government subsidy' attaching 

to the loan structure augmented the language game that the HECS was equitable in 

principle and in operation. From HECS 1 to HECS 2 and culminating in the 

introduction of HELP, the governmental perception of the debt shifted from loans 

scheme intended to benefit students, to investment with large subsidy - still 

intended to benefit students (especially by reference to 'full fee' paying places), but in 

a manner more consistent with the Commonwealth's perception of the individual 

benefits of university participation. 

It also achieved an individualisation of policy consequence that made the 

resulting HECS liability largely invisible. The HECS was an economic metaphor for, 

and material implementation of, personal responsibility. 

Given the quasi-contractual form of the HECS loan, and the requirement of 

the HECS debtor to assume individual responsibility for the debt, access to accurate 
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information about the conduct and operation of the loan (its 'terms and conditions') 

would constitute an essential dimension of the fairness of the arrangement. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCEPTUALISING THE HECS 

In this chapter the basis of income-contingent charges is related to the 

theoretical assumptions of human capitalism — that the relationship between 

educational level and income is such that additional self-investment causes increased 

labour market capacity, and therefore human capital contracts are a 'safe' financing 

option. The chapter proceeds to review the practices of other countries in tuition 

loans scheme accounting and monitoring, including international perspectives on the 

HECS. It then turns to consider Australian research, commentary and 

conceptualisation. 

Conceptual basis of income-contingent loans  

The theoretical justifications for the tuition and loans scheme drew on 

understanding education as a form of individual consumption for self-investment. 

This idea is associated with human capital economists such as Becker (1964) and 

Friedman (1945, 1955). Friedman appealed to the propositions of human capital in 

recommending an income related loans scheme for the financing of professional 

education (that is, not a first degree or qualification). 

In terms of university education, for human capitalists the primary locus of 

benefit is asserted to be with the individual. It is important to note the economics of 

human capital theory considered in combination with the perceived association 

between credentials and economic productivity also provided a rationale for some 

state contribution to the provision of educational services. The 'social benefits' of 

education (referred to by economists as 'externalities', see for example, Chapman and 

Ryan 2003; Miller& Pincus 1997,10), what is produced through having an educated 

population, exceed the individual acquiring the education. 

It is also noted that financial markets would not underwrite significant 

lending to persons without collateral, which is of course absent in the purchase of 

educational services, as the object of the investment is the human being receiving the 

service. Chapman and Ryan observed, for example, that: 
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...banks will be reluctant to loan to students because of problems associated with 

default. An education loan is risky for a bank since, in the event of default - and 

unlike a housing loan - the bank has no collateral to sell. (Chapman and Ryan 2003, 

3) 

The assertion of individual as primary beneficiary reinforced a (somewhat 

artificial) cleavage between collective and individual benefits, and has spawned a 

whole literature referred to as the 'economics of education' in which individual 

benefit is purported to be estimable by reference to income (see Becker 1975, 

Psacharopoulos and Woodhall 1985). 

Economics of education is like economics of everything else- it compares costs and 

benefits, supply and demand. So, economics of education, to put it simply, deals with 

supply and demand for education, as such for any other commodity. 

(Psacharopoulos, 2005) 

Following these assumptions in Australia, Borland et al (2000), Chapman and 

Chia (1994), and Beer and Chapman (2004) modelled lifetime income patterns from 

which were derived estimated 'individual benefits' where these were expressed as 

expected income. 

An historically positive association between level of education attained, and 

level of earnings (income) has been established. Econometric approaches to this 

relationship have attributed causal force to the level of education and attempted to 

calculate 'rates of return' on higher educational qualification (for example Borland 

2002). Maglen's (1994) calculations showed evidence of a decline in rate of return 

over two decades, and identified factors such as changes in gross earnings 

differentials, changes in income tax regimes, the possibility of unemployment, and 

student support available while studying as significantly affecting estimates of rates 

of return (Maglen 1994, 64-66). Maglen also noted that there were only two previous 

studies in the Australian context with which to make comparisons. Borland's most 

recent estimates (2002) assuming a three-year degree (relative to no degree) 

suggested an 'average rate of return' of 14.5%: 

Underlying this estimate is a lifetime net monetary gain of $380,958 from 

undertaking the degree (assuming a zero rate of discount). Costs of undertaking the 
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degree from foregone earnings and direct expenses and fees are estimated to be 

$52,563, and the increase in earnings following graduation with a bachelor degree is 

$433,521. 

Borland's discussion reiterated the variations attributable to factors noted by 

Maglen, and qualified that the 'rates of return' varied significantly by level of 

qualification, by field of qualification, and by labour market position. Borland offered 

the following interpretation: 

..estimates of rates of return from the post-HECS period (such as this study) are 

uniformly lower than from studies undertaken in the pre-HECS period. Removing the 

HECS payment from the base case in this study gives an average private rate of 

return of 18.5 per cent. Hence it is concluded that most of the difference between 

estimates of the private rate of return in studies undertaken in the pre-HECS and 

post-HECS periods is due to the introduction of HECS. (Borland, 2002 iv, 18) 

The human capital contract 

In 'The Role of Government in Education' Friedman (1955) distinguished 

between education for social production (of citizens) and education for self-

investment, and introduced the idea of the human capital contract in considering the 

role of the state in financing such investment: 

The alternative arrangements whose broad outlines are sketched in this paper 

distinguish sharply between the financing of education and the operation of 

educational institutions, and between education for citizenship or leadership and for 

greater economic productivity. Throughout they center attention on the person rather 

than the institution ... For vocational education, the government ... (... the central 

government) ... would make funds available to (the individual) to finance his (sic) 

education, not as subsidy but as 'equity' capital. In return, he would obligate himself 

to pay the state a specified fraction of his earnings above some minimum, the fraction 

and minimum being determined to make the program self- financing. Such a program 

would eliminate existing imperfections in the capital market and so widen the 

opportunity of individuals to make productive investments in themselves while at the 
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same time assuring that the costs are borne by those who benefit most directly rather 

than by the population at large... 

Marginson (1997a) reported that Friedman subsequently hardened his 

position on public schooling, and that it was the latter day Friedman rather than the 

earlier one (cited above) whose orthodoxy was taken up by Australian free-

marketeers. Marginson (1995, 1997) has analysed this orthodoxy through Hirsch's 

(1976) idea of 'positional goods', a relational appraisal of the value of educational 

goods. Relative positional advantage explains why a decline in the value of 

educational credentials through the increasing numbers of individuals competing for 

the same (labour market) goods might not become manifest. Marginson's analysis 

provided an explanation that — contrary to the assumptions of human capitalism - 

suggested that increasing of levels of educational credentials did not precipitate an 

automatic increase in well being (considered as labour market returns), and further, 

that a decline in the value of educational credentials would be masked in the 

aggregate through parallel declines in the labour market value of uncredentialed 

labour. 

In this review of the conceptual basis for rationalising tuition fees, the key 

argument rationalising the fairness of the HECS - that education is foremost a form 

of self-investment, and that the rewards accrue principally to the individual- has 

been explored as it was operationalised in a (small) number of attempts to calculate 

lifetime rewards. 

Marginson's analysis empirically somewhat undermined the causal 

assumptions underwriting the perspective of human capital through making explicit 

the relational basis of concepts of advantage. Even if the association were accepted as 

valid Borland's calculations indicated a continuing decline in the econometrically 

perceived 'rates of return' subsequent to the HECS being introduced. 

The equity argument in Friedman s original proposal can be understood in an 

informational context - the financing of professional further education would be an 

exemplar of a situation in which an individual might be assumed to be making a 

rational informed decision to pursue further credentials based on their professional 

and labour market experience. 
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This can be contrasted with the new to higher education student, whether 

they have proceeded immediately subsequent to completing high school or whether 

they have entered as a mature-aged student seeking to change their occupation-

these individuals cannot be confidently assumed to have the information relevant to 

fulfil the description of informed consumers. 

In Capitalism and Freedom, Friedman likened human capital contracts to 

'partial slavery' (Friedman 1962, 103), and suggested that they would not become 

ubiquitous, as administration costs would be prohibitive, the requirement for 

accurate income details of debtors (and thus recouping of the loan) would be fulfilled 

with difficulty, and that creditors would be reluctant to make such long term 

investments. Thirty years later, Palacios (2001) argued against Friedman's three 

objections to human capital contracts on the basis that 'things have changed', to wit: 

...it can be said of Human Capital contracts that a student sells part of his income, 

but he himself remains his own property. As long as the rules by which an agreement 

between two parties are clear and legitimate, concerns about slavery or indentured 

servitude can be addressed by emphasising the existence of a contract that describes 

the investor's and student's obligations. (Palacios 2001, 36). 

Palacios made this argument in combination with the assertions that 

administration costs were now much lower than in Friedman's time (owing to 

computerisation of financial records and processes), and that financial markets could 

and did accommodate long term investments, to respond to the objections. Having 

dispensed with concerns about slavery and the administrative feasibility of human 

capital contracts, Palacios then considered contemporary concerns, which he 

nominated as the defence of student 'free will' (from having their future determined 

by their 'investor'), and the corollary rights of the investor: "Of particular concern 

will be the stability of the 'rules of the game' and the expectation that players will 

play according to those rules." (Palacios 2001, 37-8). He called this the 'sanctity of 

contract'. 
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International perspectives  

In this section international perspectives on income-contingent educational 

loans schemes (including the HECS) are considered. The situation as regards the 

monitoring and information provision processes of the HECS is compared with the 

practices of other countries in which loans schemes are operating, or have operated. 

The consideration of international examples brings to light the requirements for the 

successful operation of such loans schemes, and the informational standards 

employed by other countries. 

In a report by the World Bank exploring and auditing the role and activities 

of the Bank in 'constructing knowledge societies' through reviewing existing loans 

schemes (World Bank 2002), the authors offered the following summation: 

An international review ... found mixed results in both industrial and developing 

countries. Because of heavily subsidized interest rates, high default rates, and 

substantial administrative costs, the proportion of loans repaid has not been 

significant in most cases, seriously compromising the long-term financial 

sustainability of the programs. Experience suggests that in order to design and 

administer an efficient and financially viable student loan scheme, the following basic 

conditions must be met: an appropriate marketing strategy; transparent eligibility 

criteria to ensure that any subsidy element is targeted to the most deserving students 

(academically and on social criteria); close supervision of the academic performance of 

the beneficiaries; carefully designed interest rate and subsidy policies to protect the 

long-term financial viability of the scheme; efficient collection mechanisms to 

minimize default; and efficient and stable management.. (World Bank 2002, 95) 

In the same report and drawing on the inter-country comparison, criteria 

were identified as necessary for successful operation (in some cases via negative 

example). Criteria included an understanding of the specific requirements of the 

higher education sector and conflicts emerging from the structural configurations of 

lending agency, administering agency, and benefiting institution. In the case of 

Venezuela it was observed: 

The institution under reform suffered from institutional and financial inefficiency 

prior to project launch. The fact that it functioned as the executing agency for the 
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project compounded existing problems and resulted in recurrent project funding and 

management problems.(World Bank 2002, 178). 

From the same case a monitoring imperative was described which emphasised - 

Performance indicators should not just measure short-term inputs; indicators that 

measure outputs with long-term impacts are also necessary (and finally) 

Student loan projects require excellent financial management and reporting capacity 

from their inception. If these are lacking, they should be improved through technical 

assistance before resources are committed to lending..(World Bank 2002, 178). 

The practice of other countries in loan scheme monitoring 

The loans program that implements the policy is an under-monitored area in 

Australia. In other countries that have introduced loan schemes an emerging body of 

social scientific research aims to assess the policy assumptions against the 

perceptions of loan beneficiaries, and against particular nations' social and structural 

capacity. Many of these studies refer to the Australian system as the exemplar of the 

income related loans system. Tekleselassie (2002) for example, considered the 

proposed implementation of a student loans scheme in Ethiopia and argued that in 

the presence of myths and assumptions around 'cost sharing' and in the absence of 

an effective loan recouping structure (in the Australian case this role is served by the 

Australian Taxation Office and enforced by pay as you earn/pay as you go employer 

tax deductions) it would be too easy to avoid repayment of such a loan. Tekleselassie 

and Johnstone (2004) discussed the concepts of needs assessment and means testing, 

again focused on structural requirements for fair and successful implementation. In 

both papers informational factors were identified as potentially compromising the 

functional viability as well as the equity of the mechanisms. 

In New Zealand, the Ministries of Education, Inland Revenue and Social 

Development (who share responsibility for their loans scheme) report annually on 

student loans, student debt, and repayment for various groups participating in the 

scheme. In their 2004 report they noted: 
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We still don't have a good understanding of some of the longer-term, downstream 

effects of student loan debt on certain groups of borrowers. Good progress is being 

made, however, towards developing more solid information through the development 

of the integrated dataset that combines education data from the Ministry of 

Education, borrowing information from the Ministry of Social Development and 

repayment and income data from Inland Revenue. (Ministry of Education 2004, 6). 

The New Zealand Ministry of Education website also includes a loan 

repayment estimator (Ministry of Education 2003) 

The Student Loans Company (SLC) and the Department for Education and 

Skills in the United Kingdom report annually on take up and repayment of student 

loans, and provide time-series information on prices and take-up of loans (SLC 2005). 

Acknowledging the complexity of information requirements the SLC has a student 

consultative committee made up of student representatives from universities in the 

United Kingdom. Minutes of the group's meetings are posted on the SLC website. 

Longitudinal perspectives and scholarly evaluation are also provided in the wider 

context of income and expenditure surveys (see for example Callender and 

Wilkinson 2003). Such information in publicly accessible media play an important 

role in informational transparency. 

Callender (2003) explored the factors influencing access to higher education 

in the United Kingdom. One part of the study compared the perceptions of entrants 

to higher education with non-entrants on the questions of information provision and 

perception. 

The research found that access to information and the attendant lacks (of 

knowledge, of understanding) left prospective students vulnerable to 

misrepresentations about the costs of study. The study identified information and, 

recursively, information about the need for and availability of information was found 

to be an influencing factor, described by Callender as a 'non-financial lever' 

(Callender 2003, 172). Callender (2003, 13) found: 

70 



The lack of information on student financial support and poor dissemination of the 

information were obstacles to entry. The complexity of student funding arrangements 

was an impediment to entry and made the interpretation of information supplied 

difficult, especially for older low-income prospective students with children. 

An interesting finding was that information provided might not be useful if 

given in a standardised proforma, given the variation in requirements and eligibility 

for financial support and the multiple modes in which financial assistance was 

arranged and dispensed. One of the policy implications arising from that research 

was that more information should be provided, and targeted differently for different 

groups (Callender 2003, 161, 166, 169). A parallel can be drawn with the Australian 

system in that information relating to living allowance grants, HECS loans and other 

forms of financial aid (scholarships, bursaries or fee remissions) is uncoordinated, 

and is administered by different agencies at different levels. 

Callender also noted that the relationship between debt and attitudes towards 

debt was unclear drawing on cognitive dissonance theory (amongst others) to point 

out that "..if people must acquire debt, they will adjust their attitudes so that they 

accept debt." (Callender 2003, 23). That is to say, the fact of acquiring a debt cannot 

be construed as connoting acceptance of or condoning of becoming indebted. 

In the United States interest in higher education financing from the 

accessibility perspective has become a domain of research in its own right, with the 

Williams Project on the Economics of Higher Education (WPEHE 2005) commencing 

in 1989, and the International Comparative Higher Education Finance and 

Accessibility Project (ICHEFAP 2005) since 2000, both seeking to systematically 

explore the theoretical and empirical dynamics of tuition fees. To illustrate the quite 

recent realisation of the need to research the interplay between cost and university 

education (even in a country which has a long history of tuition charging) it was not 

until 2003 that an attempt was made to theorise the influence of prices on the field of 

educational decision making and policy. Winston (2003, 2) in acknowledging that 

students are not mere consumers, captured the complexity and reciprocity of the 

transactions as they occur in the U.S system: 
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...in higher education the same event, the matriculation of a student at a college, is a 

transaction in each of these two markets. Simultaneously, the school (student) sells 

(buys) educational services to (from) the student (college) while the student (college) 

sells (buys) peer quality input to (from) the college (student). Transactions take place 

in each of the two markets, as a result of that single event. 

In a paper considering student loans in the context of higher education 

accessibility and financial viability Johnstone (2005) provided the following 

characterisation of the key features of income contingency: 

This type carries a contractual obligation to repay some percentage of future earnings 

generally until the loan is repaid at a contractual rate of interest, or until the 

borrower has repaid either a maximum amount (which can release the high earner), or 

for a maximum number of years (which can ultimately release the low earner). That 

which is stipulated in the loan contract is the annual repayment burden, or the 

percentage of earnings that must go to loan repayment (which may be fixed for all 

income levels, or progressive, applying to earnings only above some threshold and/or 

increasing as incomes rise). That which varies according to income or earnings is the 

repayment period and, at least for some low earning borrowers, the ultimate cost of 

the loan (Johnstone 2005,9) 

Johnstone's definition can be distinguished from the HECS arrangement in 

two key ways- there is no maximum of years a HECS debtor remains liable to repay 

(except for any debt owing in the final tax assessment, the loan is 'forgiven' at the 

death of the HECS debtor), and there is no contract stipulating repayment burden. 

Rather, it appears that what the HECS debtor signed was a commitment to 

repaying the debt on terms, which are subject to annual variation by the 

Commonwealth. Finally, throughout the duration of the scheme, official 

representations maintained that the loan was 'interest-free'. 

In Canada, the Educational Policy Institute has improved the analysis and 

theorising of income-contingent loans schemes providing comparative data for 
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countries in which schemes operate, and conceptualising the variations between 

loans schemes (see Usher 2004, 2005). These recent publications point out the 

conceptual difficulties in making a simple association between income contingency 

equity and access, establishing that the terms of repayment and provisions for 

forgiveness are equally important considerations. 

As well as concerns expressed as to the systemic requirements for the 

successful operation of income-related loans schemes, recent research has questioned 

the assumption around decision making with respect to university participation, 

namely that participation is the consequence of a rational, informed, 'cost-benefit' 

analysis. 

The following comment from Christie and Munro (2003) in a study of U.K 

students' perceptions of loans is quoted at length as it provided a clear summation of 

the possibility that ignorance rather than choice was the factor driving loan uptake: 

At present, ironically, the policy of paying for wider access to higher education by 

increasing the cost burden on the students (and their families) may be succeeding 

more because of widespread ignorance as to the financial consequences of 

participation than because of a careful judgement that it is financially worthwhile. It 

was striking that those who were able to draw on the experience of recently 

graduating friends or family overwhelmingly saw that the immediate financial 

rewards were not that great and saw the repayment of the loans as a real burden. This 

is perhaps not surprising: financially inexperienced students may well not know what 

it will be like to repay debt when working for £16,000 per annum. 

This raises the question as to whether the level of misunderstanding identified here 

will remain in the longer term. This seems unlikely. The students interviewed here 

and in other work on student debt are in the earliest cohorts of students to leave 

higher education with significant debt burdens. If the policy on student loans is 

maintained, it seems likely that their experience of the system, and the experience of 

those that follow them, will become ever more widely disseminated through networks 

of friends, families and work colleagues. Already, anecdotally the impact of student 

debt is being raised as a cause of later entry into owner-occupation, and of a growing 
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tendency for students to return to the parental home post-university. Our work 

suggests that better prior knowledge would have dissuaded some from making the 

choices that they made: in particular, better knowledge is likely to work against 

government policy of widening access to higher education. This is serious to the 

extent that it also limits the potential to access the collective social and economic 

benefits that derive from having a large, well-educated work force in a globalised 

world. (Christie and Munro 2003. 14) 

Christie and Munro argued against the fundamental assumption of the 

student loans program operating in the United Kingdom - that education is a form of 

investment and that students make rational and informed decisions as to whether or 

not to take out student loans. In interviews with forty-two students in their third year 

at university they found that students' decisions and attitudes about debt were 

mediated by family and cultural background, that the individualised loan 

contracting served to conceal advantages that those with family subsidies available 

to them could draw on, that students were not attuned to the implications of their 

financing decisions, and that for some of the students the anticipated labour market 

advantages may not be realised. One feature distinguishing the Australian system 

from that of the United Kingdom is that loans for living expenses were not 'bundled' 

with loans for the deferment of tuition fees. This will be discussed in relation to the 

phenomenon of multiple income-contingent liabilities in Chapter Ten. 

In the Australian context 

The possibility that ignorance (or informational lack) governed acceptance of 

the HECS is further supported in some of the attitudes reported in Rasmussen's 

(2002, 2004) interviews with Australian students with HECS debts. Rasmussen 

conducted an international comparative study interviewing students in Victoria 

(Australia) and Michigan (United States) exploring how students approached the 

question of whether or not to go to university, in which HECS, for the Australian 

interviewees, was raised as a topic of consideration. The research was interested in 

interrogating the concept of the student as rational calculator as assumed by human 

74 



capitalists. His findings indicated that there was not a clear grasp of the HECS 

arrangement in the minds of prospective students interviewed in the study, thus 

upsetting the assumption of rational economic action. Rasmussen commented on 

students' HECS perceptions which reflected either a lack of understanding of the 

scheme's operation, or else a lack of appreciation of consequence: 

For a number of participants...the notion of HECS indebtedness was difficult to grasp 

... students found HECS to be rather amorphous, or 'out of sight, out of mind' ... One 

student went as far as referring to HECS as a joke, noting that to him and many of 

his friends, HECS isn't seen as a 'real' debt compared to money borrowed for material 

consumer purchases. (Rasmussen 2002, 43) 

Further comments reflected students' perceptions of the HECS debt as 'not quite real': 

..students expressed a desire to postpone thinking about repayment until the 

necessary time arrived. One student acknowledged that she didn't even open any of 

her HECS statements until her second year at university. Another student ... 

expressed his faith that 'providing I leave here with the skills that I can maintain my 

job, and that my wage goes up each year, as they tell me it's meant to, I don't really, 

it's not something I try to think about.' (Rasmussen 2002, 41). 

These observations prompted Rasmussen to note the possibility that students' 

perceptions of the 'unreality' of HECS "... could render them less rational economic 

actors than they might otherwise be in the context of a traditional consumer 

transaction." (Rasmussen 2002, 44). The study also noted: 

In keeping with the theme of the 'amorphous' nature of HECS, many participants 

also admitted lacking detailed knowledge, past or present, about the details and 

workings of the HECS system. This was confirmed by the factually inaccurate 

information provided by a number of students in response to questions about their 

understanding of and experience with HECS. This is in itself is an issue worthy of 

further exploration, particularly if inaccurate information or misunderstandings 

about HECS is a contributing factor to the continued socioeconomic gap in 

Australian universities. (Rasmussen 2002, 45) 
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There is evidence of ambiguity and confusion as to the nature of the HECS, in 

both policy documentation and in assessments of the scheme, which is to be expected 

with an untested policy intervention. 

This is in part owing to novelties incorporated into the HECS instrument that 

distinguish it from a more conventional loan structure. With a personal loan or 

housing mortgage, for example, the borrower can expect a clear representation of the 

amount borrowed, the finance charge and estimated total cost of borrowing29. In 

addition the conventional loan is extended for a finite duration. The HECS loan 

lacked these informational and structural features, and in this stood as an apparent 

exception to practice in other countries. There is a certain irony in the fact that the 

HECS served as a template for international policy transfer, and yet the most detailed 

research into the HECS and its consequences to date has been conducted outside of 

the country. 

The original scheme was established as an obligation by statute not by 

contract per se, and this left the HECS debtor in the position of having assented to an 

obligation under which they had no recourse (as in the case of obligations covered by 

a contract) except in the case of administrative errors. 

This raises questions about the income-related loan facility, which 

demonstrate the fiscal complexity of its structure. These concern the accounting of 

the debt, and the administration of the debt repayment and are illuminated when the 

perceptions reported in the interviews and surveys reviewed in this chapter are 

compared with the conceptualisations of the HECS offered by academic economists. 

The following considerations provide this comparative perspective. 

29 This information must be provided to credit consumers under the Uniform Consumer 
Credit Code : the amount of credit that is to be provided, the annual percentage rate or rates, how the 
interest is calculated and when it is charged, the total amount of interest if the contract is to be paid out 
within seven years, the credit fees and charges to be paid, how you are to be informed about changes to 
the contract, any default rate of interest and how this is calculated (eg. from a published reference rate), 
the frequency of account statements, details of relevant commission charges, information about whether 
a mortgage or guarantee applies, details of credit related insurance financed under the contract. 
(Commonwealth of Australia 2005, Consumer Credit Code, frequently asked questions). 
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Loan, investment, asset, debt? 

An asset, being the amount of charges incurred by a student undertaking tertiary 

study net of any upfront payments, is recorded when a student's income reaches a 

minimum repayment threshold. Interest is charged yearly based on the prevailing rate 

of inflation. 

(DoFA 2004, explanation of HECS accounting policy in consolidated financial 

statements). 

The Commonwealth funds HECS loans on behalf of students of higher education 

institutions, which are treated for accounting purposes as capital funding. The 

significant increase in capital appropriations from 1999-2000 to 2000-01 is a result of 

indexation of the total HECS debt. The gradual decline over the forward years is a 

result of increasing HECS debt repayments by students, which reduces the level of 

capital appropriation. (Commonwealth of Australia Budget Papers 2001) 

The first ambiguity was whether the HECS debt owing was an expenditure, 

or an asset to the Commonwealth (as illustrated in the representations quoted above, 

in national accounts it appeared as a spending allocation under the Department of 

Education function, in government finance statistics it is treated as an asset30). The 

Commonwealth's accounting for the HECS, while illuminating the developing 

appreciation of the state of the benefits of a structure that is both asset and liability is 

beyond the scope of consideration of this research, however it is relevant to note the 

interest and utility to the Commonwealth of being able to represent a budget item in 

one function as public spending and in another item as an investment/asset to be 

recouped. 

This was highlighted in the HECS 2 decision to 'accelerate the recovery of the 

debt' through lowering the first repayment threshold and bringing HECS debtors 

who had not earned 'average earnings' into the repayment cycle. In that case the 

outstanding debt was being treated as an asset owing to the Commonwealth and any 

representation of the terms of the loan to the debtor was not relevant. 

30 see for example, ABS 2001 catalogue 5518.0.55.001 Government Finance Statistics 
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The ambiguous nature of the HECS owing was also reflected in the 

intermittent suggestion that the Commonwealth sell off the outstanding amount due 

- "Consideration should be given to securitising HECS"31. In this recommendation, 

the implications for HECS debtors of the conceptualisation (language game) of the 

HECS as an asset to the Commonwealth would be profound in terms of the 

representation of the HECS as an agreement between the Commonwealth and the 

citizen. Such a variation would transform the nature of the liability assuming that 

any agency purchasing the outstanding amount would not have access to the ATO 

deduction system as a mechanism of debt recovery, and would more likely utilise 

more traditional debt collection strategies. Again, this would be manifest to the 

debtor only when it occurred, and such a conceptualisation was not a feature of the 

original representation of the mechanism. 

What is the amount of the HECS charge?  

Another consideration was which dollar amount was regarded as the HECS 

charge - was it the upfront discounted charge that was the HECS charge, or was it the 

amount that the deferred HECS debtor was to repay? The difference in 

conceptualisation constituted the 25% difference for upfront payment as either a 

bonus discount (if the deferred charge was the 'price') or else the 25% difference as a 

loan surcharge (if the upfront charge was the 'price'). On this Long (2002) took the 

latter view and commented: 

HECS is described almost universally as an 'interest-free' loans scheme. That such a 

description could be so widely accepted in relation to HECS is a testament to the 

quality of its marketing. The portrayal of HECS as an income-contingent interest-free 

loans scheme with a 25% discount for up-front payment disguises the true nature of 

HECS ... loans with a real cost for deferred payment. (Long 2002, 133) 

In support of Long's conceptualisation, it would have been impossible to advise a 

debtor signing a deferred HECS agreement exactly what they could expect to pay, 

given that how much they pay ended up being a function of the debtor's earnings, 

31  This was the recommendation of the Na tional Commission of Audit review of governance 
arrangements for the incoming federal Government (NCA & Officer, R 1996, 
recommendation 4.18) 
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the duration of repayment, the national economy, and the use of the voluntary 

repayment mechanism (itself attracting a discount/bonus). If disclosure requirements 

applied to the HECS arrangement a minimum requisite would have been a plain 

English explanation of the factors that would influence the amount. 

Indexation 

A final consideration of significance in conceptualising the HECS loan, which 

also related to the question of subsidy, was how indexation differs from interest. 

Indexation has been utilised in Australian public policy in the context of 

preservation of the value of wages and government transfers (Plowman 1981). Wage 

indexation was practised in Australia between 1975 and 1981 as part of an attempt to 

introduce a uniform centralised wage fixing system (CCH 1981). Indexation has also 

been applied in the context of Australian pensions and benefits paid through the 

social security system. Economists have debated the merits of indexation in various 

contexts (see for example Giersch, Friedman, Fellner, Bernstein and Kafka 1974, 

Dornbusch and Simonsen 1983) and there is no consensus on the macroeconomic 

impact of such adjustments. 

As Weaver (1988) has noted, while indexation can provide an automatic 

mechanism by which the deemed value of payments is adjusted and preserved in the 

light of social and economic conditions, it can also serve to limit the capacity for 

claims that exceed a cost adjustment factor (and thus keep questions as to the value 

of specific payments off the political agenda). 

A consideration of the reasons why wage indexation was abandoned in 

Australia referred to the absence of uniformity in the determination of wage claims 

across different states, the practice of partial indexation which ultimately did not 

provide the compensation for inflation that the practice was intended to achieve, and 

subsequent wage claims and industrial action by groups whose real wages had been 

declining by reference to inflation over the period (CCH, 1981, Plowman 1981). This 

highlights that in the absence of universal provisions governing the value of 

payments the perception of unfairness is introduced if specific provisions protect the 

value of some fiscal policies (such as the amount of money for which a HECS debtor 

is liable) while at the same time other specific provisions serve to limit or deregulate 

79 



the value of others. It must be further noted that as the HECS was a loan, its 

indexation cannot be assumed to carry the same benefits as the indexation of a non-

repayable grant. 

In addition to Long's argument that the HECS loan contained surcharge on 

the upfront sticker price equivalent to the discount, there was the question of how to 

consider the annual adjustment: 

Some student loan schemes, such as those in Sweden, Australia, and the UK, will 

claim that they do not charge "interest," as such, but merely adjust upwards the 

amount owed according to the prevailing rate of inflation so the borrower repays in 

real terms only what he or she borrowed. This is still an interest rate—albeit what is 

frequently called a zero real, or inflation-adjusted, rate of interest—which by 

definition is still moderately subsidized, as money always has some real value, and 

interest rates will always be something in excess of the prevailing rate of inflation. 

(Johnstone 2005, 13). 

Arguably, the difference between 'interest free' and 'zero real interest' would 

not be apparent to persons unversed in economic lore. The conundrum is why the 

debt is considered to be subsidised. This was rationalised economically through the 

argument that a subsidy arose through the government refraining from charging a 

'real' interest rate. Illustrating the foundational assumptions underlying 

representations of subsidy in a paper considering the introduction of the HELP, Beer 

and Chapman (2004, 161-162) explained the economic interpretation thus: 

The critical policy point is that once incurred, HECS debts have a real interest rate of 

zero. The importance of this relates to what economists call discounting. Discounting 

refers to the notion that a financial, obligation of a given real amount that has to be 

met today is more of a burden than if the same sum has to be paid in, say, one year's 

time ... The critical point is that the HECS interest rate subsidy means that a 

financial advantage accrues that increases with the length of time it takes a graduate 

to repay a given level of debt. That is, the longer is the expected period of 

nonrepayment of HECS, the lower is the true cost and significance of the debt at the 

point that the obligation is incurred. For this reason economists focus on what is 
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known as the present value of a debt, since this calculation takes into account the 

value of discounting in assessments of the real consequences of debt. 

The above explanation of discounting suggests strongly that it is the present value of 

a HECS debt which will affect higher education students' enrolment behaviour. 

The very interesting question of what the 'present value' of the HECS debt 

was to the student (when they incurred the debt) was related to and rationalised by 

reference to the account of 'discounting'. 

Two assumptions of the account conflicted with the HECS experience as 

documented in the current research. The first was the idea that the debtor was 

selecting between two options - whether to pay at enrolment ('now'), or whether to 

defer payment. For many HECS debtors there was no option but to defer the 

payment of the charge, and so there was no sense in which they were opting to have 

the benefit of funds in the present, simply because they did not have those funds at 

the time of contracting the debt. To employ the concept of discounting in relation to a 

situation in which there are no alternatives might be considered disingenuous. 

The second key phrase was 'the same amount'. Again, economic theory 

distinguishes between 'same' as unchanging and 'same' as in adjusting for wider 

macroeconomic conditions. In the case of the HECS, the debt remaining 'the same' 

was equivalent to the debt increasing with positive inflation, and decreasing with 

deflation. 

Interestingly, the new Higher Education Support Act (Section 198, 10 (2)) in 

providing for the indexation of tuition charges from 2005 ruled out deflation of 

tuition charges ("an amount is not indexed if its indexation factor is one or less") and 

in a note to that provision stated that "Guidelines may provide for amounts to be 

indexed using the method of indexation set out in this Part" thus enabling the 

possibility that accumulated debts will at a future date not be subject to the 

deflationary provision. 

Best expressed by the idea that one dollar is not worth the same amount to 

two different people (this also explains (Usher's 2005a) argument that claims about 

the burden of debt based simply on quantity of debt without taking into account 

repayment conditions are subjective and unhelpful), the 'subsidy' language game can 
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be seen to be assuming the conceptualisation of the HECS as a line of affordable 

credit to the debtor, and as an investment by the Commonwealth, the value of which 

must be preserved. The assumption is that the government has had to borrow the 

money at a rate of interest which is not reflected in the loan amount the debtor agrees 

to pay back, hence the loan costs the government. 

However, the difference between the cost of borrowing to the government 

and the value of the HECS loan would matter naught to the HECS debtor observing 

their loan debit balance increasing. 

The new industrial environment further complicates the assertion of subsidy. 

From 2005, with the continuing deregulation of wage setting mechanisms, it will be 

difficult to make any assertions as to how much a person can expect to earn, given 

this will ultimately be a function of demand and valuation of their skills, and their 

capacity to engage in wage negotiation in the individualised bargaining situation 

envisaged by the Workplace Relations Amendments 2005. In a country with steady state 

structural unemployment of no less than 5% it is difficult to suggest that it is a 

worker's market in terms of the prices employers are willing to pay. Few occupations 

or industries continue to sustain strong occupational control through (for example) 

reserving the right to control numbers entering the classification - the exception 

perhaps is medical doctors, who exercise control over the numbers of doctors 

moving through institutions, and gatekeep graduate destinations through control 

over the issuing of medicare provider numbers. 

In the new workplace environment, the assumption that earnings increase to 

match inflation (an explicit assumption of the econometric assessments discussed in 

this chapter) is not prima facie valid. The importation of 'old social landscape' 

industrial relations assumptions have no legislative or empirical justification in the 

new terrain of individual negotiation of terms and conditions of employment. 

Beer and Chapman's modelled appraisal also made the assumption of a static 

repayment arrangement, and a static debt value. 

The 'present value' analysis relied on there being an actual decision to be 

made as to the payment of the debt, as expressed in Beer and Chapman's analysis 

that a HECS liability has a higher present value for higher income individuals (and 
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confirmed by their argument based on the presence of an upfront 'gap fee' in the case 

of exhausting credit entitlement) resulted in a paradoxical conclusion as stated: 

The results illustrate that the new system impacts much more adversely on the 

present values of high-income graduates. Males, for example, will pay 23 per cent 

more, and even females with children will face present values of the debt which are 23 

per cent higher. The basic reason that the high-income graduates face significantly 

higher increases in the present values of their debts is that members of these groups 

receive none of the subsidy benefits associated with the large increase in the first 

income threshold of repayment of HECS. (Beer and Chapman, 2004 167). 

Although there is historical precedent to the contrary (HECS 2), the analysis 

relied on the first repayment threshold being set at a level that exceeded the most 

recent previous by ten thousand dollars, and remaining at or above that income 

level. Most HECS repayment analyses fail to take into account the potential 

malleability of repayment thresholds. In another paper Chapman himself 

commented that the first repayment threshold (in a non-equity arrangement) could 

be set at $1,000 income (Chapman, in Miller and Pincus 1997, 42). For this to transpire 

it would only require the assent of both Houses of Parliament. 

A virtual debt 

The HECS charge and loan are not even 'paper figures' from the perspective 

of the student, in that they never received the money they must repay. 

In concert with annual adjustments and policy alterations, this made the 

economic value created both variable and virtual. For example, the loan did not 

strictly conform to structured repayments as repayment threshold triggers varied, 

and the value was of a determinate amount on the day on which indexation was 

applied, but the debt would not remain at that represented value. This will become 

important when considering the range of perceptions and attitudes reported by 

debtors in the online survey. 

Given the many amendments to the scheme, the final ambiguity of the HECS 

arrangement is expressed in the question: what can the terms and conditions of the 

HECS loan arrangement be said to consist of? 
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HECS 1 combined the argument that the already-advantaged ought 

contribute to the costs of their university participation, with the government's 

declared objective to expand opportunities for university participation to a wider 

proportion of the population. This was a paradoxical part of the language game of 

the HECS. The descriptive scenario of the 'already advantaged' argument derived 

from one study undertaken in 1983 (Anderson and Vervoom 1983) intended to 

denote an inequitable state of affairs, and was at odds with the expansionary aim of 

HECS 1 - that university be accessible to individuals from the under-represented 

socio-economic strata. Tuition fees on the other hand, reflected the policy assumption 

that every person entering university either already belonged to the over-represented 

high "SES", or would soon join this classification in virtue of the labour market 

advantages their university participation was assumed to confer). 

Some academics and policy analysts may be made uncomfortable by what might be 

viewed as misrepresentation--represented, for example, by calling a mandatory 

contribution from students and/or parents to cover a portion of instructional costs 

anything but what it is: a tuition fee. Furthermore, students who are made to believe 

that their income contingent obligations are fundamentally unlike real debts may 

borrow more than they need to, or even mean to. (Johnstone 2003, 20) 

Couched in the language of 'cost sharing' (Johnstone 2001) the decision that 

students be required to 'make a contribution' successfully put the introduction of 

HECS at a distance from the idea of introducing tuition fees (a proportion of the costs 

is not equivalent to the full cost recovery that the phrase 'user pays' suggests). The 

function whereby students could defer payment of their fees at enrolment effectively 

taking out a loan from the Commonwealth was the basic loan structure of the HECS. 

What subsequently happened to the loan and the HECS debtor received rather less 

attention. 

The Australian scheme appears to have been successful, and there are many reasons 

to favor elements of student loan programs that incorporate features associated with 

income contingency generally. At the same time, income contingent loans, especially 

as identified with the Australian HECS, seem also immersed in misunderstanding, 

misrepresentation, and unintended consequences. (Johnstone 2003,21) 
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The preceding considerations have in part answered question 1- how is the 

HECS represented to the public by policy makers. 

The next chapters turn to a detailed consideration of HECS information at 

three different levels of the technostructure — at the level of information provided to 

incoming students (Chapter Six), at the level of systemic oversight (Chapter Seven) 

and at the level of administrative review (Chapter Eight). 
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CHAPTER SIX: HECS INFORMATION 

In this chapter, a detailed critique of the chronology of editions of the booklet 

contribute to the informational analysis through tracing the changing representations 

in the booklet's contents. The explanations offered of key features of the HECS 

process will be considered as they were presented to students (Chapter Six), as they 

were commented on by the Higher Education Council (Chapter Seven) and as they 

informed appeals against a HECS charge (Chapter Eight). 

Your questions answered?  

As noted, the primary source of information provided to HECS debtors was 

in the booklet that accompanied the enrolment process, HECS Your Questions 

Answered (the booklet)32. 

In theory, the student would read the booklet prior to determining their 

HECS payment option, and complete their enrolment through signing a payment 

options declaration form (PODF) in which their decision to become a HECS debtor 

and assent to the HECS arrangement was formalised. 

After 1992, in signing the form the student agreed that they had in fact read 

the booklet, and that they agreed they understood its contents. The PODF was 

separate to the booklet. 

Universities were supposed to provide students with a copy of the booklet33. 

As information about HECS on university websites and in other university 

correspondence was derived from the contents of the booklet it can be treated as the 

authoritative source of information for prospective students and users of the scheme. 

If the HECS were a loan simpliciter the booklet would be described as the 'terms and 

conditions', hence the particular attention paid to its representations in this section. 

32 From 1990 - 2003 then in 2004 HECS Information, and finally in 2005, Information for 
Commonwealth Supported Students. 
33 Actually, administra tive guidelines for institutions referred to the 'relevant forms and 
information' but did not stipulate the booklet, although an appendix to administrative 
manuals shows a reorder form for copies of the booklet (DEET 1992). 
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The PODF also provided some information, and read in conjunction with the 

booklet, gives a sense of what information was considered necessary to provide the 

prospective debtor in a 'plain English' format, in order that they might comprehend 

the scheme and the nature of their obligation. 

The booklet and PODF have been altered as the scheme was implemented, 

and the history of inclusions in and excisions from the booklet (and PODF) provide a 

means by which the evolution of the scheme can be tracked. The following 

considerations are based on comparison of the editions of the booklet available 

between 1989 and 2002. Changes in the ordering and provision of information and 

the use of illustrative examples reflect the evolution and increasing complexity of the 

scheme . 

As part of this analysis copies of HECS Your Questions Answered and available 

PODFs were collected for the years 1989-2002 from the Department of Education and 

library holdings. The department was unable to furnish copies of the PODF for 1989-

1992, although administrative guidelines manuals published for university HECS 

administrators yielded the PODF for 1991 and 1992 (DEET 1992, 1993). As the visual 

presentation of the information formed a dimension of consideration, copies of the 

booklet for 1990 and 1997, and PODFs from 1991 and 1997 can be viewed at 

Appendix 2. These illustrate the changes in tone, quality and quantity of information 

from HECS 1 to HECS 2. 

The following review considers the information presented, the representation 

of key changes in the scheme, and changes internal to the presentation of information 

in the booklet. 

HECS 1  

In 1989, the first edition of the booklet was called Students and the Higher 

Education Contribution (Commonwealth of Australia 1988). It was in a small pamphlet 

format and explained who would be liable (and who would be exempt), and the level 

of contribution for a full-time enrolment - noting that institutions would estimate the 

liability based on enrolment details, and also that the charge "will be indexed 

annually to maintain its present value" (Commonwealth of Australia 1988, 7). 
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Census dates were explained and students reminded to officially withdraw 

by the census date or else become liable. No directions, however, were given as to 

what 'official withdrawal' constituted. Students were told that their institution 

would send written notice of the semester contribution after each census date and 

notified, and "If you believe that the notice is incorrect you may ask your institution 

to reconsider it" (Commonwealth of Australia 1988, 8). No details as to the process 

for querying a charge were offered. 

Payment options were described and the student was informed that they 

could change their option each semester "However, the document is designed so that 

your option for any one semester can remain in force for future semesters unless you 

decide to vary it." (Commonwealth of Australia 1988, 9). The deferred payment 

option was explained as a loan from the Commonwealth, and students were advised 

that they were required to provide a tax file number34  and that failure to do so would 

result in the student's enrolment being cancelled. This version of the booklet 

stipulated "The higher education contribution is not a tax on students or graduates ... 

Once you have paid your contribution you have no liability to pay any further 

amount" (Commonwealth of Australia 1988, 4). 

Further details of the deferred payment option were provided - definitions of 

HECS semester debt (the amount charged each semester); accumulated HEC debt -  

"This is the total of all your HEC semester debts ... that remains unpaid at 1 June 

each year. From 1 June 1990, this amount will be indexed to keep pace with 

movements in the Consumer Price Index" (Commonwealth of Australia 1988, 14); 

and HEC assessment debt (the amount repayable in any income year in which 

income earned exceeded the minimum threshold trigger — "The minimum threshold 

for the 1988-89 income year is $22,000"). The booklet explained that tax instalment 

deductions would be put towards a HEC assessment debt, and if they were 

insufficient to cover the compulsory repayment amount a negative tax return would 

34 The tax file number (TFN) system provided a unique numerical identifier used by 
authorised agencies in processing income tax returns, tax deductions and administering cash 
transfers. Strict laws govern the holding and disclosure of TFNs. 
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result in a tax bill (Commonwealth of Australia 1988, 14-15). At page 19-20 the 

booklet warned: 

The rules for collection and recovery of income tax will apply to. HEC assessment 

debts. This means your HEC assessment debt may be subject to late lodgment penalty 

if you do not lodge a tax return on time. As well, if you do not pay your HEC 

assessment debt by the due date shown on the assessment notice, you may be charged 

late payment penalty. Both penalties are normally calculated at the rate of 20 per cent 

per year. 

In 1990 the pamphlet became the booklet HECS: Your Questions Answered 

(Commonwealth of Australia 1989). Version two offered extensive definitions framed 

as answers to questions (for example, How Do You Pay?, What if you die?). It clarified 

what would be accepted as official withdrawal from subjects (written advice, prior to 

Census dates), and imposed a 14-day timeframe for querying the accuracy of a HEC 

semester debt with an institution. The booklet included cartoons and examples 

intended to illustrate the operation of the scheme (see Appendix 2). Directions were 

given for application for remission of a HECS debt. The requirement on debtors to 

negotiate increased deductions from their pay with their employer to cover their 

HECS debt was given more elaboration. The booklet for 1990, and 1991, stated - 

inside the front cover — "If you are doing a higher education course or are planning 

to, you need to read this booklet". (Commonwealth of Australia 1989,1, 1990, 1). 

Indexation for example: Anna wins the Lotto  

In the how to pay later section for 1990 was a more extensive explanation of 

indexation: 

An adjustment is made on 1 June each year to the part of your HECS debt which 

remains unpaid for twelve months or more. The adjustment method is called 

indexation. Indexation ensures that your HECS debt maintains its present value by 

taking into account increases in the cost of living.(Commonwealth of Australia 

1989,19). 

An illustrative example followed. The 1989 semester debt of a fictional debtor 'Anna' 

was $900. In September 1989 Anna's tax assessment raised a compulsory HECS 
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repayment of $120. In December 1989 Anna won $400 through gambling, which she 

decided to use in a voluntary repayment of her HECS debt. Taking the $120 of 

compulsory repayments and the $400 of lotto payment from the balance ($900-$520), 

Anna's accumulated debt ($380) was indexed on June 1 by 7% ($26) and shown as 

$406. Anna then added another $1190 of HECS in semesters two of 1989 ($690) and 

one ($500) of 1990 so her post-indexation balance on June 1 1990 was $1596. 

As an intended illustrative scenario this example contained several features 

that made the example less than clear. While it was technically correct to deduct the 

voluntary (lotto) repayment from Anna's outstanding amount to be indexed, the 

example conveyed the impression that compulsory repayments were deducted from 

the debt at the same time as voluntary repayments. In practice, compulsory 

repayments were (and are) applied when a tax return was processed after the end of 

the financial year - June 30, and indexation was (and is) applied on June 1. Had her 

earnings put her in the compulsory repayment bracket for the example year (1990) 

Anna would have been liable for another compulsory repayment for the income year 

1989-1990. That repayment would have been due after June 30 1990. 

Assuming that the example is illustrating indexation applied on June 1 1990, 

changing the variables can give an indication of the impact of the timing of 

indexation and the application of repayments on the debt balance. 

Scenario (a) Anna's semester one debt minus the lotto repayment left a 

balance of $500, after indexation on June 1 1990, her debt balance would have been 

$1725. Scenario (b) in order to have had a compulsory repayment of $120 levied in 

her 1988-89 tax return Anna would have earned $24,000 in that income year (in the 

1988-89 income year the proportions of gross were halved). If Anna had spent her 

lotto winnings on (say) text books, rent and bills rather than in voluntary HECS 

repayment, and if she had not had any compulsory repayment levied her post-

indexation balance would have been $2153. 

In a tacit acknowledgement of the complexity of the process of accumulated 

debt in interaction with repayment cycles, in the next edition (Commonwealth of 

Australia 1990, 20), Anna studied full-time, did not work (hence no compulsory 

repayment), and did not win the Lotto. The various explanations offered for the 
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adjustment ('indexation') will be re-considered in the discussion chapters of the 

thesis (see especially Chapter Thirteen). 

By 1993 the inside front cover of the booklet not only advised "you need to 

read this booklet" but also "you should keep it for future reference, in case at any 

stage you discontinue your studies or have any queries about HECS". The booklet 

stated that the HECS charge was equivalent to 'approximately one-fifth' of the cost 

(Commonwealth of Australia 1992,1). 

The explanation and example of indexation occupied two pages, under the 

heading "If you choose the Deferred Option, will your debt increase?". The 

explanation commenced "Yes it will..", (which omitted the possibility that the 

adjustment could be negative, as it was in 1998) and continued "Generally the 

indexation factor is significantly lower than prevailing market interest rates." 

(Commonwealth of Australia 1992, 22). 

The booklet also advised students not to delay applying for remission of their 

debt while awaiting supporting documentation (Commonwealth of Australia 1992, 

25). The reference to tax penalties no longer appeared. 

The 1994 version introduced the requirement on employers to deduct 

additional tax to cover an estimated compulsory repayment: "It will be your 

responsibility to advise your employer that you have a HECS debt" (Commonwealth 

of Australia 1993, 15). 

The Pay Later Option section advised "There is no interest charged. However, 

the debt is indexed annually by adjusting it in line with cost of living increases. The 

adjustment is made on 1 June each year." (Commonwealth of Australia 1993, 8). 

In the section explaining voluntary repayments (which could be made at any 

time) the booklet advised that it was important to specify that the repayment was 

voluntary (and not an anticipated compulsory repayment) and hinted: "As 

indexation is applied each year on 1 June to a debt which has been outstanding for 

more than twelve months, students wishing to make a voluntary repayment will 

benefit from making their payment before this date." (Commonwealth of Australia 

1993, 16). 
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Expanded detail of procedures for withdrawal from subjects were provided 

(including the express direction to send withdrawals to central student 

administration, as compared with the previous year which had suggested "Student 

Administration or Faculty Office, as appropriate" (Commonwealth of Australia 1992, 

8)). 

In 1995 the booklet advised "...you should read this booklet carefully before 

you enrol for 1995 and keep it handy for reference throughout the year." 

(Commonwealth of Australia 1994, inside front cover, emphasis added). 

In response to the question posed Is there interest charged on HECS debts? this 

version of the booklet stated "There is no real rate of interest but the debt is indexed 

annually by adjusting it in line with the cost of living." (Commonwealth of Australia 

1994, 15, emphasis added). There were examples of how much HECS repayment 

corresponded with how much weekly income. 

Transition to HECS 2: 'provisional provisions'  

Both the 1996 and 1997 booklets contained provisional advices (produced by 

changes introduced to the scheme in Commonwealth Budget statements, but which 

had yet to pass through both houses of the parliament) accompanied by the 

following statement: "At the time this booklet went to press (September 1995) 

legislation was before the Parliament which, if passed, will mean the changes will be 

introduced in 1996" (Commonwealth of Australia 1995, 2). The same statement in the 

1997 booklet referred to the 1996 Budget changes announcing HECS 2 (that booklet 

went to press in November of 1996 before the HECS 2 legislation had passed through 

Parliament). 

From 1997 the booklet contained the qualification "The information outlined 

in this booklet is consistent with the present legislation however, changes may be 

made to any provisions of the Scheme at any time with the consent of both houses of 

Parliament"(Commonwealth of Australia 1996,1). The reference to 'one-quarter' and 

'one-fifth' of the costs that appeared as the representation of how much the student 

was required to contribute in previous editions, was replaced with "you have to pay 

part of the cost". 
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Provisions exempting continuing students (who were already enrolled in a 

course under the conditions of HECS 1) from the HECS 2 changes were followed by 

the proposed new charges (subject to the passage of legislation). 

From 1998 the booklet provided a flowchart diagram to demonstrate how 

HECS worked (Commonwealth of Australia 1997, 32). In 1999, the booklet was 

produced with a foldout front cover. If the cover were fully unfolded the reader saw 

a picture of a payment options declaration form accompanied by the statement Read 

this booklet before you sign this form and the explanation that signing the form meant 

agreeing that the booklet had been read. From 1998 with minor amendments and 

updating of charges, and in 2000 additional restrictions imposed on access to HECS 

for permanent residents and New Zealand citizens (Commonwealth of Australia 

1999, 11-1635) the booklet's representations remained unchanged, with the exception 

of insertions from 2001 explaining that information statements would only be issued 

to HECS debtors if there had been 'activity' on their account other than annual 

indexation in the past fifteen months (Commonwealth of Australia 2000, 31; 2001, 24). 

Prior to this the Australian Taxation Office had this advice on their website, but it 

was not (until 2001) included in the booklet. After the various attempts at explaining 

indexation detailed above, the following definition was presented for the years 1998-

2001 on the last pages of the booklet (Commonwealth of Australia 1997, 21; 1998, 21; 

1999, 31; 2000, 22): 

Is interest charged on my HECS debt? 

There is no interest charged but the debt is indexed annually by adjusting it 

in line with the cost of living. The adjustment is made on 1 June each year and 

applies to the portion of debt which has remained unpaid for 12 months or more. 

35 While the variations to HECS eligibility for permanent residents who have not become 
Australian citizens after meeting their residency requirement, and for New Zealanders who 
enjoyed special status under reciprocal agreements with Australia (which status has 
subsequently undergone retractions and limitations reflecting the changing relationship 
between the two countries) constitute a fascinating exemplar of the HECS serving as an 
analogy for Australia's attitude towards non-citizens and proxy for international 
relationships, a comprehensive appraisal of shifts and roundabouts falls outside the scope of 
this research. 
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Informational analysis  

It is not easily argued that sufficient and accurate information was contained 

in the information booklet, such that a student could be aware of their obligations. 

Certainly the post-1992 PODF clause I have read the HECS information booklet and I am 

aware of my obligations under the scheme carried the implication that the booklet's 

contents were accurate and comprehensive. 

The information booklet changed format from a nineteen page pamphlet in 

1989 to a thirty-five page booklet in 2001. While the information and its expression 

altered in more years than it remained consistent, at no time did the booklet have on 

the cover a statement that prospective HECS debtors were required to read it. The 

closest it came was the edition for 2000, where the front cover carried a watermark 

style stamp advising 'HECS CHOICES AFFECT YOUR $$$'. 

Unless they were orally advised to the contrary, students might get all the way 

through the enrolment process before observing the clause on the PODF that 

signaled they had read the booklet and understood its contents. 

In this chapter a detailed review of the changing official representations of the 

'terms and conditions' of the HECS agreement has shown that while 'HECS: Your 

Questions Answered' was supposed to provide sufficient information such that (as 

per the PODF's implication) students could offer their informed consent to the 

agreement, many questions were left unanswered. 

Not only was it not made clear to students that the booklet proxied for 'terms 

and conditions', it was also not made incumbent on institutions to guarantee that — 

while securing the payment option, they perhaps ought to provide and draw 

attention to the information in the booklet. Finally, a review of the booklet for each 

year of the scheme showed that even had the debtor read it, they would not 

necessarily have been informed nor enlightened as to the amount of their debt, the 

way in which indexation would be charged to their accumulated debt and how this 

would affect the balance, the manner and timing of repayments, procedures 

withdrawing from a subject so as not to incur HECS for subjects not completed, or 

how they were to be informed about any subsequent changes to the scheme that 

might affect them. 
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In the years in which the most significant changes were being made to the 

scheme (the introduction of HECS 2), the timing of publication of the booklet meant 

that information that was provided was qualified as provisional. The very language 

of 'Payment Option Declaration Form' and its brevity (see Appendix 2 for examples), 

were insufficient to convey the seriousness and implications of the commitment to 

becoming a HECS debtor. 

Comments from the Higher Education Council discussed in Chapter Seven 

further reflect concerns about the accuracy of information provided to students. 

Analysis of appeals to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal in Chapter Eight 

demonstrated a reliance on the contents of the information booklet HECS Your 

Questions Answered to enforce the 'contractual' obligation that the debtor (whether 

they were aware of it or not) agreed to in signing a PODF. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: MONITORING THE HECS 

A review of information provision processes at the commencement of a HECS 

arrangement provided the official representations of the scheme's operation offered 

to students. This chapter outlines the monitoring function originally accorded to the 

Higher Education Council, and analyses the advice and reports of the Council 

between 1989 and 1998 for comments on informational and other operational aspects 

of the scheme. 

Monitoring and Accountability structures  

Universities receiving funding under the HEFA (1988) were required to make 

biannual submissions to the Department of Education reporting details of HECS 

places, as a condition of receiving funding. The Department of Education published 

details of the HECS (numbers of students, mode of attendance) in its Triennium 

reports. In addition the Department commissioned reports on various aspects of the 

HECS through its Evaluations and Investigations Program (these are discussed in 

Chapter Ten). Annual reports by the Department of Education featured a section on 

HECS, and statistical collections were published showing HECS load for each 

University. The Australian Taxation Office provided an annual account of HECS 

repayments received through Pay as You Go (PAYG) deductions process for the 

reporting year in its annual reports. There was no separate publication in which all 

details of the HECS processes were gathered together. 

In the initial formulation of HECS 1, the Higher Education Council was 

established by the Employment Education and Training Act (1988) section 25(1)(c), as a 

statutory authority charged with monitoring the impact of the scheme. The Council 

was not empowered to demand information and worked collaboratively with 

universities and the Department of Education to produce thirteen statutory reports 

(tabled in Parliament) and commissioning research into the consequences of the 

introduction of the HECS for the size and socio-demographic composition of 

university populations. As mentioned in Chapter Four, the Council was abolished 

subsequent to the introduction of HECS 2. 
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External to the university system the Commonwealth Ombudsman has some 

jurisdiction over problems related to federal legislation and process. The Taxation 

Ombudsman (recently established) would have a legitimate interest in the tax system 

administered repayment mechanism. The Administrative Appeals Tribunal 

considered process mistakes. 

The Higher Education Council 

The Higher Education Council's oversight role involved annual reporting to 

the National Board of Employment Education and Training (NBEET) and the 

Minister, with reports tabled in both Houses of Parliament. A review of all Council's 

annual reports illuminated the difficulties involved in monitoring the HECS 

operation and in gaining access to reliable information. 

In its third report (HEC February, 1990), the Council provided a summary of 

research efforts to assess the impact of the HECS (these are all reviewed in the 

current work in Chapter Ten). It noted that there was a possible effect on male 

mature aged student enrolments, and enrolments in non-award courses36  (HEC 1990, 

x -xi and 17-18), but expressed caution in interpreting data given the limited period 

of time over which the information was acquired. 

The Council suggested that HECS outlays and receipts of repayments could 

be considered longitudinally as another measure of the scheme's impact (HEC 1990, 

10). The report noted that in July 1989 representatives of the Department of 

Education and the ATO visited institutions to discuss the operation of the HECS and 

from these discussions the changes were made to the payment options declaration 

form, the HECS information booklet for 1990 was redesigned with particular focus 

on commencing students (this is reported as also being the consequence of 'market 

research'), and an administrative guidelines manual for university HECS 

administrators was produced (HEC 1990,10-11). 

Commenting on the enrolment data provided by the Department the Council 

36 'Non-award' means courses of study not leading to a credential/qualification. After the 
introduction of the HECS fees (non deferrable, equal to or greater than the HECS charge) 
were applied for participation in such courses. HEC (1990, 18) noted that enrolments in these 
courses had declined by one third. 
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observed 

The data do not give any indication of possible impacts of HECS on the socioeconomic 

mix of the student population. For privacy reasons, such data are not collected 

through the Department's ongoing statistical collections. The reports of the surveys 

commissioned by the Department indicate that HECS may have modestly favoured 

participation by students from metropolitan and higher socioeconomic backgrounds. 

The authors emphasise, however, that any such effects would have been small and 

that the results need to be interpreted with due caution. (HEC 1990, 17). 

The Council made reference to commissioned surveys (Robertson, Sloan & Bardsley 

1990) citing their findings in the following manner: 

The reports indicate that, in aggregate terms, HECS had little effect on students' 

participation decisions, especially at the entry and undergraduate levels. For example 

... the Victorian report notes that 'only 1.1 per cent of all potential entrants cited 

HECS as very important in their decision not to take up an offer' ... The Western 

Australian survey produced broadly similar results. (HEC 1990, 20). 

The Council concluded "... HECS does not appear to have had a major impact 

on access to higher education in its first year of operation." (HEC 1990, 20). 

The fourth HEC report (HEC November 1990a) highlighted the reporting 

difficulties facing the Council owing to timing conflict between legislated reporting 

requirements and the finalisation of university enrolment statistics for each year, and 

requested an amendment to its reporting obligations in order to accommodate 

information requirements (HEC 1990a, iii). In this report the Council reported some 

of the findings of a National Student Survey conducted by the National Union of 

Students (NUS) in association with Tertiary Research and AGB McNair. The survey 

of 12,000 students aimed to determine the effect of HECS on 'student lifestyle'. The 

Council noted that half of the respondents disagreed that HECS had affected their 

'lifestyle', while over 30% indicated that it had. For example, 

A number of categories were listed for the 'yes' respondents to indicate how the 

Scheme had affected their lifestyle, including changing course or not going on to a 

higher qualification. The majority of the 'yes' respondents (25 per cent of all 

respondents) indicated the general category 'some other effect' and therefore did not 
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specify how the Scheme affected them. A total of 449 people (4 per cent of all 

respondents) indicated that the effect was that they would not be going on to a higher 

qualification. (HEC 1990a, 10). 

The NUS had made a number of recommendations about the operational 

dimensions of the scheme, including alignment of the HECS census date with the 

academic withdrawal without penalty date, and the setting of a maximum amount of 

years over which a HECS debt could be recovered. After the Minister advised the 

decision that the recommendations would not be implemented, the Council formed a 

working group to consider the NUS position and made some aspects of that position 

into recommendations from the Higher Education Council (see HEC 1990a, 14). 

Interestingly, 

.... the working party saw danger in adopting the NUS proposal that a maximum 

number of years should be set during which the Australian Taxation Office could 

make deductions to recover a HECS debt, arguing that such a proposal would have 

the effect of converting a deferred contribution scheme into a scholarship scheme - it 

proposed, however, that the impact of the repayments on low-income graduates 

should be monitored over a period of years.( HEC 1990a, 14) 

From information provided by the Department, the Council reported calls to 

the 'HECS hotline' operating between 2 January and 30 June 1990. Of 2,534 calls 

received, the majority of queries concerned where to send a payment options 

declaration form; where to send up-front payment cheques, when to make up-front 

payments, and how to estimate how much HECS a student was liable for. 

The Council commented: 

It was evident from these enquiries that the information being provided to students on 

these issues by some institutions was not adequate. Institutions were therefore 

requested ... to provide more specific information on these issues with enrolment 

material prepared for 1991 students (HEC 1990a,15). 

In response to the Council raising the difficulty in estimating HECS liability for 

students not taking a standard load, the Department's response was that it was a 

matter for the institutions to address (HEC 1990a, 17). 

The Council further observed that 1990 was the first year that HECS 
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information statements were sent to debtors showing the indexation of the part of 

their HECS debt that remained outstanding for twelve months "The majority of calls 

received on the hotline in June were about these Notices."(HEC 1990a, 16). At the 

request of the ATO the HECS 'hotline' remained in operation until the 11 September 

1990. Between July and September an additional 557 calls were taken, "...bringing the 

total number of calls handled during the year to 3091". The Council went on to 

report: 

Of the calls received in the second half of the year, the Department has advised that 

approximately a quarter concerned taxation aspects of the Scheme, particularly in 

relation to the HECS Indexation Notices issued by the Australian Taxation Office. 

Many of the callers had not realised that their deferred liability would be indexed on 1 

June if their debt was more than twelve months old ... Students also queried the 

calculation of the amounts on their Indexation Notices37. 

The fourth report referred to a research proposal under preparation which was to 

take a qualitative approach to impact assessment (HEC 1990a, vii). In the letter of 

transmittal prefacing the fifth report (HEC 1991), the Acting Chair of the Council 

reported the NBEET view of the monitoring efforts: 

The Board has noted the Council's conclusion, based on an analysis of the 1990 

student enrolment data, that HECS has not had an adverse impact on the size of the 

higher education system. It notes also the Council's report on progress with the 

commissioning of research to assess the impact of HECS on disadvantaged groups. 

The research had been proposed last year as a means of gauging the possible effect of 

HECS on particular groups in the community, an aspect that is not revealed by the 

statistical data. (HEC 1991, i). 

Preliminary Departmental data for 1991 indicated 987 calls had been received 

by the hotline between 2 January and 13 February. The most frequent queries 

concerned how to estimate the amount of a liability (132 calls), 'taxation aspects' 

(155), the differences between pay-upfront and deferred payment (85), and what 

happened if taxable income never reached a repayment threshold trigger (150) (HEC 

37  The indexation factor for 1990 was 8%. Table 23 in Chapter Thirteen shows indexation for 
the period of the scheme. 
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1991, 13). The Council observed that queries to the hotline served as a barometer of 

information provision adequacy. 

In March 1992 the Council detailed efforts on behalf of the ATO to provide 

HECS information at higher education institutions through enrolment periods: "a 

poster and slogan competition for Year 11 and 12 students to increase awareness of 

the scheme" a video developed to explain HECS to year twelve38  students, and the 

department's pilot distribution of the HECS information booklet to potential students 

through tertiary admissions centres (HEC 1992, 25). 

The hotline did not operate for second semester enrolments in 1991. The Department 

has advised that the decision to discontinue the hotline for the second semester 

enrolment periods was based on a declining number of calls during this time and the 

growing familiarity of students with the scheme. (HEC 1992, 26). 

It is difficult to see what declining meant in the context. 

In its seventh report the Council commented: 

In the light of findings arising from a series of research studies commissioned by the 

Council, it was recommended in the Sixth Report that a major report be provided on 

HECS every three years. Those studies led the Council to conclude that HECS, as 

well as not affecting study decisions of individuals, was in no case the most important 

in aggregate terms. 

The Council reported unpublished research surveying a sample of 622 

students who had deferred or terminated their studies. "HECS was ranked fourth or 

fifth among twenty-six factors influencing respondents' decisions concerning their 

higher education study." Of the four factors that were reported as achieving a higher 

frequency of respondent agreement two referred to 'course costs' (32%) and 

'combining work and study' (38%), that is, they were largely financial, and two 

referred to academic reasons- 'inability to study effectively' (46%) and 'course not 

interesting' (31%). By comparison, 30% of respondents indicated HECS was a factor 

in their decision to defer/withdraw, with 10% reporting it as a very important factor. 

This was qualified by the Council's remark that "(g)iven that HECS payment may be 

deferred, it is perhaps understandable that something which has no immediate 

38 'Year Twelve' = final year of secondary schooling. 
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impact on a student is also not rated highly by that student as a reason for stopping 

studies."(HEC 1993, 9-10). From the reporting of results it would appear that the 

sample were asked some evaluative questions - "Around 72 per cent...agreed that 

higher education was a good investment for them, and half agreed that students 

should pay some of the costs of their education. Almost 60 per cent of respondents 

reported that they were worried about accruing a debt from HECS." 

The Council concluded its report on this research by noting 

...there is apparent from this study an improved understanding of HECS. More than 

78 per cent of withdrawing students and almost 70 per cent of deferring students 

agreed that they understood how HECS operates. This compared with 32 per cent of 

Year 12 students and 45 per cent of mature-age persons surveyed in the previous 

HECS study (HEC 1993, 10). 

In its eighth and ninth reports (HEC 1994, 1995), the Council introduced the 

idea of 'policy coherence' as a necessary condition of successful system operation. 

The eighth report raised policy coherence in relation to the Commonwealth 

introducing profile targets for commencing students new to university, and noted 

the tension between this policy requirement and previous provisions: 

The balance between school leavers, credit transfers, mature age but first timers, prior 

learning, postgraduate, mature age but second timers led to institutions' admissions 

profiles being adapted on the run, to the advantage of few (HEC 1994, 10). 

Further to this in its ninth report the Council observed: 

Since the 1988 White Paper, there have been numerous small changes that, when 

taken as a whole, add up to very significant change to the higher education system. 

Unless these changes operate within a policy framework informed by a coherent 

vision, and with a realistic sense of performance and capability, the system is in 

danger of suffering from a set of changes, each of which may have merit on its own, 

but which together make it all appear ad hoc and uncoordinated. (HEC 1995,9). 

The tenth report offered an analysis of the increasing numbers of students 

paying their HECS upfront (attributed to the increase of the discount from 15% to 

25% in 1994) and reported the largest proportion of upfront payers were 19 years old 

and under, with 30 - 39 year olds the second largest group. (HEC 1996, 30). 

102 



The eleventh report added the observation of a trend in enrolments for 

students in the 'mature-aged' category - "For both commencing and total students, 

the increases between 1995 and 1996 were larger for students in the range of 25 -29 

years and 40 years and over- a trend which has been apparent since 1991." (HEC 

1997, 23). 

HECS 2 transition:  

The Council in its final report prior to its abolition noted the continuing 

phenomenon of under-representation of 'designated equity groups' by reference to 

their percentage frequency in the population (HEC June 1998, 15). The Council 

expressed reservations: 

..about the willingness of successive governments to shift funding policy more firmly 

in favour of domestic fee-paying options. It is especially concerned to ensure that the 

value of the social dividend" of higher education is given as much weight as possible in 

determining policy settings (HEC 1998, 18) 

Reiterating the analysis of enrolment data in its eleventh report, the Council 

further observed that Indigenous students, rural and isolated students, and 'people 

from a lower socio-economic background' were over-represented in the deferred 

repayment (i.e. HECS debtor) category (HEC 1998, 24-26). Analysis of upfront payers 

statistics suggested that the numbers of students paying their HECS charge upfront 

had increased "... from 20.3 per cent of liable students in 1990, to 28.5% in 1997" 

(HEC 1998, 27)39. 

For the first time the Council speculated that HECS might have been affecting 

decision making- 

it could well be that for school-leavers, and particularly for mature-age applicants — 

most especially those with family responsibilities—there is a debt aversion effect of the 

notion of taking on a HECS liability. This debt aversion factor may be heightened, as 

39  It must be noted that a payment option could be changed each semester, so the figures 
could only indicate for each year what options were selected. It is doubtful that a deidentified 
analysis could determine a trend, as a student might have alternated between being an 
'upfront payer' and a 'HECS debtor'. 
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some commentators have suggested, if the area of study being considered is in one of 

the higher HECS tiers (HEC 1998, 24). 

Observing that there had not been sufficient passage of time in order to acquire 

information necessary to the assessment of the introduction of HECS 2, the Council 

concluded its report on the operation of the HECS with the comment: 

The Council's present view is, however, that while there is some evidence which 

suggests recent policy changes may be having demand effects, it will take several 

years of trend data to make definitive cause and effect judgements about these 

changes, particularly for designated equity groups .... 

Given this, therefore, the Council recognises that it is important to monitor the effects 

of HECS change, and will report upon these issues in its 13"h Report, when further 

data will be available. (HEC 1998, 24). 

There were no further reports from the Council. 

Informational analysis - Information flow 

The dissemination of reports of the Higher Education Council was a 

prescribed statutory process. Section 25 (1)(c) of the Employment, Education and 

Training Act (Cth) 1988 required the Council to report (by specified dates40) to the 

National Board of Employment Education and Training. The Board's endorsement of 

the report and input would be expressed in a formal letter of transmittal from the 

Chair of the Council to the responsible Minister of the day. The Minister was 

required to table the report in both Federal Houses of Parliament within fifteen days 

of receiving it. 

In this way there was some guarantee that the feedback of information of 

relevance to the operation of the HECS was drawn to the attention of legislative and 

policy advisory structures, and was tabled as part of the official record. Similarly, 

annual reports from the Department of Education, the Australian Taxation Office 

and the Administrative Appeals Tribunal are required to be tabled in the 

Parliaments. 

4° As noted the HEC Chairs over successive years requested that they be  allowed to report 
annually, and then triennially (HEC 1992), as it became apparent that the data flow from the 
sector meant that reports were due before data became available in its final form. 
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This virtue can take a vicious turn if information is inadequate. 

Misinformation travelled as easily as information, as evidenced by the citation trail of 

previous research as it was represented in the Council's reports. 

The policy advisory and HECS impact monitoring functions that were 

performed by the Higher Education Council were (after its abolition) subsequently 

assumed by the Department of Education. After 1997 there was no body independent 

of the Department with comparable oversight capacity in relation to the HECS. 

In contrast with the reporting practices of other countries with loans schemes, 

reporting on the HECS was not aggregated into a specific annual report, although 

different bits of HECS information could be located in reports by the AAT, the ATO 

and the Department of Education. 

In this chapter, the views of the Higher Education Council were presented as 

it attempted to fulfil the statutory responsibility conferred on it, to report on the 

impact of the HECS on student demographic constitution, and whether the presence 

of the HECS served to deter participation. The information challenges encountered 

by the Council, its reliance on Departmental data, intermittent commissioned 

research and its observations on 'policy coherence' and the need for a longitudinal 

perspective indicated that as time progressed it became more aware of the deficiency 

of information on the HECS. 

105 



CHAPTER EIGHT: APPEALING THE HECS 

Chapter Seven reviewed the efforts of the Higher Education Council to elicit accurate 

information to fulfil its statutory reporting requirements. As an accountability node 

of the HECS technostructure the Council was hampered by conflicts between timing 

of information provision by institutions and the Department, its own legislated 

reporting timef rames, and differing perceptions as to the nature of its role (resulting 

in its abolition). In this section the analysis of HECS information is further 

complemented by a review of the records of formal administrative appeals process, 

and of attempts by debtors to have their debts remitted. A thematic review of 

published cases can be found at Appendix 4. While the cases cannot be considered 

'normative' the circumstances and outcomes considered adds perceptions of the 

Administrative Appeals Tribunal members of the operations of the scheme, 

illustrates the interpretation of the Higher Education Funding Act provisions at limit 

points, and offers a record of information perception through the testimonies of 

applicants to the tribunal. The cases demonstrate how the HECS information detailed 

in Chapter Six as representations to students, is interpreted at points where studies 

are interrupted through exceptional events. The considerations of processes that 

apply when exceptional events occur enlarges the sociography's perspective to 

scenarios that fall outside of the normative frame of the HECS as represented. 

Appealing a HECS liability 

"Lack of knowledge or understanding of the requirements for applying for 

remission is not a valid reason for applying after the deadline." 

(Commonwealth of Australia 1999, 24) 

If a student withdrew from a subject before a HECS Census date, then in 

theory their university would 'undebit' the amount of HECS due from the student's 

electronic record of enrolment and they would not incur a debt. If a student varied 

their enrolment this would have HECS consequences if it occurred after an official 

Census date (for standard semesters the dates were the last business day in March 

(first semester) and August (second semester). 
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Appeals were from students who did not believe they were liable for a HECS 

amount they learned had been charged to them. This applied to HECS debtors only-

persons who paid their HECS upfront would have to negotiate directly with the 

institution. All appeals for HECS debtors had first to be made to the Secretary of the 

Department of Education (or delegated agent). 

Review by the Department of Education  

The Secretary (or delegate) of the Department of Education was the first point 

of appeal for applications for remission of HECS debt (for subjects withdrawn post 

census date). After the HECS Census date (which meant the debt had been reported 

and added to the student's virtual balance) any application for remission of the 

amount had to be sent (in writing) to the Secretary of the Department of Education 

(on the approved form). Supporting documentation was required to establish 'special 

circumstances', and the application lodged within legislated time limits. The validity 

of applications was governed by different time frames according to when the debtor 

enrolled, in what year, and in what type of semester (the introduction of summer and 

winter semesters added further dates for withdrawal without HECS penalty41). There 

was a distinction between withdrawal without academic penalty and withdrawal 

without HECS penalty, in that the latter could co-exist with the former but was not 

caused by it. 

The statutory constraints governing the process of incurring a HECS debt 

took the form of time constraints (by reference to a census date, the HECS debtor had 

three months to appeal a liability or fifteen months under 'special circumstances'). 

A 1997 amendment to the Higher Education Funding Act 1988 altered the time frames 

within which valid applications could be made. HECS Your Questions Answered for 

the year 1999 explained that: 

41  For example, HECS your questions answered for 1995 advised "if the course is less than six 
weeks long, [the census date is] the date on which you commence the course of study; and if 
the course is six weeks or more in length — the fourteenth day after the date on which you 
commence the course of study" (Commonwealth of Australia 1994, 7). In passing, this gave 
the student of a 5.9 week course scant time to assess a subject and realise that it was not what 
they were looking for. 
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If you were enrolled in units in the standard first semester 1997 or before, you are 

now too late to make a valid application for remission of debt for those units. The 

time frames provided for in the Higher Education Funding Act 1988, the Act 

governing HECS, are very specific and there is no discretion for consideration of 

applications received outside these dates. (Commonwealth of Australia 1998, 25) 

Applications for primary review of a decision  

For the period 1997-98 to 2002-03 the Department received 21,381 applications 

of which (as at 30 June 2003): 2861 applications (13%) were not considered42, 1320 

applications were resolved through negotiation with the institution concerned, and a 

further 9424 (51%) resulted in the remission of HECS liability. 

Of the remaining 18,520 which were considered 8449 applications (46%) were 

unsuccessful (these formed the pool for the next level of review, unless the applicant 

decided not to continue with the appeal). 

Applications for internal review 

The applicant could appeal for an internal (i.e. Departmental) review of an 

unsuccessful primary review. In the same period (1997-98 to 2002-03) the Department 

internally reviewed 2,276 cases (approximately 27% of the reported number of 

unsuccessful primary review applications). Their outcomes as reported in the annual 

reports for each year are compiled in Table 3 below: 

42 For one of three reasons: (1) because the applicant had paid their HECS upfront and had no 
contract with the Commonwealth that could be reviewed by the Department (i.e. their 
transaction was with their university);(2) the application was outside the prescribed period of 
time (this was the majority), or else (3) because the debt about which the applicant was 
appealing had not yet been incurred (pre-Census date). 
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Table 3 HECS remission appeals - internal review by the Department of Education 

Year applications 

Not 	considered 
merits 

on 

remitted not remitted 

Negotiated 
resolution 
with 
institution Paid 	Out 

upfront 	time 
of 

1997-98 513 1 	18 178 253 28 
1998-99 427 3 	4 182 163 23 
1999-00 357 3 	12 196 145 29 

2000-01 284 1 	5 100 119 20 
2001-02 375 1 	14 213 149 24 
2002-03 320 2 	49 188 82 19 

Total 2,276 103 (11 + 92) 1057 911 141 

In the Department's annual report (June 30 2003) only one application was 

still under consideration. If the reported figures for debt remitted/debt not remitted 

are considered relative to the number of assessed valid applications (excluding those 

that were not considered on their merits as the applicant had either paid upfront or 

exceeded the statutory appeal time) then of 2173 cases assessed, 49% of cases resulted 

in the debt being remitted. It is interesting that at this second level of review, by the 

same agency (if different delegate) of the decision that that agency had made, such a 

proportion of the decisions were reversed. 

The Administrative Appeals Tribunal  

As a federal mechanism containing the possibility for administrative error, 

the Higher Education Funding Act 1988 contained provision for appeal to the 

Commonwealth Administrative Appeals Tribunal (The Tribunal, AAT) of decisions 

made by the Department of Education or its delegated agents43. 

HECS appeals able to be considered by the AAT  

The Tribunal considered appeals against Departmental decisions not to remit 

HECS, and was empowered to set aside departmental decisions as to the application 

or remission of HECS debt incurred. As the Tribunal could only consider HECS 

liabilities (not claims for HECS paid upfront to universities) this process was of 

43This review function is the consequence of the Administrative Appeals Tribunal Act 1975 
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unique relevance to HECS debtors. Applications to the Tribunal had to be in writing 

within twenty-eight days of notification by the Secretary of an unsuccessful 

application for internal review. 

A major consideration for the tribunal therefore, was what 'special 

circumstances' actually meant. Conceived in the original statute as circumstances in 

which the Secretary of the Department of Education was empowered to remit debt, 

'special circumstances' were otherwise undefined. In August of 1989 the Secretary 

published Guidelines in which the meaning of special circumstances was interpreted 

and operationalised. In the consolidated act for July 1997 (HECS 2), the guidelines 

defining what constituted special circumstances were incorporated into section 106L 

at subsection 3 as follows (emphasis added): 

(1)The Secretary may, in writing, remit the whole or part of a person's HEC semester 

debt ..if 

(a) the person has not completed the course requirements for his or her course of study 

in respect of a semester during the semester or during the year in which the semester 

occurred; and 

(b) the Secretary is satisfied that special circumstances apply to the person (see 

subsection (3)); and 

(c) the person applies in writing to the Secretary for remission of the debt within 12 

months after the person's withdrawal day in relation to a unit in the person's course 

of study for the semester (see subsection (3B)). 

(3)For the purposes of this section, special circumstances, in relation to a person, 

include circumstances that the Secretary is satisfied: 

(a) are beyond the person's control; and 

(b) do not make their full impact on the person until on or after the census 

date for the course of study for the semester or the study period (as the case requires); 

and 

(c) make it impracticable for the person to complete the course requirements 

for the course of study for the semester during the semester or during the year in 

which the semester occurs, or the units of study for which he or she was enrolled for 

the study period (as the case requires). 
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The conception of the guidelines as to when and what special circumstances entailed 

differed from circumstances that were considered 'special' by the applicant, as 

illustrated in the cases referred to in Appendix 4, and in the informational analysis 

concluding this chapter. 

Publication of decisions  

The Tribunal published select decisions and reasons for decisions through 

online databases (this research used the record of decisions held on the AusTLII 

index"). 

For the present study, a database search of AAT decisions was conducted 

under the keywords "higher education funding act" and this search generated sixty-

five cases, thirty-six of which related to the scheme in its operational capacity45. 

The cases of interest here concerned appeals of decisions of the Department of 

Education refusing an application for remission of a HECS debt. The majority of 

HECS specific decisions reviewed had the debtor as applicant and the Department of 

Education as the respondent. Table 4 below shows the summary information for 

these cases: 

44  "AustLll's broad public policy agenda is to improve access to justice through better access to 
information...AustLII publishes public legal information.." (AustLIII 2005) 
45 A further group of 27 decisions reviewed by the Tribunal concerned themselves with 
federal matters relating to higher education student grants for living expenses through 
Austudy/Youth Allowance, and compensa tion and rehabilitation arrangements made for 
former employees of federal agencies through the compensation program Comcare. These 
HECS related decisions referred to prior decisions made by the Tribunal as to how to 
interpret the meaning of such terms as 'course of study' and 'student load' amongst others 
and as such were consequential upon representations made in the Higher Education Funding 
Act (1988). In addition there were two cases that the tribunal had no jurisdiction to hear 
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Table 4 HECS remission appeals coming before the AAT (AustLIl record) 

Version of Scheme Decision Affirmed46 	Decision Set Aside Total 

HECSi 11 	 5 16 

HECS 2 12 20 

Total 23 	 13 36 

[source: AustLIl 2005 database of decisions of the AAT] 

In order to determine the proportion of total cases these decisions 

represented, the Annual Reports published by the tribunal were consulted for the 

relevant years (1989- 2002) and the total reported cases for each year were compared 

with the published selection47. From the reported figures it can be estimated that the 

tribunal has heard in the area of 85 applications for remission of a HECS debt and so 

the sample published through AustLIl represented nearly half of all cases heard. 

While the thematic review below cannot therefore be considered an exhaustive 

account of the tribunal's decision and processes, the information in the published 

decisions provided indication of systemic limit points in the scheme's operation. 

The focus of this research being on operational processes and information 

provision, the tribunal's reasoning in deciding that a debt be remitted (or not) 

constituted a source of critical review of the operational details of the scheme. Cases 

were surveyed for commentary and decisions that considered information available 

46 nu 'Affirmed'- the Department's decision was upheld; 'Set aside'- the Department's decision 
was reversed. 
47 The Department of Education reported totals for the scheme's duration in its summary 
information up until the reporting year 1998-99. In the annual report for 1997-98, it was noted 
that "Since the introduction of the HECS there have been 43 full Administrative Appeals 
Tribunal Hearings and in 32 cases the decisions of the Secretary, or delegate, have been 
upheld." (DEETYA 1998, 'corporate accountability') Aggregating the subsequent Department 
of Education annual reported cases there were 138 AAT applications made between 1997-98 
and 2002-03. Of these thirty applications resulted in remission (fourteen of these occurring 
through departmental reconsideration and the remainder being decided by hearing). Twenty-
six applications did not succeed. Presumably the differential (82) were either withdrawn by 
the applicant (failure to pay the lodgement fee has been construed as withdrawal of 
application) or else were found to be invalid for some reason. The data was also confirmed 
through consulting the HEC annual reports on the operation of the Scheme. 
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to HECS debtors in the context of timelines governing the application for remission 

of debt. 

Decisions made by the AAT and reasons for the decisions illustrated the 

subtleties of interpretation involved in the appeal process. These are described 

thematically in detail in Appendix 4. The informational analysis below presents a 

summary of the thematic review. 

Informational analysis: themes emerging from Tribunal decisions 

All applicants in AUSTUDY and Higher Education Contribution Scheme 

(HECS) matters were unrepresented. (AAT Annual Report 1999-00, 20) 

Bearing in mind that applications reached the Administrative Appeals Tribunal level 

of consideration only after having been considered and declined at least twice by the 

Department (Secretary), the persistence of applicants (and their capacity to pay a 

filing fee for hearing) and the nature of the appeals considered in the thematic review 

reflected not only the requirements placed on HECS debtors through the scheme's 

individualising of responsibility, but also the absence of a clearly stipulated 

reciprocal obligation on agents administering the scheme to provide accurate and 

reliable information about its processes. 

Process paradoxes 

The term 'enrolment' was not defined in the HEFA. As this process is a 

function administered by universities (and as such may vary according to different 

university practices), it is not clear for HECS purposes exactly when and where 

enrolment occurred, and when it was concluded. While enrolment was contingent on 

the student signing a payment options declaration form and thereby nominating 

how they would be paying their fee, a payment options declaration form could be 

varied up until the census date for the semester (or the alternative census date if the 

course was non-standard). This was reinforced by the requirement on universities to 

'cancel the enrolment' of a student who had failed to complete a payment options 

declaration form by the census date. Students were clearly enrolled well before this 
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time, and the processes typically associated with enrolment (selecting subjects, 

paying compulsory service and amenity charges, acquiring a student identification 

card) being concerned with the academic agreement with the institution, constituted 

a separate process to the selection of a payment option (the loan agreement with the 

Commonwealth). 

The actual HEC debt was incurred immediately after the census date 

applying to the subjects for which the debt was incurred, but the student agreement 

to the loan obligation was secured at enrolment. The notice sent to the student after 

the census date was the first notification that students had of the actual debt reported 

to the tax office (other than a provisional estimate at enrolment). 

That universities bundled these two processes together may have made 

administrative common sense, however, the integration of the HECS process with the 

academic enrolment process at some universities involved simply placing an 

additional table at the end of the series of points the student passed through in 

confirming and formalising their university participation for the year. This so 

integrated the HECS process into the enrolment process that it was possible to 

complete and sign a payment options declaration form and only then to receive the 

'HECS: Your Questions Answered' booklet to take away and read (after the agreement 

was signed). There appeared to be no point at which an institution would be 

required to satisfy itself that the prospective student actually understood the HECS 

arrangement. In a sense it would be more appropriately the responsibility of the 

Commonwealth given the loan arrangement had nothing to do with the university, 

excepting for its role in presenting the enrolling student with the approved form and 

requiring them to sign it before enrolment was concluded. 

A further degree of ambiguity was enfolded in the conducting of the 

academic enrolment process by the department and faculty of a university, while the 

payment options declaration form was processed by the central student 

administration at the university. 

From the cases considered by the tribunal it can be seen that from the 

perspective of the student there was no ready distinction drawn between a 

university's academic departments and central administration in terms of HECS 
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advice. Representations made to enrolling students by academic departments were 

perceived by tribunal applicants as authoritative representations made about the 

scheme. 

In addition, the HECS information booklet referred students to their 

university for details of aspects of the HECS process, whereas universities tended to 

restrict their official documentation to reproducing sections of the information 

booklet or else referring students to the tax office and the Department of Education 

(and in editions of HECS Your Questions Answered after 1996, referring students to the 

website of the relevant agency). 

The theme of information asymmetry (Akerlof 1970) emerged strongly 

throughout the review of circumstances. This was manifest in tribunal members and 

applicants comments regarding the HECS information booklet, verbal and written 

advice provided by agents of the scheme (whether they were universities, 

admissions centres or rehabilitation agents) regarding the semantics of the HEFA and 

the meaning of terms undefined in the Act. The timing of procedures and provisions 

under the Act were raised as further creating potential injustices in restricting or 

excluding legitimate appeals by the imposition of statutory limits. 

As noted, application for remission of a HECS debt could only be made 

within a specific timeframe, which has varied across the course of the scheme's 

operation (originally restricted to three months subsequent to the census date, and 

then extended for another twelve in the event of special circumstances). 

As the cases above demonstrated, the information available to HECS debtors 

about the amount and extent of their actual liability was provided only after the 

university reported the debt to the tax office. The restrictions on appealing the 

charging of a HECS fee overlooked the potential scenario whereby the institution 

(university) wittingly or not contributed to a misperception on the part of the HECS 

debtor as to remedies available in the event of administrative error: The 'separation 

of powers' in the enrolment process and the attaching of the HECS debt contracting 

to the university enrolment contracting appeared to create the situation whereby the 

debtor was offered a 'catch-22'- to complete their enrolment they needed to sign a 
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PODF, and to complete the PODF they needed to have already read the contents of 

the information booklet provided (or not) at enrolment. 

Concerns were expressed by Tribunal Members regarding procedure, and the 

ability of students to be and become aware of appropriate and legal procedures for 

enrolling, withdrawing, deferral of studies, payment of fees, the implications of 

application for a HECS loan, and awareness of the implications of signing a PODF. 

Frequent and repeated recommendations from the tribunal to the department that 

action needed to be taken as regarded the clarity and comprehensiveness of 

representations made in the HECS Your Questions Answered series were not reflected 

in later editions of the booklet. 

Some of the concerns noted by the tribunal members were taken up by the 

Higher Education Council. The HEC report for 1990 noted 

...in the first year of operation of the Scheme complaints often arose out of 

misunderstandings about the Scheme, such as the nature of repayment 

liabilities/arrangements and indexation and commended 

... measures such as the substantial revision of the HECS information material and 

the widespread publicity given to the significant of the August 1989 census date.. (as) 

important elements of the program to inform the student body about the Scheme. 

(HEC 1990, 12). 

In the next report the Higher Education Council was more focused in its 

appraisal of the appeal process, observing a differential treatment of students in 

different appeals processes: 

The Council is greatly concerned, because of the cost and delay involved, that the only 

avenue of appeal for unsuccessful applicants is to the AAT. It notes that students 

have been advised in the HECS information booklet for 1990 that a fee of $300 has to 

be paid to the Tribunal at the time of lodging an appeal, although it is ultimately 

refunded if the appeal is successful. It is the Council's view that the cost of appeal and 

the delay would discourage many students from pursuing this approach, and 

discriminates against needy students. The Council notes in this regard that no fee is 

payable to the AAT in income maintenance appeals, including those made by 

students in relation to Austudy. (HEC 1990a, 21). 
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The Council reiterated its concern over the upfront HECS paying student 

being required to deal directly with the institution should they withdraw from their 

course for reasons meriting remission of the amount paid- "The Council has been 

advised that the Department has not surveyed institutions to ascertain how they 

handle such requests." (HEC 1990a, 22). 

The only indication that the advices of the AAT and the concerns of the 

Higher Education Council had come to the attention of the Department was in 

changes made to the PODF students signed when enrolling. From 199248, the PODF 

contained the declaration: 

I have received/am familiar with the contents of the booklet HECS: Your Questions Answered 

(for the relevant year). 

In submissions at tribunal hearings subsequent to 1992, the Department relied 

on this clause in the signed PODF form as signaling that the HECS debtor had 

assumed responsibility for a HECS debt, and that they were aware of what this 

entailed, however, provision of the booklet was never written into the Act as a 

specific and mandatory aspect of the enrolment process. 

48  The PODF for 1991 (which can be viewed at Appendix 2) only required students to sign 
their assent to repay the loan "in accordance with Chapter 4 of the Higher Education Funding 
Act" and made no reference to having read anything (Australia & DEET 1991, appendix p34-
35). 
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CHAPTER NINE: ACCOUNTING FOR THE HECS 

Senator Crowley - Where did these intricacies come from? 

Senator Vanstone - The computer 

Senator Crowley - Is that an explanation? 

Senator Vanstone - I understand that it is very sophisticated. 

(Senate Education Employment and Training Committee Hansard, Consideration of 

Estimates, 23 September 1996, 363) 

How many HECS debtors? How much debt?  

In this chapter, public information representing the progress of the HECS debt and 

debtors' liabilities is compared and contrasted with data acquired for this research 

from the HECS management information system (ATO HECS MIS07 2003, 2005). 

Until the 2002 policy review (the Nelson episode) there were no published 

representations of the global HECS debt and debtor information. 

Information sources  

The section on HECS in Department of Education annual reports generally 

showed only the liabilities incurred in one year, up front payments made direct to 

institutions by students and their families, compulsory and voluntary repayments 

through the taxation system and the total accumulated HECS debt at 30 June (i.e. 

post indexation). 

The presentation of these data in official publications reflected the processes 

of allocation of university resources as a product of Commonwealth profile 

negotiations with universities - expressed in terms of equivalent full time student 

units (EFTSU). As noted, these EFTSU were not equivalent to student numbers, as 

one student's enrolment could comprise less or more than an equivalent full time 

student load49. In time series publications (see for example DEETYA 1998a, DETYA 

2000a) reporting student numbers, no HECS liability status is reported. Triennium 

reports by contrast showed HECS liabilities in terms of university revenue estimates 

49 See "Students: Selected Higher Education Statistics" (Department of Education 1997 - 2002) 
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('input' and 'out-turn'). Table 5 represents the reported and estimated liabilities, 

repayments, upfront payments and by implication Commonwealth outlays for each 

year of the scheme. The source for Table 5 was the Australian Parliamentary 

Library's documentary brief on the Higher Education Contribution Scheme (Jackson, 

2001). It drew figures from the Department of Education's triennial publication, 

adding an additional two figures - showing the total student payments (liability 

incurred plus upfront payments to institutions) and 'net commonwealth outlay'- 

"..not a Budget item but simply the HECS liability for any given year minus the 

student payments for that year" (Jackson 2001, note to table). Where an actual figure 

could be provided from the subsequent triennium report (Triennium 2004 - 2006 

report DEST 2004: 59), the figures in brackets represent the 'actual' figure. "*" 

indicates the figure was an estimate. The differences between estimated and ultimate 

figures provide an illustration of the significant differences in reported outlays that 

can precipitate from an over- or under- estimate. 

Table 5 illustrates that after 1996, the net Commonwealth outlay (F) — the 

Commonwealth's contribution excluding the amounts it loaned (A), declined relative 

to student payments (E). The Triennium 2004 — 06 Report (DEST 2004, 60) estimated 

student HECS payments as comprising 49% of HECS funds to the sector. 
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Table 5: HECS outlays and receipts through tax system, 1989-90 to 2003-04 ($m) 

Year 

	

1989-1990 	', 

1990-1991 

	

1991-1992 	(' 

	

1992-1993 	: 

1993-1994 

	

1994-1995 	; 

1995-1996 

1996-1997 

1997-1998 

1998-1999 

1999-2000 

2000-2001 

2001-2002 

2002-2003 

2003-2004 

A.HECS 
liabilities 

527 

604 

763 

808 

825 

888 

920 

1099 

1302 

1454 

1593 

1696 

1786* 
(1809) 

1846* 
(2025*) 

1901* 
(1953*) 

B.Volunta 
ry 

repaymen 
ts 

2 

	

6 	I 

	

12 	I 

11 

19 

17 

32 

58 

67 

73 

80 

98 

135 

158* 
(137*) 

192* 
(140*) 

C. Repaid 
through 

tax 
system 

9 

28 

49 

57 

73 

304 

219 

264 

472 

497 

532 

588 

656* 
(614) 

721* 
(710*) 

806* 

(734*) 

D. 
Upfront 
payment 

82 

91 

125 

135 

131 

157 

176 

208 

226 

248 

270 

287 

294* 
(300) 

298* 
(308*) 

306* 
(315*) 

E.Total 
Student 

Payments 

93 

125 

186 

203 

223 

478 

427 

530 

765 

818 

882 

973 

1085* 
(1049) 

1177 

1304 

F.Net  Cth 
HECS 
Outlay 

434 

479 

I 	577 

605 

I 	602 

410 

493 

569 

537 

636 

711 

723 

701 
(760) 

669 

597 

G.HECS 
debt total 
at 30 June 

673 

1190 

1749 

2321 

2932 

3354 

3958 

4504 

4922 

5526 

6229 

7162 

8062 
(8104) 

9057 
(9094*) 

9979 
(10102*) 
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Representations by policy makers  

In 2002 according to a discussion paper released for the Nelson episode, the 

population of HECS debtors was reported as numbering 1.7 million individuals, and 

was presented as shown in Table 6: 

Table 6 Distribution of HECS debts as at 30 June 20025° 

Range of loan balances Number of cases °/O 

$1 000 and under 65 549 5.88 

$1 000.01 to $2 000 116 263 10.42 

$2 000.01 to $4 000 183 213 16.43 

$4 000.01 to $6 000 144 083 12.92 

$6 000.01 to $8 000 136 315 12.22 

$8 000.01 to $10 000 118 607 10.63 

$10 000.01 to $12 000 104 015 9.33 

$12 000.01 to $14 000 83 899 7.52 

$14 000.01 to $16 000 60 423 5.42 

$16 000.01 to $18 000 38 886 3.49 

$18 000.01 to $20 000 25 249 2.26 

$20 000.01 to $30 000 36 564 3.28 

$30 000.01 to $40 000 2 182 0.20 

$40 000.01 to $50 000 64 0.01 

Over $50 000 5 0.00 

Total borrowers 1 115 317 100.00 

In the report from which Table 6 is reproduced (DEST 2002, 7) the table was 

preceded by the following text: 

su Source: ATO Monthly Certification of the HECS Financial Statement as at 30 June 2002; 
ATO Management Information System for HECS (HECSMIS07), June 2002. (DEST 2002, 
setting firm foundations, 7) 
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From the student perspective about 91 per cent of graduates owe less than $16 000. 

The average debt is $7 817. (DEST 2002, 6). 

Prior to 2002, (the Nelson episode), with the exception of revenue reporting 

such as in Table 6 above, there was no comprehensive cumulative information 

published on the accumulated HECS debt. 

HECS MIS07- ATO data 

Data about both the HECS debt and liability holders are held on a database at 

the Australian Taxation Office. The database of HECS debtors contains the entire 

population of persons who have or have had a HECS debt, even if their debt has 

been repaid. Over three years of correspondence (conducted exclusively through 

email with the HECS team at the ATO) the ATO was able to provide basic 

population demographics. Queries were initiated by the researcher and responses 

compiled by HECS team members through interrogation of the electronic database of 

the HECS debtor population 'Management Information System 07'(MIS07). 

The initial query was made in August of 2002, requesting information as to 

the information collected through MIS07 and the possibilities for sample recruitment 

through the issuing of HECS Information Statements. A follow up email was sent in 

March 2003, the response to which advised that prior to releasing the information the 

permission of the Department of Education would also be required. An initial set of 

tables answering specific questions was provided in June of 2003, however it was 

apparent from the numbers of cases that there had been an error in the framing of the 

database query (for example the total number of HECS debtors was reported to be in 

excess of 27 million people, whereas the entire Australian population is some 20 

million people). At the end of June 2003 revised figures were provided, which 

prompted further correspondence, including the request for an aggregation of the 

entire database according to some key variables. The data was received in final form 

in September of 2005, and is provided in Appendix 7. 

A dataset was requested which provided a breakdown of HECS debtors (and 

quantity of debt) by sex, by year of birth, and by state; as well as details as to the 
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number of debtors who had paid off their debt and the number of debtors who had 

yet to make a repayment. This information was requested in a tabular form however, 

ultimately the information was provided in disaggregate form only (for example — 

one table showed quantity of debt by gender, and a separate table showed quantity 

of debt by age). The queries were restricted to the time period from the scheme's 

commencement to the end of December 2001, principally because the following year 

saw the introduction of the Postgraduate Education Loans Scheme (PELS), with 

PELS debts being added onto HECS debts in the database. As the focus of the study 

was initially HECS debtors who had acquired a HECS debt through their 

undergraduate study, PELS data was not originally included in the request (but was 

provided in summary form in subsequent correspondence). 

The initial contact with the HECS team at the ATO sought clarification as to 

whether the ATO was amenable to publicising the proposed survey of HECS debtors 

in the annual mail out of statement of debt. While the HECS team was extremely 

helpful in clarifying the necessary protocols, the cost and timelines involved in 

utilising this means of accessing the population was prohibitive. 

Further, the advice of the ATO was that a HECS debtor received an annual 

information statement only if there had been 'movement' on their debt aside from 

the annual indexation, and if their contact details were correct and up to date. As 

annual statements were not sent to every HECS debtor, a representative sample 

would not necessarily have been achieved through such an approach. 

Finally, as anecdotal evidence was building that suggested that individuals 

did not always pay attention to mail from the tax office, and might confuse the 

intention of the survey with the intention of the tax office, a more circuitous mode of 

recruitment was developed (see Chapter 11). 

Limitations of the information arising through this procedure  

The information provided by the ATO reflected the original conception of 

MIS07 as a database for the scheme's administrators rather than the scheme's 

debtors. In other words, the database was principally designed for maintaining a 

record of each individual's debt, administration of HECS repayments and issuing of 
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HECS Information statements. It does not provide 'payout figures' for debts on 

demand, it is not publicly accessible (it contains information identifying HECS 

debtors) and the information it can potentially supply is mediated by the query 

language of the operating system (and thus the operator's degree of facility with the 

language). In this sense it would be inaccurate to describe the information presented 

below as 'public representations', it is rather, the information on which public 

representations were based. In this sense the integrity of the database (the quantity 

and extent of the information as much as the accuracy of the record) underwrote the 

integrity of official presentations. 

Over three years datasets were requested for the period 1989- 2002. As the 

researcher became more acquainted with the capabilities of the database, the queries 

became more focused. Where the data provided appeared to contradict previous 

data, the most recent data provided was taken as the most accurate. As noted, the 

original approach to the HECS team was framed in terms of seeking a mechanism for 

representative sampling of the population of HECS debtors. Permission to 

correspond with the HECS team at the ATO had to be negotiated twice owing to staff 

turnover, and was further subject to the approval of the Department of Education. 

Owing to the time delays involved in acquiring (and reacquiring) these permissions, 

the information that was eventually provided was disaggregated and as such of 

limited utility as regards population parameters. 

The possibilities for utilisation of MIS07 for research and reporting into the HECS is 

discussed in the light of lessons learned in this research in Chapter Fourteen. A 

systematic exploration of the database would undoubtedly provide much 

information about the population, however the access required in order to frame 

queries and 'mine' the potential of the information held exceeded the access sought 

and granted for this research. In addition, knowledge of the informational 

parameters of the database would be prerequisite for such an approach. 

Within the limitations described above, the information that was provided 

nonetheless added to the extant information about the scheme as discussed in the 

next section. 
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Informational eccentricities  

The data provided some surprising information illuminating aspects of the 

scheme that would not have been apparent through review of published official 

representations. As at 31 December 2001, it was notable that nearly seven thousand 

(6,941) HECS debtors were reported as having a 'credit balance' of $623,588.93. 

Excluding the number of debtors with a credit (6941) or zero balance (543,096 

debtors) approximately 65% of the total cases (1,039,337 debtors), had a HECS 

amount owing. These are presented in Table 7 in five thousand dollar increments 

where available: 

Table 7: MIS07 HECS debt breakdowns by outstanding balance 

Outstanding balance 
range 

Number of debtors 	Outstanding balance Average for range 

$0.01- $4,999.99 402321 	$1,056,120,949.40 $2,625.00 

$5,000-$9,999.99 328467 	$2,424,397,195.94 $7,381.00 

$10,000-$14,999.99 208082 	$2,523,321,007.87 $12,127.00 

$15,000-$19,999.99 74660 	 $1,258,244,280.85 $16,853.00 

$20,000-$24,999.99 20546 	 $445,717,293.95 $21,694.00 

$25,000-$29,999.99 4482 	 $120,611,971.54 $26,910.00 

$30,000-$34,999.99 779 	 $24,875,966.66 $31,933.00 

$35,000-$39,999.99 146 	 $5,379,661.69 $36,847.00 

$40,000-$46,999.99 26 	 $1,093,645.32 $42,063.00 

$50,000.00 and over 4 	 $498,964.00 $124,741.00 

[Source: ATO HECS MIS07, data provided on request by the researcher] 

An additional report generated for a Senate Committee Inquiry in 2002 was provided 

with the datasets requested by the researcher. That report indicated there were two 

HECS debtors with a balance exceeding $100,000.00. The debt breakdown by date of 

birth is shown at Table Eight below. 
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Table 8: MIS07 HECS debt by year of birth breakdown 

Reported birthdate Number of persons Amount Average for age range 

1891-1904 40 $166,147.00 $4,153.68 

1905-1914 41 $88,564.66 $2,160.00 

1915-1924 544 $2,081,379.59 $3,826.00 

1925-1934 2308 $9,373,917.92 $4,061.50 

1935-1944 9970 $44,726,902.20 $4,486.00 

1945-1954 41427 $199,687,895.42 $4,820.00 

1955-1964 95427 $484,125,439.60 $5,073.00 

1965-1974 336832 $2,263,610,987.23 $6,720.00 

1975-1984 552743 $4,855,576,564.60 $8,785.00 

1985-1994 70 $374,606.00 $5,352.00 

1995-1999 6 $66,109.00 $11,018.00 

[Source: ATO HECS MIS07, data provided on request by the researcher] 

Interestingly, the data showed $166,147.00 of debt attributed to forty 

centenarians (born between 1891 and 1904). At the other end of the chronological 

scale, nearly half a million dollars of debt was attributed to six people born after 1995 

(and therefore under the age of ten), and another seventy who were born after 1985. 

If the data is accurate, then there is some question as to whether the minors 

presented in the data set could possibly be in a position to comprehend and assent to 

their HECS liability. 

The presentation of information from the database in Table Seven as compared with 

Table Six (the table released publicly), could be said to be more illustrative of the 

distribution. Table Eight illustrates that MIS07 could be used as a means for auditing 

data integrity, were this recognised as a consideration for policy makers and 

evaluators. 
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Information was requested on the numbers of debtors who had repaid their 

debt in full, and who had never made a repayment. While there are figures for the 

four years 2002-04 presented below (Tables 9 and 10), it is important to note the data 

is not sufficient to make any inference about debt repayment patterns (for example, it 

might be the case that all the debtors who had yet to make a repayment were in that 

position because they were still studying). A correspondence between last year of 

debt incurred and the binary: never made a repayment/ made a repayment would 

clarify this. 

Table 9 Number of debtors who had paid their debt in full 

As at: Clients 
31-Dec-01 538419 
31-Dec-02 613562 
31-Dec-03 686636 
31-Dec-04 777496 

Table 10 Number of debtors who had never made a repayment 

As at: Clients 
31-Dec-01 624738 
31-Dec-02 639687 
31-Dec-03 651481 
31-Dec-04 638440 

The information provided through MIS07 allows for some unpacking of the 

official representation of the HECS debtors given in the first table of this chapter 

(Table Six). For example it can be seen that the 91% of debtors who were reported as 

having a debt less than $16,000 had debts that ranged widely within the parameter, 

and so talk of 'average debt' was less illuminating that a reporting of median debt (or 

as above, averages within ranges) might have been. With a population of over one 

million and a debt range that is virtually unbounded (proceeding from credit 

amounts to debt amounts greater than $100,000.00) it might be argued that talk of 

averages verges on meaninglessness. 

While the data was requested from the ATO for the purposes of sample 

construction and background to the research, and while the full informational 
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potential of the database has not been explored in the information provided and 

presented above, it would seem that the data held on MIS07 could, given the right 

query inputs, be a repository of much useful information concerning the operations 

of the scheme. As reflected in the experience of the researcher and the 

recommendations made in the concluding chapters of this research, access to the 

information requisite for a population study and a comprehensive operational 

review would require access to MIS07 beyond the mediated access granted to the 

researcher. 

An important consideration inferred from the information above is that there 

is potential for informational oversights in the processes by which universities report 

their students' HECS liabilities to the ATO. This of course, is done via electronic data 

files which are transferred and uploaded to the ATO twice a year. It appears from the 

information above, that there is the possibility of keying errors at the institutional 

level being transferred to the official tax record of an individual, with no obvious or 

mandatory mechanism for auditing the accuracy of information. In this manner, the 

technostructure operated to conceal the possibility of mis-reporting, which would 

ultimately fall to the debtor to determine and investigate. This of course relied on the 

debtor being in an informational state such that they could know what was an error, 

and what was a correct amount. 

Given that it remains the only population record of the HECS debt, further 

research could utilise a de-identified data file to explore debt repayment patterns 

over the life of the scheme. This would yield a sophisticated history of the 

interactions between income, changes in trigger thresholds and HECS debt 

repayment. As compared with the practice of other countries in loan scheme 

reporting (discussed in Chapter Five) it is regrettable that the Commonwealth has 

not made more use of MIS07's reporting capacities. 

As of 2005, the Education Minister was still stating: 

...the facts are that the maximum HECS charge any student could face is $48,100 for 

medicine, with no upfront tuition fee and an interest-free loan only repayable when a 

graduate starts earning more than $36,184. The average HECS debt is $9,800. In 
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fact, for every dollar a student pays back, the Australian taxpayer has already 

contributed three dollars. (Nelson 2005) 

Broken Links  

To underline the existential and epistemological complications that can be 

created through the computerisation of information provision and record keeping, 

the Department of Education had from 2000 provided HECS information (including 

electronic versions of the booklet) through a website www.hecs.gov.au. Universities 

and the ATO on their websites referred queries to the HECS website. When this 

research commenced in 2002, the website provided access to past editions of HECS 

information for each year and served as an archive of the official documentation. 

After the Nelson episode, a new website www.goingtouni.gov.au  was commissioned 

and became operational in late 2004. Links to www.hecs.gov.au  were automatically 

redirected to the 'going to uni' website which advised that the HECS website had 

been decommissioned. Regrettably, none of the publications that were archived on 

the HECS website appear in the 'going to uni' website, presumably as these 

publications referring as they did to HECS 1 and 2 were considered irrelevant and 

superceded in terms of the new HELP system. 

Keyword searches of generic online browsers continue to yield 

www.hecs.gov.au  as a HECS information link, and many universities had not 

updated their links at the time this thesis was submitted. An archive search of the 

Department of Education's online documents similarly failed to yield any HECS 

information, which was readily available through this search function prior to the 

introduction of HELP. It would appear that this aspect of the history of the income-

contingent loan in the form of HECS 1 and 2 has been decommissioned from the 

publicly accessible record. 
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PART THREE: SURVEYS 

The previous chapters brought together public information on the HECS that was 

available for the years of the scheme's operation. It became apparent that a large 

proportion of HECS information was based on assumptions about the availability of 

accurate information, and relied on limited evidence for operational assertions, 

largely influenced by the language games of econometric calculation. 

The structuring of HECS accountability in terms of university revenue, and its 

framing in terms of student load rather than students, complicates an easy 

accounting of the scheme from the perspective of the HECS debtors. 

In this part, the research that has been utilised in supporting official representations 

about the scheme is reviewed, and a critical informational appraisal of previous 

research formed the basis of the aim and conduct of the online survey of HECS 

debtors (Chapter Ten). The survey data are presented in Chapter Eleven. 
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CHAPTER TEN: RESEARCHING THE HECS 

In this chapter, the focus shifts from formal policy representations, to the 

specific instances of research attempting to evaluate aspects of the scheme are 

reviewed. Each piece of research was considered separately (and in chronological 

order) first because there is so little of it, and second because of the specific lessons 

each study provided in terms of approaches to conceptualising inquiry and methods 

of data gathering in this area, and the potential information different approaches can 

yield, or conceal. These are discussed at the end of the chapter. 

Review of previous research  

The existing research into HECS divides into 'access' and 'impact' studies. In 

the following analysis, studies were considered in terms of their stated objectives (the 

framing of the research question) and design (choice of variables of interest, 

approach), timing (HECS 1 or HECS 2 located), choices of evaluation perspective 

(empirical, hypothetical-econometric), the structural context of the mode of inquiry 

(internal to the Department, commissioned), content (method by survey, or 

secondary data analysis and modelling), sampling decisions (scope and 

generalisability), and the reporting of findings (assumptions of relevance and 

significance). 

The majority of previous research on the HECS was concerned with the 

impact of the scheme on access to the university system (Robertson,. Sloan and 

Bardsley, 1990; Ernst&Young 1992; Andrews, 1997, 1999; DEST 2002). This was in 

response to the controversial and contested introduction of the scheme, and the 

research thus served the aim of countering arguments that the presence of tuition 

fees would deter people from enrolling in courses. 

Researching student loans in Canada, Usher (2004) described two 

interpretations of 'access' of interest in assessments of the imposition of tuition fees, 

'type 1 access'- where numbers of enrolments (i.e. the capacity of the university 

system) is measured, and 'type 2 access' which puts the question of the social 

composition of the student body and its representativeness. 
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The HECS could not but expand access of the type one variety, as the 

Commonwealth and the universities negotiated additional enrolments in their profile 

rounds, because the HECS provided the additional revenue stream. 

Access study 

The earliest empirical research into the scheme took the form of HECS 1 

impact surveys of students subject to the arrangement. These were undertaken in 

two states of Australia (Victoria and Western Australia) in 1989, funded by the 

Department of Education through its Evaluations and Investigations Program. 

...the project objectives were to assess the relative importance of factors affecting key 

decisions related to higher education participation, and to assess compositional 

differences, if any, between groups making different decisions and the influence of HECS 

thereon. (Robertson, Sloan & Bardsley 1990, 3) 

The authors were commissioned to focus research on the compositional (in 

Usher's terminology, 'type two') effects, if any, of the scheme's introduction. 

In a combined reporting of the results of these inquiries (Robertson, Sloan & 

Bardsley 199051) the concept of 'impact' was framed as both quantitative and 

compositional, and as indicated by decisions concerning enrolling in or continuing 

with higher education. Information about the 'composition' of the student body was 

based on assessments of the proportion of the student population qualifying for and 

participating in higher education by measures of what has come to be referred to as 

'socio-economic status'. Linguistic background, and family educational and 

occupational background were used to measure 'socio-economic status'. 

The research objective, the determination of compositional impact, was 

operationalised as measurable difference manifest at decision making points in the 

process or deciding whether or not to participate52. 

'Decision points' were stipulated as: 

51 Individual reports for both states were also produced- see Bardsley (1989 ), and Robertson 
and Sloan (1990). 
52 Robertson and Sloan (1990, summary) noted that "Previous empirical analyses have established 
compositional differences between the higher education student body and potential students. The 
conumdrum (sic), therefore, was to tease out any additional impact which can be linked to HECS." 
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• The decision to apply for a course; 

• The decision to accept an offer; 

• The decision to re-enrol in an undergraduate course or the decision to undertake 

honours/ postgraduate courses; 

• The decision to re-enrol in a postgraduate course (Robertson, Sloan & Bardsley 

1990, 3). 

Contextual-biographical data on the students formed a significant proportion of 

the survey questions. 

The methodology was reported to be by control group comparisons with 

populations of interest nominated as: 

• Year Twelve students who were qualified to enter but did not apply; 

• Applicants who received and declined an offer of a place; 

• Undergraduate students who were not re-enrolling but had not failed in their 

extant study; 

• Undergraduates who had completed a bachelors but did not enrol in honours or 

postgraduate study; 

• And postgraduate students who were not re-enrolling but were not excluded. 

These groups were compared with undergraduates enrolling for the first time, 

continuing undergraduates and continuing honours and postgraduates. The 

comparisons related to the key decision points by juxtaposing non-applicants and 

applicants; non-acceptors (of offers) against acceptors; non-re-enrolees 

(undergraduate) against re-enrolees; non-enrolees (honours and postgraduate) 

against enrolees; and non-re-enrolees (postgraduate) against re-enrolees 

(postgraduate). The researchers aimed to determine if there were significant 'socio 

economic' differences between groups according to their participation decisions. 

Sample sizes were 8,769 (Western Australia) with a response rate of 45% (i.e. 

3913), and 23,372 (Victoria) with a response rate of 39%( i.e. 9095). 

Analysis of decisions (the decision not to apply, to enrol or to re enrol) counted those 

who cited HECS as a very important or the most important factor in their decision 

making (i.e. those who nominated HECS as 'important' were not counted in this 

analysis (Robertson et a1, 1990, 8, in Table 11 below): 
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Table 11 Robertson et al (1990) respondents citing HECS as a very or the most important 
factor 

Group VIC W.A 

Year twelve students who did not apply for a university place 8% 33% 

Respondents offered and declined a place 19% 34% 

Eligible to continue but did not re-enrol in an undergraduate course 18% 52% 

Completed undergraduate study and did not enrol in further study 

(honours or postgraduate) 
21% 25% 

Postgraduate students who had not completed but did not re-enrol 34% 62% 

[compiled from Robertson et al 1990] 

Across all groups citing HECS as a very or the most important factor (N= 584), 53% 

nominated HECS as the most important factor. 

Aggregating non-participant respondents from both states the researchers 

reported importance of HECS for non-participants as shown in Table 12: 

Table 12 Robertson et al (1990) Non-participants for whom HECS was an important factor 
in deciding not to participate 

Non participant (category) 

Did not apply 8.3% 

Did not accept an offer 7.3% 

Continuing undergraduates who did not re-enrol 24.8% 

Graduates who did not pursue honours/higher degree 16.5% 

Postgraduates who did not re-enrol 30.5% 

[compiled from Robertson et al 1990] 

This was accompanied by the commentary: 

What emerges is that for potential entrants (non-applicants and those not accepting 

offers), HECS appears to be a minor factor in terms of the decision not to apply or not 

to accept an offer. In both cases, the proportions were below nine per cent. For 

potentially continuing higher education students, the responses were significantly 

different from the potential entrants, Overall, 25 per cent of undergraduate non-re- 
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enrolees and 30 per cent of post-graduate non-re-enrolees cited HECS as a very 

important factor in their decision not to re-enrol. (Robertson et al, 1990, 12) 

It is interesting that the larger percentages were students who had already had a 

university experience (undergraduates not continuing, graduate not re-enrolling and 

postgraduates not re-enrolling). 

Several `attitudinal questions' were asked about the HECS. These were 

offered in a binary format requiring the respondent to tick yes or no if they agreed 

that the statement applied to them. Responses from students who were enrolled in 

1989 (Robertson et al 1990, 21) were as follows (Tablel3): 

Table 13 Robertson et al (1990) Respondent attitudes towards the HECS 

"I think that students should be required to pay some 
of the costs of their education" 

VIC W.A. 

Entry level undergraduates: 57% 58% 

Re-enrolling undergraduates 56% 58% 

Postgraduates 54% 56% 

"I feel that I understand how HECS operates" 

Entry level undergraduates: 68% 76% 

Re-enrolling undergraduates 76% 80% 

Postgraduates 77% 80% 

"I am unlikely to ever earn enough to have to pay VIC W.A. 

HECS in the future" 
Entry level undergraduates 13% 10% 

Re-enrolling undergraduates 11% 8% 

Postgraduates 9% 10% 

"1 am concerned about having a future debt as a result 
of HECS" 
Entry level undergraduates 68 66% 

Re-enrolling undergraduates 62% 63% 

Postgraduates 39% 45% 

On the question of understanding how HECS operated the authors noted 

"...this indicates that just under one quarter answered 'no' to this question" 
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(Robertson et al, 1990,18)53  

Participants were also asked if they would like to make any comment about 

the HECS. The authors did not reproduce these comments, instead reporting 

(Robertson et a1, 1990, 19): 

Given the opportunity to comment, just under one-half of our sample of students 

declined to make any comment in the open-ended question relating to HECS. Of the 

students who gave some comment, between 13 and 20 per cent gave a positive 

comment and the remainder gave mostly negative comments. Post-graduates and 

returning undergraduates tended to be more negative than new entrants. 

Bardsley's separate report (for the Western Australian survey) added: 

Nearly 50 percent of the new under-graduates declined to make any comment about 

HECS. Whether this situation should be construed to mean that the majority of 

students did not feel strongly on the matter or that they doubted the confidentiality of 

the survey (or neither) is debatable. Where students took the opportunity to express a 

view on HECS, their remarks where usually negative and overwhelmingly of a 

political nature. Only 9 percent commented favourably about HECS. (Bardsley 

1989). 

Analysis of survey instruments and interpretation  

The surveys contained ambiguities both in conceptualisation, and in 

directions to respondents. There was ambiguity as to how the survey respondents 

were approaching the question of importance (Please rate the importance of the following 

factors in your decision not to continue). As the respondents were asked about each 

factor separately and not required to rank the relative importance of factors, rankings 

were derived from the three response categories (very important/important/not 

important) to separate statements. Further it was unclear whether respondents were 

inclined to conceptualise HECS as a separable concern from 'the cost of studying' 

53  In the W.A survey (Bardsley 1989, executive summary) it was suggested "Although this 
aspect was not tested, it may be that people are inclined to answer any such question which 
aims to determine their knowlege of something in the affirmative." 

136 



(where this was elaborated to be living expenses, textbooks, etc). The analysis however 

was concerned with the importance of the factors relative to each other (as ranked by 

the researchers in recoding the responses as ordinal). A subsidiary question (which 

factor was the most important) allowed for some representation of the respondent 

perception of relative importance, however, in the authors' analysis (given the way in 

which the subsidiary question was framed: what is the most important) it would only 

be possible to separate the most important from the other factors, as respondents were 

not specifically asked this nor were they told that their answers to each part of that 

question would be considered in terms of relative importance. 

Leaving aside the question of whether decisions to commence, or proceed 

with higher education or not are made in the mode of rational calculus at all, the 

conceptualisation of influencing factors was not exhaustive. The factors nominated 

by the survey and offered to respondents as options did not comprehend the full 

range of factors that may have influenced a persons's decision. 

This is illustrated in the analysis where the authors of the report theorised a 

'scapegoat effect' suggesting the postgraduate respondent figures were potentially 

inflated by a tendency to 'blame' HECS where other factors were equally or more 

important (Robertson et al, 1990, 14). Interestingly the majority of postgraduates in 

this category were in receipt of income exceeding the first HECS repayment 

threshold, and for these students there was not the option of deferring all of the 

liability, as their income would have triggered a compulsory repayment within that 

year. This implied that when the scheme was experienced as a fee charging structure 

(when the income of the student exceeded the gazetted minimum threshold for 

triggering a compulsory repayment for any income year) its capacity for deterrence 

from participation became manifest. The authors again offered the 'scapegoating' of 

the HECS as an explanation to account for the proportion of graduates who were not 

intending to pursue further study (13%, Robertson et a1, 1990, page 19). 

In their analysis the authors concluded: 

...if HECS has had any impact on decision-making in relation to participation in 

higher education, it is largely at the post-graduate level, less so at the undergraduate 

level and hardly at all at the entry level. (Robertson et al, 1990, 23) 
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but they also noted: 

There is a question mark over whether actual and potential entrants to higher 

education in 1989 were fully apprised of the details of HECS, since the information 

available in 1988, when some of the decisions were being made, was often patchy and 

scant. Interestingly, however, approximately 70 per cent of the new undergraduate 

students felt they understood how HECS operates. It would be useful to repeat this 

exercise in 1990 [and beyond] to see if the 'entry effect' is more substantial given 

better information bases and channels (Robertson et al, 1990, 14, emphasis 

added) 

The same information awareness consideration applied to those who were 

already embarked upon their course of study when the HECS was introduced. The 

analysis of HECS information in Chapters Six, Seven and Eight evinced the 'patchy' 

and changing nature of such information and consequences for HECS debtors. Taken 

together these observations further pointed to not only the existence of information, 

but also — as the comment above illustrates - perceptions of information, as requiring 

further investigation. 

Access study #2  

In 1989 the Higher Education Council commissioned Ernst and Young/ 

Monash University Higher Education Advisory and Research Unit ('HEARU') to 

survey particular groups identified as potentially more likely to be frustrated by 

HECS in their aspirations to educational participation. In 1991 Ernst and 

Young/HEARU surveyed samples of identified groups (both year twelve and adult 

samples) about their participation decisions for 1992. 

In the report (Ernst and Young, 1992) the NBEET's concerns about the 

compositional effects of HECS were considered in terms of groups likely to be 

potentially disadvantaged. These were 'operationalised' as students from low socio-

economic backgrounds, rural students, students from non-English speaking 

backgrounds, students from single parent households, and Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander students for the year twelve sample (N=2420); and for the adult 

sample (N=2105), adults from low socio-economic backgrounds, adults seeking to 

undertake part-time studies, single parents, adults from non-English speaking 
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backgrounds, from households with dependants and Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander adults. 

The decisions investigated were decisions to not participate in higher 

education, the importance of HECS to the decision, and whether HECS was 

perceived as a factor likely to frustrate aspirations to participate. The findings for 

both groups were that HECS was a 'middle or low ranking factor' in decisions 

relating to the above (Ernst and Young, 1992, xii) . The authors noted: 

A further analysis was undertaken on the individual Year 12 students for whom 

HECS was a very important reason or factor in their decision or likely decision. No 

variables consistently emerged which could be used to characterise these individuals 

beyond the findings that those more extrinsically motivated about their future are less 

influenced by HECS. 

While there remains the possibility that potential characterising variables had not 

been included in the questionnaire, it seems unlikely that there are identifiable groups 

for whom HECS is the critically important influence on decisions about participating 

in higher education (Ernst and Young, 1992, xii, elaborated at 27 and 37). 

Those who had decided not to participate were asked to select reasons why 

they made their decision, from a list of material (including HECS) and non-material 

items. HECS was listed as an option in two of the other questions about participation 

decisions. Two questions (questions 27 and 28 (year 12) and 32 and 33 (adult)) 

specifically asked about respondents' views on and understanding of the scheme. Six 

statements were offered with a five point likert scale ranging from strongly agree to 

strongly disagree (midpoint- undecided). Four of the 'attitudinal' statements were 

replicated from Robertson et al 1990 (with one additional statement: Higher education 

is a good investment for me). Table 14 shows the respondents' answers as summarised 

by the researchers: 
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Table 14: Ernst& Young (1992) Respondents' HECS attitudes 

Statement 
Year twelve 

students (agree) 

40.1% 

31.7% 

 

Adults intending 
to study (agree)  

56.5% 

44.7% 

I feel that students should be required to pay some of the 
costs of their education 

I feel that I understand how the HECS operates 

 

I am unlikely to ever earn enough to have to pay the HECS 	23.6% 
in the future 

I am concerned about having a future debt as a result of the 	46.3% 
HECS 

The HECS will increase my motivation to succeed in future 	27.9% 
courses 

Higher education is a good investment for me 
	 64.9% 

16.5 

54.2% 

25.3% 

89.5% 

Four questions were asked about students' perceptions of and understanding 

of HECS. The question was Do you believe... and students were asked to indicate 

(yes/no/not sure) to the following statements: 

(1) HECS is paid by all students undertaking higher education? 

(2) Higher education students incur the HECS charge whether they pass or fail 

(55.9% of adult respondents affirmed this statement) 

(3) Students are not required to begin repaying the HECS charge until their income 

reached a certain level?(63.6% of adult respondents agreed) 

(4) Students can choose to pay a discounted HECS charge when they enrol? (54.8% 

of adult respondents agreed) 

The authors of the research did not provide results for both groups for all 

statements, preferring to crosstabulate respondents answers with subgroupings of 

respondents according to how much they considered the HECS to be a factor in their 

decision making. They did note "Adult respondents' understanding of the operation 

of HECS was generally better than year 12 students." (Ernst and Young, 1992, 44) 

For the Year Twelve population socio-economic status was considered as a 

function of parental education and occupation (weighted for mother and father), for 

the adults 'a crude SES measure' was constructed through taking either the student's 

or their parents' occupation and ranking according to census categories (by 

occupational classification). 

This survey was notable in that it attempted to assess respondents' 
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knowledge about the HECS and the way it worked. A sub-population analysed as 

those for whom HECS was the most significant factor affecting their decision making 

demonstrated a strong correlation with indication of agreement to the proposition 

that they understood the way HECS works. 

In their summary of findings the authors reconceived of the study as 

"...directed toward identifying particular sub-populations perceived as potentially 

disadvantaged in order to conduct attitudinal surveys" (Ernst and Young, 1992, 46). 

The 'ranking of factors' as a means for measuring the relative importance of the 

categories offered provided information that is inferior to an alternative analysis 

requiring respondents themselves to make the assessment. The respondents were not 

apprised of the intention of the surveyors to, in the analysis, treat percentage 

frequency as a legitimate method of ranking. 

The authors concluded overall findings by reporting their most notable (i.e. 

largest) statistic: 

The highest percentage of any subpopulation indicating that HECS would be likely to 

frustrate their intention to participate was 20.8 per cent (for low SES Year 12 

students from rural schools). It is therefore likely that most qualified applicants from 

across all sub-populations in the study would not be significantly deterred by HECS. 

(Ernst and Young, 1992, xii) 

As compared with the stated objective of the study- to document whether HECS 

may have deterred people from undertaking or pursuing higher education, or has influenced 

their choices of study and career- this research was thwarted in its aims by its 

operationalisation of concepts. 

Analysis of survey instruments and interpretation 

From this study can be discerned the importance of construct validity in 

application to data analysis (if the respondents had been informed their answers 

were going to be ranked would they have replied differently or would they still have 

considered each option independently on the scale provided) and asking the right 

questions. Analytic aggregation into high, medium and low socio-economic status 

reduced the possibility of meaningful results on a more general level. A potential 

secondary analysis might approach the data differently for example: if the categories 
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to which respondents offered scale responses were regrouped according to whether 

they were economic (income support while studying/accommodation while 

studying/other costs) or social-structural (year twelve score/my parents don't want 

me to proceed to higher education/don't want to leave home), this might provide a 

viable measure of the extent to which the perception of the costs of education (including 

the HECS) was influencing decisions about participation. 

The total numbers from both samples which reported that they strongly 

agreed that the HECS was a factor in their decision making process was not 

aggregated in the report. 

The analysis of the survey data ultimately aimed to characterise a particular 

group or population as HECS averse and overlooked the significance of the finding 

that regardless of deemed psychological status, there were fractions of all groups 

sampled for whom HECS was an important factor in making their decisions. This 

observation is perhaps more significant than the apparent failure to single out a 

particular group that might bear the stigma most HECS averse. 

Impact study 1  

The National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling (NATSEM) at the 

University of Canberra54  developed micro-simulation strategies of computer 

modelling to make predictions as to policy impact. NATSEM published two papers 

that specifically considered the HECS in operation. These studies are important in 

their consideration of the longer term consequences of HECS loans for HECS debtors, 

and in framing of the research in a form that considers policy changes as significant 

variables. 

In 1993, an initial study (Harding 1993) modelled the potential repayment 

patterns of HECS and AUSTUDY loans. In Harding's simulation 

54 "The National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling was established on 1 January 1993, 
following a contract between the University of Canberra and the then Federal Department of Health, 
Housing, and Community Services (now Health and Family Services). NATSEM aims to enhance 
social and economic policy debate and analysis by developing high quality models, applying them in 
relevant research and supplying consultancy services .NATSEM's key area of expertise lies in 
developing and using microdata and microsimulation models for a range of purposes, including 
analysing the distributional impact of social and economic policy. The NATSEM models are based on 
individual records of real (but unidentifiable) Australians." (Harding 1996, preface) 
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While most men had fully repaid their HECS/AUSTUDY debt by their late 40s, 

many women were still paying off their tertiary debt in their 50s. For those who did 

fully repay their tertiary debts, the average age of repayment for HECS was 33.8 

years for males, and 39.3 years for females ... Just under one-third of all males fully 

repaid their HECS debts between the ages of 25 and 29, while a further third repaid 

between the ages of 30 and 34. Just over one-fifth of women fully discharged their 

HECS debt before the age of 35, while about another fifth repaid the debt in full before 

they turned 40. (Harding 1993, 26-7) 

Harding suggested that the repayment thresholds and percentages of income in 

compulsory repayment were a significant factor - "...a small $2 increase in taxable 

income can result in an increase in HECS repayment liabilities of $442, if the $2 

increase catapults graduates from the three to four per cent tax rate..." and — making 

an important point for consideration of the consequences of multiple income-

contingent loans: "Now that the Austudy Supplement repayment schedule stacks 

directly on top of the HECS repayment schedule, the same $2 increase in income can 

trigger a $884 increase in combined tertiary debt liabilities." (Harding 1993, 27). 

Harding's analysis was accompanied by many caveats, not the least of which was the 

advice that the simulation was 'benchmarked' to the social parameters of 1986 which 

Harding thought would lead to an over- and under-estimation of male and female 

repayment patterns (respectively) "...due to changes in labour force participation and 

unemployment rates since 1986 for each sex." (Harding 1993, 5). 

Impact study 2  

In 1996 in response to proposed changes to the scheme that became HECS 2, 

Harding modelled three scenarios and considered their effects on revenue and 

'distribution' ("lifetime repayment implications"). The proposed changes were 

increasing the charge by 30% ($3,175), lowering the minimum repayment threshold 

(to $23,500) and "an increase in the real interest rate from zero to three per 

cent."(Harding 1996, 1). The following assumptions were included in the model: 

All the students are assumed to attend university for four years, graduating at the 

end of their 22nd year ... The 1996 annual HECS charge of $2442 was used, so that 
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students all graduate at the end of their fourth year with a HECS debt of $9768 ... 

The entire simulation is conducted in 1996/97 dollars. Thus, the repayment schedule 

is held constant and any outstanding debt is not indexed by inflation. Similarly, 

earnings are not increased in line with any assumed rate of economic growth or 

inflation" (Harding 1996, 2) 

Microsimulation indicated that (option one) increasing the charge increased the 

duration and size of repayments "... higher average repayments continue during the 

40s and 50s, as graduates take longer to discharge their increased HECS 

debts."(Harding 1996, 5). The rebasing of income thresholds triggering a compulsory 

HECS repayment (option two) relocated the timing of the burden of repayment, with 

repayments commencing earlier. Harding noted "Lowering the initial repayment 

threshold ... effectively shifts repayments to an earlier stage of the lifecycle, rather 

than significantly increasing the total amount of debt collected" (Harding 1996, 5). 

Harding speculated as to the potential effect that changes in government policy on 

the HECS might engender in the perception of prospective HECS debtors: 

In this context, besides the financial considerations, uncertainty may be an important 

consideration for future students. A recent study examining why the take-up rate of 

Austudy income contingent loans had been so low found that about four-fifths of 

students believed that future governments were likely or very likely to make negative 

retrospective changes to the scheme's repayment regime (Jones 199555). Further 

retrospective changes to the HECS repayment schedules could reinforce Jones' view 

that students should be provided with contracts guaranteeing the basic conditions of 

the loans at the time that they accept them. " (Harding 1996, 13-14) 

Microsimulation can provide interesting estimates of the impact of policy 

shifts, and has the virtue of longitudinal emphasis. Even given that some of the input 

assumptions reduced the conclusiveness of results and their applicability to the 

actual situation (which is subject to variations in conditions that are held constant in 

55 Jones, Mark (1995). Austudy Trade-In Loans: Why Has the Take-Up Rate Been Below 
Expectations? Master of Arts Thesis, Department of Politics, University of Melbourne 
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the model) at the very least microsimulation demonstrates the potential influence of 

government policy on individual debtors lifetime income, and thus the potential 

lifelong scope of the policy's consequences. Additionally, the NATSEM model in 

utilising conservative inputs to represent the policy changes could only under-

predict the consequences for what actually transpired. The Vanstone episode 

culminated in the introduction of both of the proposals of increasing differential 

charges and decreasing the minimum repayment threshold (it was lowered from 

$28,522 to $20,700) i.e. not either but both options one and two, a scenario the model 

did not anticipate. 

The modelling of the 3% interest rate (option three) attains significance if it is 

considered not so much as an interest rate but as instead a simulation of the impact 

of annual indexation of the HECS debt. While indexation figures between 1990 and 

2004 have ranged between -0.8% and 8% between 1990 and 2005 the average 

indexation has been 3.03%. By analogy, the pattern simulated by the application of 

3% interest that is described in the NATSEM report as punitive of people who take 

longer to repay, will more closely approximate the repayment pattern of a debt that 

is subject to an annual adjustment. Microsimulation of the application of a 'real' 

interest rate of 3% (option three): "... penalises those who encounter the greatest 

difficulty in repaying the debt." (Harding 1996, 5) 

Access study 3 

In 1997 the Higher Education Division of the Department of Education 

produced an analysis of "The Effect of HECS on Interest in Undertaking Higher 

Education" (Andrews 1997). Andrews considered the 1996 announcements that 

would become HECS 2. 

This paper addresses the issue of whether these changes affected the demand or 

interest in undertaking higher education studies. The framework developed draws on 

human capital theory which views education as an investment where expenditure of 

time and funds are undertaken in the prospect of reaping future vocational benefits.... 

The analysis considered applications to participate in higher education, for both 

school leavers and mature age applicants. HECS was identified as one of the "..likely 
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factors affecting the profitability of higher education and therefore the level of 

demand for higher education" (introduction). 

The analysis investigated the changes in the number of higher education applications 

lodged through the State Admissions Centres over the past decade. It was found that 

the recent changes to the HECS arrangements did not appear to affect the level of 

interest in undertaking higher education among school leavers but there may have 

been an effect on other mature age applicants. 

Andrews also approached the question of the three-band pricing system replacing 

the flat rate charge: 

Data was acquired directly from higher education institutions to investigate the 

impact the introduction of differential HECS may have had on the choices of 

disciplines of applicants. It was found that while discipline choice varied considerably 

there was no relationship between those variations and the HECS band within which 

the discipline was placed "(Andrews 1997, executive summary) 

Noting previous attempts to measure interest-demand in terms of enrolments and 

commencements, Andrews observed that: 

These approaches do not take into account the supply constrained nature of higher 

education...and added the further caveat that 

The level of applications has been chosen as a measure of demand or interest for 

higher education although it should be noted that estimates of applications are also 

subject to some measurement error ... changes in university admissions systems 

procedures ...and changes in the proportion of applications that are made directly to 

institutions.. (Andrews 1997,6) 

In spite of this rather concrete statement of additional variables that might confound 

such an analysis (applications for admission are not solely related to demand for 

courses), the analysis was performed with the following outcomes reported. 

The study found a 'lagged' reduction of approximately 20,000 in applications shortly 

after the introduction of HECS 1 for year twelve applicants; and a reduction of ten 

percent (10,000) in mature aged applicants. Andrews speculated that the reduction 

might have been due to applicants increasingly applying the institution directly 

(Andrews used only state admissions centre data) but also noted "...as this is the first 
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year following the changes to HECS in 1996, it is not possible to ascertain whether 

this fall in applications represents a permanent reduction in interest in participating 

in higher education or a deferral of interest to later years" (Andrews 1997, 15). 

The theoretical-methodological framework offered took applications as proxy 

for student decisions as a consequence of a 'cost-benefit' analysis — a change in 

applications according to this construction would have indicated perceived cost as 

influencing behaviour: 

The changes to the HECS arrangements in 1996 do not appear to have significantly 

reduced the number of year twelve applicants in 1997. The reason for this may lie in 

the small effect the HECS changes are likely to have made to the large returns to 

studying at the higher education level... 

The number of mature age applicants may have been affected by the recent changes to 

HECS but it is too early to know whether this may be a permanent effect or a 

rescheduling of higher education plans ... .This will require further monitoring before 

definite trends can be discerned" (Andrews 1997, 17) 

The effects of HECS on year twelve applicants. 

The introduction of HECS was not found to have significantly affected apparent 

retention rates (Andrews 1997, 8) 

In the consideration of the potential lifetime earnings accruing to graduates as 

compared with non-participants (counted as a factor influencing decisions to invest 

in higher education) "It is assumed that these lifetime benefits have not changed 

sufficiently over the last decade to affect potential students' interest in undertaking a 

higher education course" (Andrews 1997, 10). In support of this assumption 

Andrews cited a paper by Chapman and Salvage (1997) as providing potential 

explanation as to why the changes to HECS had no discernible impact on application 

rates. Chapman and Salvage modelled financial rates of return on higher education 

for school leavers and suggested that returns calculated as increased average 

earnings have not decreased such as to reduce "..the financial attractiveness of 

undertaking higher education" (Andrews 1997, 13). 

As with the timing of the initial studies into the effects of HECS 1 the 

researcher assumed that the persons to be affected by the new arrangements were in 
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a situation of perfect information, that is, that they were fully comprehending of and 

assenting to the changed arrangements. 

Andrews' paper offered support for the idea that imperfect information 

dissemination created a lag between the scheme's introduction and understanding of 

the scheme. This is a potential explanation for his finding 

..a delayed effect associated with the introduction of HECS in 1989. While the 

application rate after 1990 is estimated to have decreased by approximately six 

percentage points because of the introduction of HECS - for example from 42 to 36 

per cent in 1990 - in 1989 the decline was estimated to be only two percentage points. 

(Andrews 1997, 13) 

In attempting to assess the effects of HECS on mature age applicants 

Andrews found "While the level of applications from this group does not appear to 

have been affected by the introduction of HECS in 1989, the analysis indicates that 

they may have been reduced.."(Andrews 1997, 15). 

The caveat was repeated that as applications for participation (by mature 

aged students) could be made directly to institutions, and as the study was 

conducted on data for the first year of HECS 2, there was insufficient information to 

assess whether the reduction in applications was permanent or whether "(p)otential 

students may have decided to delay applying for courses in anticipation of further 

changes to the HECS arrangements in later years." (Andrews 1997, 15). 

Andrews reviewed the 1997 declines in applications for disciplines by 

reference to the HECS band in which the discipline was placed, finding no 

'statistically significant' differences, and commenting "The model provided a very 

poor explanation of the changes in applications implying little evidence of any 

systematic pattern in the changes in applications according to the HECS Band within 

which they were placed."(Andrews 1997, 17) 

The theory underlying the analysis was that regardless of the course of study, 

the more it cost, the more likely there would be a significant deterrent effect. This 

might be criticised as underestimating varying desire to do a particular course (and 

Andrews cited research suggesting that attitudes towards participation were more of 

a function of personal interest than fiscal estimation), but also because knowledge of 
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relative costs is not necessarily in the possession of the decision maker. Finally 

though, the analysis assumed years at a certain price as the decision determining 

factor, and subordinated the type of education (the discipline or course) to the band 

status (the price level of the student contribution). Presumably the prospective 

student forms vocational orientations according to the discipline rather than viewing 

the higher education enterprise as a supermarket with one product at a range of 

prices. 

Andrews critiqued the study in concluding that a number of factors were influencing 

a student's 'cost-benefit calculus': 

The analysis in this paper addressed the issue of the extent to which this increase in 

the perceived cost of participating in higher education actually influenced potential 

students' behaviour in applying for entry ... The introduction of a differential HECS 

charge based on discipline does not appear to have affected the level of applications by 

discipline. The level of applications by discipline varied widely between institutions 

unrelated to the discipline's particular HECS Band. 

The conclusion of Andrew's appraisal was cautious but could have been 

more so given its lack of positive assessment. To associate variation in applications 

with the perceived cost of participation without some investigation into how (and 

whether or not) students perceived these costs located the burden of proof in 

applications data, which was acknowledged in the study to be an imperfect proxy for 

'demand'. The theoretical attachment to the human capitalist assumption that the 

student was a rational calculator however, remained unquestioned. 

Access study 4  

In 1999 another report was published through the Higher Education Division 

(of then DETYA) by Andrews (1999) entitled Does HECS Deter: Factors affecting 

university participation by low SES groups. 

Andrews defined socio-economic status as 

...a measure of an individual's or group's rank in the community and indicative of the 

command over resources which affects the level of choice or control over one's life for 

example, in terms of lifetime career, educational and social options. Differences in 

individual and family income, occupation and educational qualifications are usually 

• 
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seen as the three largest components of social standing as well as command over 

resources ... In many cases differences in economic resources tends to be associated 

with differences in educational attainment and it is not always clear which is the 

prime reason behind the social differences in educational participation. (Andrews 

1999, 3) 

Andrews noted the difficulties with attribution of status as proxied by 

postcode of permanent home address (in this instance provided by student upon 

enrolment) in indexes of relative disadvantage and in the Department of Educations' 

official student statistics collection56, and referred to the substantial contribution 

made in a study by Western et al (1998) to the critique of status as determinable by 

reference to area, but proceeded: 

The lack of standardised definitions of socio-economic status over the past several 

decades should not rule out broad impressionistic conclusions, however, as the 

different measures have considerable degree of commonality in the criteria used 

(Andrews, 1999,4) 

Andrews reviewed datasets of credit providers showing applications for personal 

and housing credit and found no relationship between socio-economic status and 

credit applications. He then examined student enrolment data from the 1990s in 

order to explore the relationship between postcode (as proxy for socio-economic 

status) and variation in enrolments, with special attention to 1997 and 1998 as the 

first two years of HECS 2. 

Andrews found "...no compelling evidence that the effects of the costs 

increases flowing from the introduction of differential HECS to support the 

proposition that HECS affected the socio-economic composition of students." 

(Andrews 1999, 19). 

From local and overseas literature reviewed it became apparent that studies 

which approached the question of fees as potential deterrents to study through less 

direct means avoided some of the conceptual difficulties expressed in those studies 

56 "It is not possible to ascertain the effects of the introduction of HECS in 1989 on low SES 
individuals because of the lack of data prior to this time". (Andrews 1999, 18) 
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reviewed above. Rather than attempt to isolate the HECS as a discrete factor, more 

(and perhaps better) information came from inquiries which considered the HECS as 

one aspect of the perceived costs of study as shown in the following example. 

Perceptions of HECS assessed as a 'cost of study'  

In 2001 the Australian Vice Chancellor's Committee published the results of a 

survey of undergraduate student finances in the report Paying their Way (Long and 

Hayden 2001). Paying their Way reported the results of a survey of 34,752 Australian 

students who were undergraduates in 2000 randomly drawn from undergraduate 

populations at nineteen Australian universities. The HECS was one theme explored: 

More than 10 per cent of written comments received from students concerned HECS. 

On balance, having no HECS charges is preferred to having HECS, and having 

HECS is preferred to having to pay up-front fees. All the same, HECS can result in 

levels of debt that many students consider worrying. Nearly three-quarters of full-

time students and over one-half of part-time students report that they deferred 

payment of HECS charges. The groups most likely to defer payment are those usually 

identified as being financially disadvantaged. Interestingly, students in paid 

employment during semester are slightly more likely to pay all or some of their HECS 

charges up-front, which suggests that reducing HECS debt may be an important 

motivator among some groups of students for undertaking paid employment during 

semester.( Long and Hayden 2001, 5). 

An alternative explanation for students who were working paying all or some 

of their HECS upfront would be that their earned income put them above a 

compulsory repayment trigger threshold, and so they paid upfront and received a 

discount as they would not have been able to defer the entirety of the debt anyway. 

The minimum trigger for compulsory repayment (of 3% of gross) for the year 1999-

2000 was income exceeding $21,984. Paying their Way in commenting on the sex 

differential in part-time students' incomes reported that female part-time students 

mean income was $24,002 and male part-time students $25,196.This supports the 

interpretation that the HECS was experienced as a present cost for those students. 

The study found an increasing number of students who were studying full-

time were also working significant numbers of hours during term time. The relativity 
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in evaluations of the HECS expressed by respondents in Long and Hayden's study 

(that HECS is preferred over upfront fees, but not relative to no fees) will be returned 

to in Chapter Twelve. 

Impact study: A HECS on maternity 

Jackson (2002) took a social demographic approach to considering the 

potentially 'anti-natal' effect of the HECS in an effort to conned it with the debates 

occurring about family formation policy and the 'fertility crisis'. 

Jackson observed an absence of data on the HECS debtor population and 

focused the argument on 'building a case' for considering the relationship between 

the two phenomena. Using population data on women's childbearing experiences 

and qualification Jackson sought to substantiate the hypothesis that there was an 

inverse relationship between HECS debt and fertility. The hypothesis was criticised 

by Norton (2003) as 'unproveable' ("...she candidly admits that...no data exists.." 

Norton 2003, 2) and as a theory that offered more support for an inverse association 

between education and child bearing than HECS and child bearing. Norton went so 

far as to speculate that Jackson had focused on the wrong policy- 

The higher education policy that most affects fertility is not HECS, but mass 

education. When relatively few people went to university, and even fewer of them 

were women, lower fertility amongst this group did not have much effect on total 

fertility rates. But now that a third of young women go from school to university, and 

more still enrol during their childbearing years, university education is almost 

certainly exerting downward pressure on fertility levels. (Norton 2003, 7). 

These arguments are mentioned here in order to illustrate how a fundamental 

absence of data enabled Jackson's attempt to establish potential demographic 

implications arising from ostensibly "non-demographic policies" (Jackson 2002, 11) 

as a valid research agenda, to be de-legitimated by Norton as 'unproveable'. In spite 

of acknowledging information deficiencies, Norton was not dissuaded from utilising 

the same assumptions to introduce the hypothesis that mass higher education 

exerted a negative impact on fertility through availing more women of educational 

opportunity. This introduced a language game representing the implications of 

educational decisions as polarising women's future possibilities (university or 
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childbearing). The common ground between the two perspectives- that there was 

inadequate information in existing data collections to make valid inferences, was a 

significant factor for the attention of policy makers. Unfortunately this was occluded 

by the reliance on historical associations between women's educational level and 

their childbearing experience, which, taken out of context, risks reappearing as an 

argument against women's participation in university education. 

On this, Yu (2005) commented "...it is important to know whether the 

negative correlation between education level and fertility is inherent- increasing 

education will inevitably lead to decreasing fertility- or just spurious, and how, if 

possible, public policy can counteract this effect." (Yu 2005, 4). 

Informational analysis 

As noted, extant research was heavily influenced by theoretical assumptions, 

which can be discerned through choice of means of measurement employed in the 

conduct of the inquiry. The research reviewed here can be considered as falling into 

one of two dominant methodological approaches, survey and econometric 

modelling. Both of these forms of inquiry shared the need to find variables which 

approximated contextual social conditions (for example 'socio-economic status') and 

their results illustrated the limitations that come with such approximations. 

Econometric modelling in determining inputs through existing data sources was 

obliged to make assumptions as to the social conditions which would confront the 

actual persons about which generalisations were made - changes to the projected 

conditions would therefore change the accuracy of the predictions (a form of 

inductive fallacy). 

Survey research on the other hand relied heavily on the input of actual 

persons, and measured the extent to which their responses conformed to the 

theoretical premises of the survey design - the student was given an opportunity to 

express their perspective, within the parameters prescribed by the format and types 

of questions that the surveys included. While rigor in operationalisation of variables 

measured can balance the tendency to misrepresentation by design, there is a sense 

in which the choice of variable indicated a pre-existing ideological perspective which 

served to condition the determination of significance, the relevance of results, and 
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the forming of conclusions. 

In at least two of the surveys the suppressed research aim was to identify and 

isolate groups that could be described a 'disadvantaged' and to argue that if HECS 

did not deter disadvantaged students then it would not deter others. While this 

unfairly reproduces the concerns of the former Higher Education Council in its 

attempts to explore differential impact of the introduction of tuition fees, perhaps the 

operationalisation of concepts in this way could be explained by a lack of 

understanding of the HECS on behalf of the researchers. There is also the possibility 

that the research designs, in employing the assumptions of full information and 

informed consent, did not reflect the complicated manner in which decisions to 

pursue university education are made. It is arguable that in the absence of 

longitudinal research there is nothing by reference to which changes could be 

established, and established as owing to the HECS rather than a change in other of 

the influencing factors. 

Constructions of significance  

Of interest in these studies is the proportion of the population reviewed, which 

responded to questions in a way which diverged from the positive views, and how 

these divergences are de-emphasised or anomalised in the reporting and 

interpretation. The concept of a significant impact constructed in these studies 

prompts consideration of the question: how much of an effect is required before it is 

considered significant? When in analysis negative results were described as small or 

insignificant, perhaps this meant insignificant in terms of the system i.e. compared to 

numbers passing through the system (as evinced in figures such as less than 2%). 

Somewhat ironically, the authors of the original study that was relied on to make 

the case that university students were on average from 'privileged backgrounds', and 

that the tuition fee free Whitlam years had not essentially changed this apparent fact 

in their report carefully noted: 

Analysis of the social composition of the student body before and after the change [i.e. 

abolition of tuition fees] revealed no discernable difference in the social spectrum of 

higher education. Nevertheless this does not permit the conclusion that the removal of 

fees did not enable poor students to enrol who otherwise would have been deterred; if 
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there were such students - and common sense suggests there must have been - either 

they were not sufficiently numerous to show up in statistical aggregates, or their 

poverty was not revealed by the questions directed at parental status etc (Anderson 

and Vervoorn 1983, 172). 

Constructions of students 

In acknowledgement of the increasing requirement for retraining of people 

who have already been in the workforce and as a way of exploring the implications 

of lifelong learning (which entails the tacit admission that knowledge acquired 

through study can depredate) it is notable that in the studies mature-aged applicants 

were treated as an outlier group. In most higher educational policy they are not 

easily translated into structures which are organised around the assumption of 

participation immediately after secondary school completion, and within a narrow 

age demographic (roughly seventeen to twenty-four) in terms of undergraduate 

rewards. The most obvious example of this is that the rationale of higher lifetime 

income coming as a consequence of an individual's participation, in the case of the 

mature aged student is constrained by the number of years remaining for them to 

'reap benefits' through workforce participation. Certainly this population of students 

is not taken as a norm when calculations of lifetime earnings for graduates are 

modelled. Although the research consistently noted these groups might exhibit more 

'price sensitivity', it did not consider that the different levels of qualification and 

experience the mature aged group brought to their educational experience might add 

weight to the force of their appraisals. To the contrary, and owing in part to a lack of 

consistent definition as to what 'mature age' consists in, results for this poorly 

constituted group were subject to more questioning on the basis of validity and 

generalisabilty than were the responses of non-mature aged undergraduates. 

The construction of differentiated groups for the purposes of measurement is further 

subject to the following complications: 

Theoretical constructs of 'class' (now known as 'socio economic status')  

The research demonstrated an absence of an objective measure of the concept 

'socio-economic status'. 
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The existence of a history of the evolution of scales and indexes by which 

individuals are ranked indicates that the conceptualisation of status (being subject to 

revision) is contested and changing. While characteristics such as family or 

individual income and parental education and occupation have served as proxies for 

the assessment of student socio-economic background in surveys, Universities have 

typically considered requesting such information to be overly intrusive and so have 

not collected it. 

Factors typically utilised in lieu of the above (in the main these are individual 

income/occupation or else residential area — postcode - classifications) rested on 

implicit social assumptions regarding the stability of employment and housing. 

While a relatively stable labour market guaranteed a correlation between a 

professional classification (such as 'lawyer'), income possibilities attracted by, the title, 

and stability of employment tenure, it might be reasonable to assume low mobility 

and to therefore base measures on the postcode of a persons address. The Australian 

population in 2000-01 comprised 26% persons who were living in rental 

accommodation (ABS, 2005a). There appears to be no consideration of the 

confounding effect that this degree of mobility may have on different areas. There is 

also the argument that the averaging of incomes by postcode can overlook significant 

income differentials in areas where a wide range of incomes are reported. 

While the labour market was predominantly male in its composition, it may 

have been appropriate to derive children's status from the occupation of their father. 

If labour market terms and conditions shift and the validity of these forms of social 

classification rests on a rigidly stratified occupational order, then the modes of 

classification lose their force. For instance the child of a professional need not 

necessarily be from a high socio-economic background. A professional need not 

necessarily earn a particular wage. The entry of women into the workforce as sole 

providers for their families also reduces the viability of generalisations about socio-

economic status measured by parental occupation when we take the longstanding 

inequities between male and female incomes into account. 

Western et al (1998) considered measurement of differential access to higher 

education with specific reference to the measurement of socioeconomic status, 
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rurality and isolation. This study commissioned by DETYA acknowledged problems 

in determining socioeconomic status as specifically regards rurality and socio 

economic status (low). The authors provided arguments towards conceptualisation 

based on parental occupation and educational level. They suggested the following 

account in discussing the apparent failure of 'equity' measures in the sector: 

Results from a variety of different studies in a variety of countries suggest that the 

proportion of people from disadvantaged backgrounds gaining entry to universities is 

not likely to increase until the proportion from advantaged backgrounds reaches a 

saturation level. It is only when virtually the entire population of particular age 

groups from higher status backgrounds enter universities can we expect to find the 

proportion from disadvantaged backgrounds rising. (Western et al 1998, 1-2). 

In practice this observation undermines the idea that increasing type one access 

(Usher 2004, the quantity of places available), is any guarantee or enabler of type two 

access (compositional equity). Now that the quantity approach has continued to fail 

to accommodate 'demand' for higher education (applications from eligible 

prospective students), and before becoming too scientific about the measurement and 

attribution of status some further consideration is required of what constitutes a 

person as a member of a group57. 

Direct measures based on the characteristics of individual students are commonly 

seen as accurate but costly and intrusive to administer. Furthermore, while the 

measures typically used as the individual level are relevant to many of the school 

leavers who move directly to higher education, they may be less appropriate for 

identifying lower socioeconomic persons who are drawn from groups such as mature 

age students and students from non-urban areas. (Western et al 1998, 3) 

While the research reviewed preferred to talk about high, medium and low socio-

economic status than make explicit reference to concepts of class, a lack of clarity as 

to the concept's referent and complexity, in concert with the reluctance of 

universities to ask 'personal' questions left assessments of both deterrence and 

57The Australian Vice Chancellor's Committee has further commented on the 
conceptualisation of socio-economic status in responding to a review of measurement of 
participation of equity groups (see AVCC, 2004) 
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compositional equity open to the conclusion that there was no effect attributable to 

the HECS whereas it may have been owing to the conceptual tools employed. 

Polic factors confoundin • the assum . tions of choice and decision makin 

"Massification" was an explicit goal of the Dawkins episode, and the 

apparent increase in numbers participating when understood as a planned outcome 

negotiated between the universities and the Commonwealth can not be taken as 

anything but an indicator of increasing supply - not as an indicator of demand and 

not as a proof of either the success of the . scheme nor that the HECS has had no 

deterrent effect. This makes claims that the scheme has been successful in expanding 

the capacity of the system circular, if the question of who is funding the expansion is 

omitted. 

There is no point in constructing a model if it is only able to account for the 

experience of the vast majority of people as an outlying deviation. 

The application of modelling in HECS research has rested on assumptions of 

perpetual truths about social structures (namely, university gets you a large paying 

job), the importing of a normative student HECS experience (rational calculation on 

the basis of adequate information, followed by free choice) and the assumption that 

immediately subsequent to the university experience a normative working lifespan 

ensues (a brief education, followed by full-time work) as the basis of simulating the 

experience. 

The assumptions of the models needed validation before the results of the 

simulations could be considered reflective of a state of affairs. For example, is it the 

case that the majority of students incurring HECS debts (or at all) study for three to 

four years between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two then proceed immediately to 

full-time work for an uninterrupted period of decades, enjoying incremental 

increases to their income? 

What can be learned from these attempts at evaluation?  

This review has established that there is an absence of data on which to make 

any assertions of fact about the operation and impact of the scheme, and has 

illustrated the difficulties inherent in making such an assessment. 
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Reports have carefully emphasised that 'there is no evidence to suggest that 

HECS has had a deterrent effect', indicating the overwhelming preoccupation with 

the potential impact of the HECS on the university system. Two observations — as 

regards the university system, the distinction that must be made, is between a 

positive statement of proof, and reference to a lack of evidence. The latter provides 

for the possibility that at some stage evidence may become available58- 

...some evidence is emerging that older students who have not previously participated 

in higher education may be reconsidering study because of the impact of HECS. 

(Nelson 2002, 22) 

The second observation is that the question of interest in the current research is not 

the question of deterrence from participation in university education. 

The review of research and conceptualisations of the HECS showed previous 

efforts at HECS appraisals as hampered by the assumption that a market analysis —in 

terms of 'demand' (proxied as applications), in terms of consumer feedback sought 

through survey questions assuming knowledge of the 'product' of university 

education- could be adequate to the complexity that was introduced when the HECS 

was introduced. With two exceptions, previous research was overwhelmingly 

concerned with the impact of the HECS on the university system, as indicated by 

'consumer preferences', as measured by 'choices' of course of study. On critical 

reflection, this conveys a sense that the scheme was not well understood by 

researchers commissioned to assess its impact. 

Levels of enrolments cannot serve as an indicator of attitudes of enrolling 

students to the HECS, firstly because the number of available places is a function of 

Commonwealth-University negotiation59, and secondly because it cannot be assumed 

that enroling students are in an informational position to make the 'cost benefit' 

analysis. It cannot be inferred from the fact of a student's enrolment that they either 

understand or accept the HECS obligation. 

Statistical collections of student numbers made by the Department of 

58 In 2005 there have been disputed figures suggesting that there may be a commencing 
deterrent effect, although this is (as the review has pointed out) almost impossible to 
disentangle from other factors influencing applications and enrolments. 
59  this is noted by (for example) HEC 1998,11-12, and Karmel (in Miller and Pincus 1997) 
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Education were constrained by the level of information that universities were 

prepared to collect, and the reporting of such information in terms of equivalent full 

time student units. 

The HECS involves a potentially lifelong financial commitment made by an 

individual at point of entry to the university system, but at the 'point of purchase' 

when the commitment is being made, there is no cost. On the face of it, to propose 

that a deferrable 'interest-free' loan would deter anyone from doing anything is 

similar to proposing that access to a credit card deters people from making 

purchases, a difficult proposition to countenance unless by reference to a 

psychological construct of debt aversion. However to establish that the HECS would 

or would not be a deterrent to participation (even for the 'debt averse') would first 

require an assessment of how the HECS is perceived6o. 

Prior to, and influencing any decision about participation, and more than just 

the perception of cost, is the question of how the HECS was perceived to work. As 

Chapter Six showed, there was very little in the way of detailed information as to 

how the arrangement actually operated. To some extent, prospective students would 

source their HECS information from the booklet, but this would be supplemented by 

advice from university admissions centres, school careers counselors, and the 

experiences of their siblings, other family members and peers (described by Ball and 

Vincent 1998 as 'hot' knowledge and contrasted with the 'cold' knowledge attained 

through documents and official representations). These perceptions may have been 

as influential as any representation in a booklet. 

Uses of previous research  

This section concludes with a consideration of the uses to which the research 

reviewed has been put. In spite of the mixed evidence (and lack of evidence) 

generated by previous research, subsequent citation of the research is less careful in 

60 In the United Kingdom, Callender and Jackson (2004) commented that there has been little 
in the way of research that attempted to explore attitudes towards debt " .. in a statistically 
robust manner." (Callender and Jackson 2004, 2). Their study illustrated the level of detail 
required in order to rigorously measure attitudes towards debt, and as has been noted, in-
depth information gathering has not been a characteristic of HECS research in Australia. 
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the presentation of findings than their expression in the original. 

In referring to the Ernst and Young study in his article The Rationale for the 

Higher Education Contribution Scheme, Chapman (1996:48) drew two conclusions: 

...HECS doesn't seem to matter overall, and even for particularly disadvantaged 

groups, HECS is not of greater concern....The bottom line is that there is no evidence 

from these data of HECS diminishing access to higher education of the disadvantaged. 

He did note that the survey 'results' could not be extrapolated to the 

population, but did assert "They are ... far more reliable as a predictor of the 

response of the disadvantaged to HECS than a general random sample of all 

potential students regardless of background." without explaining why. Presumably 

all students who conform to the categorical constructions of 'disadvantage' will reply 

in the same way. 

By contrast Andrews (1997) has been cited in evidence of different 

conclusions: 

In Australia we do not really have too much evidence about price elasticities with 

respect to tuition fees. However, the result of the paper about price effects for poorer 

students does not surprise me. We have done a bit of time-series work trying to figure 

out the effect of the Higher Education Contribution Scheme; not on enrolments, but 

on applications (enrolments in Australia are not much use because they are supply 

constrained and do not provide direct evidence of demand). If we look at applications 

over a decade, the work that we have done suggests that there is an effect. It appears 

that the introduction of the Higher Education Contribution Scheme had some effect 

on school leavers (Andrews 1997). So even in Australia there is some evidence of 

price behaviour. 

(Tom Karmel in Miller and Pincus, 1997: 25) 

In considering the 1996 amendments that introduced HECS 2 the Senate 

Employment Education and Training Committee observed that there was "no 

conclusive statistical basis" confirming a relationship between HECS and low 

participation rates "Both the Department and Professor Chapman concurred that the 

introduction of HECS did not deter student participation in higher education." The 

Committee further noted the Department's statement that proportions of 'socio- 
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economic groups' had remained constant over two decades 

...despite the changes to tertiary fees and introduction of HECS during this period. 

Indeed, certain equity groups, such as Aboriginal students for instance, have recorded 

continuous increases in participation rates during the 1990s. This has led the Higher 

Education Council to conclude 'that HECS has had no impact on discouraging 

Aboriginal participation since its introduction in 1989' (Senate 1996). 

The last reference was to the Higher Education Council's tenth report. The complete 

text from which the Senate report quoted was as follows: 

The total number of Aboriginal students ...has increased continuously since 1990 and 

is now 6805 in 1995, an 88 per cent growth in five years. Commencing student 

numbers rose by a similar percentage, with 3623 new students participating in 1995. 

The increase in indigenous commencers was 12 per cent between 1994 and 1995, 

demonstrating the effectiveness of equity programs in the universities for this 

group, and the fact that HECS has had no impact on discouraging Aboriginal 

participation since its introduction in 1989 (HEC 1996, 27, emphasis added). 

This example highlights how the selective uptake of commentary can transform a 

comment on targeted programs into evidence in support of the scheme (or the 

repetition of absence of effect) 

Again, in Learning for Life, the report of the West review into Higher Education 

Financing which led to (amongst other outcomes) the introduction of the 

Postgraduate Education Loans Scheme, Robertson et al (1990), Ernst and Young 

(1992), and Andrews (1999) were cited to support the claim that "The impact (of 

HECS) was minor at both entry and undergraduate levels" (West 1998, 73). 

Same evidence, different inference  

Andrews' 1999 paper was mentioned in the report of the Senate Employment, 

Workplace relations, Small business and Education references committee, Universities 

in Crisis — report on higher education (Senate 2001, Chapter 8). It was noted by the 

Committee that different organisations cited different observations made in Andrews 

in support of different conclusions (with some emphasising no discernable effect 

while others highlighted the decline in enrolments). 
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Recent and related research  

When the current research was commenced in 2002, the research reviewed 

above constituted the entire corpus of available inquiry into the HECS and its impact. 

Since the policy review in 2002 Higher Education at the Crossroads, and the 

decision to introduce a new fee-charging regime (HELP) into the income-contingent 

loan structure, there has been more interest in the post-university consequence of the 

HECS. 

This interest has not come from the Commonwealth but from groups for 

whom the HECS debt may become an influential macro-economic structural force-

for instance, insurance companies concerned for future consumer purchasing power, 

for universities concerned that their postgraduate markets might be threatened by 

growing debt aversion (although this has been to some extent ameliorated by the 

Commonwealth introducing the HECS-style PELS in 2001), and more recently the 

federal opposition seeking to differentiate its policy platform from the incumbent 

(Macklin, 2004). 

The Department of Education had conducted some research into the effect of 

the HECS in 2002 (Aungles et al, 2002; Martin and Karmel 2002) which became the 

subject of some controversy after it was discovered that the research had been 

'shelved'(see DEST 2003a). In an echo of the Kemp Interlude, the research was 

eventually released . (with 'draft' stamped on each page) and multiple caveats 

attached to the findings - for instance 

These findings contrast with those from an earlier study (Andrews, 1997) showing 

that the introduction of HECS discouraged school leaver interest in higher education 

but the 1996 changes had not reduced demand. This suggests the need for caution in 

interpreting the influence of HECS on the demand for higher education among school 

leavers (Aungles et al 2002, executive summary). 

The findings were that the introduction of HECS 2 had reduced demand for 

higher education among both school leaver applicants and mature aged applicants. 

The Department also released Expansion in higher education in the 1990s: effects 

on access and student quality (Martin & Karmel, 2002). This paper addressed three 

questions - had access to university increased; had the duration of study lengthened; 
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and had academic quality of students declined. The 'life tables' approach taken to the 

first question estimated the likelihood of a person of a particular age entering higher 

!ducation during their lifetime. The authors calculated that the proportion of persons 

ikely to attend higher education increased between 1989 and 1996, and decreased 

Petween 1997 and 2000 (Martin and Karmel 2002, 4). In relation to the question 

whether the time spent studying had increased, the authors noted a trend towards 

louble degrees and returning students (whether for further undergraduate or for 

postgraduate study), and reported "... the average number of years that a cohort of 

students can expect to attend university has increased from around 3 years in 1989 to 

3.4 years in 2000."(Martin and Karmel 2002, 6). They also disaggregated 

postgraduate from undergraduate to confirm a lengthening of the duration of 

undergraduate study. The authors explored the relationships between different 

tertiary entrance rankings (the university entrance score achieved in the final years of 

secondary schooling used to allocate university places) for commencing 

undergraduates and their 'socio-economic status'. The authors concluded, 

acknowledging that "...neither of these mind experiments is totally convincing it 

remains that there is nothing to suggest that an expansion of the sector (of the order 

we observed) must have resulted in lower quality students." (Martin and Karmel 

2002,11). The authors did find a correlation between tertiary entrance ranking and 

socio-economic status "..the results suggest that the TER is biased toward high SES 

students." (Martin and Karmel 2002, 11). 

Questions regarding research methodology and validity of findings 

notwithstanding, the emerging discernable (i.e. measurable) observation that the 

HECS might have been starting to act as a deterrent to participation supports the 

central contention of the present research which is that the variable of significance is 

not the 'reality' of the HECS as explained by politicians and economists, but the 

information available to persons considering university study. In this sense, the 

marketisation of the university system has achieved the structural condition 

applying to other commercial markets - where 'consumer confidence' becomes a 
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factor influencing the success of the operation, and where this confidence is a 

longitudinal variable. 

In 2004, the ninth report on income and wealth in Australia published by 

NATSEM in conjunction with a major insurer (AMP/NATSEM 2004) provided the 

most current available public information on the HECS in the context of reporting on 

debt levels in Australia. The information presented drew on the Household Income 

and Labour Dynamics in Australia ('HILDA') study a panel survey longitudinal 

study which has been running since 2001. The authors of the AMP NATSEM report 

noted that HILDA data closely paralleled Reserve Bank data on household debt. In 

this report it is noted that the HECS owing by students and graduates had exceeded 

the total credit card debt for the nation (HECS debt61: $9.1 billion, credit card debt: 

$7.3 billion). 

The report (using HILDA wave 262  data) stated that the highest proportions of 

households with HECS debts are in Victoria (AMP/NATSEM 2004, 8). The report 

provided estimates of the proportions of age group carrying a HECS liability, noting 

that there appears to be a sex differential in debt distribution: 

...over one-third of women aged 18 — 24 have a HECS debt, in comparison with only 

one-quarter of men of the same age.". The authors continued —"The gender gap is 

less pronounced by the time graduates enter their late 20s and early 30s, with about 

15 per cent of males and just under 20 per cent of females still paying off HECS 

debts. Later in the lifecycle, by the time graduates reach 45 years, only about one in 

every hundred are still paying off their HECS debts. (AMP/NATSEM 2004, 16). 

Considering quantity of debt based on HILDA data, the report clarified that of the 45 

and over age group still repaying HECS, "...about one in every six or seven of these 

still owes more than $10,000." (AMP/NATSEM 2004, 17). 

61 This includes debts incurred under OLDPS, BOTPS and PELS, which debts are based on the 
HECS and which amounts are added to any HECS debt individuals may also have. 
62 In the HILDA survey (see www.melbourneinstitute.com ) it appears that participants were 
asked only three HECS related questions in wave two of the longitudinal data collection - 'do 
you have a HECS debt', 'how much do you owe', and 'are you currently making repayments 
on the debt'..  
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Silences in the research 

In this study, the set of social processes and relationships of interest are the 

HECS practices that have developed according to the policy's requirements. 

The introduction of the HECS redefined what it meant to be enrolled at an 

institution, enabled a charge to be levied for participation, and prior to the 

commencement of the course required the payer/student to commit to the cost (at the 

time unspecified) of repayment. The process reshaped the social relations 

underpinning educational service delivery, with the student repositioned as a 'client' 

(of the university, and of the Commonwealth if they became a HECS debtor). 

Previous research however, seemed to carry through an assumption of university 

education as an invariant experience in spite of this systemic restructuring. Further, 

implications for the HECS debtor after university have only recently become an 

object of research attention. Post-university HECS experience is one of the themes 

explored in the online survey. 

The review of extant research served as a methodological critique identifying 

gaps and silences in policy evaluation processes and HECS research to date, and 

determining methods of inquiry that either illuminated the operations of the policy 

system or else obscured its real impact. 

Informational analysis of this literature established that to date and with 

limited exceptions, the perspective of the debtor is lacking in formal appraisals of the 

scheme. Where the debtor's experience was drawn on, the research was framed in 

the mode of the 'consumer satisfaction' survey, which assumed that the debtor was 

apprised of the information necessary to make such evaluations. 

Rationale for the informational focus of the survey 

While the policy was framed in terms of university funding, it is obvious that 

for a HECS debtor, the consequences of their signature on a payment options 

declaration form extend beyond their university engagement. 

The survey results presented in Chapters Eleven and Twelve considered the 

perceptions of the scheme of HECS debtors who have had varying degrees of 

exposure to the scheme (and to university). This research also includes the first major 
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synthesis of official reporting and previous research into the scheme. It also 

conducted the first survey that refrained from assuming that HECS processes were 

transparent and known to the debtor. 

To date the question (as to) whether HECS information and its promulgation 

are adequate and sufficient to inform the apparent decisions of the HECS debtor had 

not been raised in a research context. While the process review detailed in the first 

sections of this thesis provided support for the argument that the process is 

informationally deficient, the idea of inquiring into the HECS from the perspective of 

the HECS debtor served to 'triangulate' the informational analysis through process 

review, with the perceptions and lived experience of debtors. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN: ONLINE SURVEY OF HECS DEBTORS 

In this chapter the sociography of previous chapters, and the lessons derived 

from the review of previous research are used to inform the rationale and design of 

the online survey. A review of the literature concerned with online survey design 

and implementation identifies advantages and disadvantages of the medium. The 

chapter concludes with an outline of the online survey of HECS debtors design and 

implementation process, and a discussion of the possible analyses arising from such 

an approach. 

Themes arising from the sociography of the HECS technostructure  

The documentary analysis of processes applying to HECS debtors suggested 

there were points in the HECS process that were less than transparent in their 

account of the scheme's operation. In drawing a structural distinction between the 

HECS 1 and HECS 2 versions of the scheme, it became apparent that citations of 

previous research claiming the positive consequence of the scheme relied principally 

on studies conducted of HECS debtors who were subject to the terms and conditions 

of the HECS 1 arrangement. 

The distillation of the policy operation and the rationalisations and 

arguments of HECS provided direction as to the key points at which information 

asymmetries and deficiencies might afflict the debtor, and these informed the design 

of the online survey questions. The changes to the scheme and the paucity of lucid 

and accurate information led to the question: what does the HECS debtor know about 

their debt forming the guiding question of the design. 

It was decided that there would be little value in asking participants to 

evaluate a process about which they may have insufficient information, or which 

their position and experience might not equip them to answer (for example, system 

level questions as to whether it is fair or not to require a contribution, or whether a 

university education is a worthwhile investment). Through an exploration of the 

debtors' perceptions of the HECS at a point subsequent to the commencement of 

their educational experience, having had some time being a debtor and some 
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experience of the way in which the scheme operates, the survey focused on eliciting 

debtors' perceptions of acquiring the HECS debt, and perceptions of the implications 

of the debt for the respondents at the time of surveying. 

Aim and scope of the online survey 

The rationale for conducting an online survey was that perceptions of HECS 

debtors would provide otherwise unknown information on operational dimensions 

of the scheme. While their 'HECS experience' could ultimately contribute to an 

evaluative appraisal of the policy's informational aspects and adequacy, the 

constraints of a snapshot survey design limited the goal of the current research to a 

survey of the range of perceptions reported by debtors, and the implications 

identified in these perceptions as they harmonised or conflicted with the policy 

representation of the process, and other social policy trajectories. 

The main aims of the survey were to assess the degree to which HECS 

debtors were cognisant of the requirements of the scheme at the time they completed 

the survey, and to gather sufficient information to explore how their anticipated 

experience of the HECS corresponded with their actual experience of the process. 

This information was then compared and contrasted with the representations made 

in the official documentation. 

Debtors as informants, not objects  

The aim of the survey was to complement the informational analysis of the 

documentary representations of the HECS through seeking the input of persons who 

had incurred a HECS debt and who were thus in possession of a lived experience of 

the policy in operation. The object of the current inquiry then was the operational 

and informational constitution of the scheme, with the survey complementing the 

sociography with the perceptions of persons who had incurred a HECS debt. Other 

consequences of the scheme such as the constitution of a HECS debtor population 

and the characteristics of HECS debtors (as opposed to HECS liable students who 

paid their obligation at enrolment), would comprise a useful and necessary 

dimension of a comprehensive appraisal of the impact of the policy. For the reasons 

outlined in Chapters One and Nine, the information that would enable such an 
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analysis was not available. Where possible however, analysis was focused on sample 

characteristics as one way of understanding the reported perceptions. 

Of 'Onlinery' 

In the decade since the internet was invented it has become a feature of daily 

life for persons described as working in the 'information economy'. Generalisations 

abound about who has access to the internet and who uses it regularly. In the 

following section data on the use of the internet in Australia is considered as it might 

affect the population coverage of HECS debtors participating in the survey. 

The internet limits coverage?  

The National Office for the Information Economy (NOIE) publishes a series 

attempting to benchmark and monitor the progress of information and 

communication technology take up and usage in Australia, considering readiness 

and intensity of participation in a reference period (July to September 2002, see NOIE 

2003). Data sources used by the NOIE included Australian Bureau of Statistics 

surveys (until 2000) and Nielsen Netratings (subsequent — current). Data to update 

the NOIE reports was reviewed at Nielsen Netratings home page63. By 2003 it was 

possible to describe the 9.6 million users of online capacity as a "growing majority". 

Some illustrations include: "Eighty two per cent of persons aged 14-17 years reported 

using the Internet compared to 79% for 18-24 year olds, 71% of 25-39 year olds, 65% 

of 40-54 year olds and 29% of persons aged 55 years or over." (NOIE 2003:4) A 

particularly high usage rate was reported for the tertiary qualified, "The highest level 

of internet use was recorded amongst persons with tertiary qualifications (85% for 

June 2003 and 77% for June 2001)." (NOIE 2003,12) 

If the medium attains ubiquity, concerns as to the potential exclusion of 

participants owing to the 'digital divide' will reduce. Ubiquity appears to be a policy 

objective of current initiatives in e-business, e-governance, and e-commerce. 

Significant differences in internet use were reported for employed and not 

employed people, for people aged under 35 (84%) and over 35 (65%), and for people 

63http://www.nielsen-netratings.com  
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with low incomes and people with high incomes: 

For both periods, persons in full-time employment had significantly higher levels of 

Internet use (75% and 61% respectively) than part-time workers (66% and 54% 

respectively) and persons not working (45% and 36% respectively)... 

Internet participation increased with personal incomes. About 36% of those earning 

between $10,000 and $14,999 used the Internet compared to 72% of those earning 

between $40,000 and $49,999 and 90% of those on incomes of $119,999 or above. 

(NOIE 2003,12) 

There will be a proportion of the population of HECS debtors who do not 

have access to an online professional network or else a peer network, simply because 

they are not working, or not online. It is impossible to anticipate the proportion of 

the HECS debtor population with online capacity, although the NOIE data above 

suggested a higher likelihood of internet access given the tertiary qualified nature of 

the population. 

The decision to conduct the survey online was ultimately made by reference 

to cost and coverage- if there were to be states other than Victoria included in the 

survey this was the only viable mechanism for delivery and administration. While 

the difficulties inherent in administering a survey in a mediated environment - 

principally those of identity verification, but also of matching survey design with the 

functional aesthetics of online completion - are significant, for reasons of cost and 

scope it was accepted that online administration would provide the largest potential 

reach. For the working population workplace dominance of computers (in terms of 

connectivity) indicated that at least for the purposes of recruitment of a sample, this 

mechanism was the most cost effective. The capacity to print off the survey and 

administer it manually remained, and was able to be used where a preference was 

expressed on the part of debtor to complete the survey in a non-virtual environment 

(this did not transpire). 

The introduction of widespread use of information and communication 

technologies in Universities further suggested students and graduates (since early 
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2000) as an appropriate group to be approached in an online context, in that persons 

participating in higher education since at least 1999 have been assumed to be literate 

in the techniques and technologies of the internet, and are required to be so for 

correspondence with their university (Dillman and Bowker 2001,163; Crawford et al 

2001,146; Daley et al 2003). Students are noted as particularly suited to this form of 

recruitment where they are required to have a university email address, "...Web 

surveys are useful for a subset of the population with very high or complete 

coverage." (Couper 2000, 485). 

The development and delivery of a survey in the online format adds 

dimensions of consideration over and above the methodological parameters within 

which traditional (i.e. pencil and paper) surveys operate. Cook et al (2000, 823) listed 

the following benefits of 'e-surveys' (be they email or web based) - that they are easy 

to use, that they contain the possibility of reaching a large population at a low cost; 

and that they are uneasily mislaid. Developments in programming code yielding 

"more innovative interfaces" than pencil and paper or telephone surveying, are 

noted as factors potentially enhancing response rate. Other advantages cited in 

favour of online surveys include the economy in cost relative to costs of alternative 

modes of delivery (for example mail-outs) especially with a large population, and the 

ease for the participant in being able to access, register and complete the survey in 

the privacy of their own home (reducing the possibility that a human intermediary 

influences the outcome of the survey as in an interview situation) and in their own 

time (asynchronous delivery and return). 

The overheads of data processing and analysis are greatly reduced by the 

data already being in an electronic form - the design of the survey site typically 

allows for the coding of variables and participant responses into comma delimited 

files, with each respondent having a unique de-identified data file. This enables 

importing direct to data analysis and processing software which avoids the 

possibility of data entry error (both SPSS and Excel were used in this research). 

Further advantages noted are speed (enhanced turnaround between survey 

issue and return) and increased participation opportunities available to respondents 

than traditional methods (because of two way communication possibilities). 
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Research in the area of online survey conduct has quickly dated, as concerns 

expressed in 1995 have become invalid by 2004. Examples of the rapid changes 

associated with technological refinement and the expansion of internet accessibility 

and capability include the relative novelty of the medium in delivering a web based 

survey, now replaced by the threat of online survey fatigue (Couper 2000, 465; Saxon 

et al 2003);the relationship of such novelty to questions of representation, coverage 

(Crawford et al 2001), capacity to complete the survey, and impact on response rates; 

and concerns about the 'digital divide' being replaced by concerns about the quality 

of access (rather than simply the quantity or questions of socio-demographic 

inequity). 

Couper suggested aesthetic design factors as important considerations: 

Measurement errors in self-administered surveys could arise from the respondent .... 

or from the instrument. .. In order to minimise respondent error, the survey 

instrument must be easy to understand and to complete, must be designed to keep 

respondents motivated to provide optimal answers, and must serve to reassure 

respondents regarding the confidentiality of their responses. (Couper 2000, 475). 

Along with the wording of questions, the format and presentation of survey 

instruments also influences respondent answers (DeVaus, 1995). In the online 

environment this includes hardware considerations such as type of browser, screen 

settings, and user preferences. Krosnick (1999, 541-2) recommended three methods of 

pretesting questionnaires for construct validity and reliability; techniques of 

behaviour coding (the monitor watches the respondent for deviations from the 

expected completion behaviour) and cognitive pretesting (where the respondent is 

encouraged to 'think aloud' while answering in order to gain insight into the 

potential range of interpretations of different items and cognitive processes of 

approaching and answering questions) as well as the traditional small sample pre-

test. 

Participant Identity Verification  

... as with the ... traditional mailed surveys, whether it is the addressee who actually 
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completes the survey, or an unintended respondent instead, is likely to be unknown to 

the investigator. (Daley et al 2003: 118). 

A feature of the online environment is that in the absence of a determinate 

mode of recruitment ultimately there is no way to verify (or falsify) the identity of 

respondents. It must be noted however that this dilemma is faced by all survey 

research that is not face to face (De Vaus 1995, 108 noted the same difficulty applies 

to use of mail questionnaires). Some control can be exercised through recruitment 

strategies designed to target only the population of interest, such as dissemination of 

an e-flyer to a list of email addresses (where such a list exists). 

There is some suggestion that enhanced disclosure is facilitated by this 

method, especially with research that concerns hidden populations (Rhodes et al 

2003; Duncan et al 2003). HECS debtors while not typical of hidden populations (in 

that they are not necessarily intentionally hiding) could be considered a hidden 

group, as they are neither formally constituted as a group, nor do they have a 

representative association or body. At a rate of one in twenty (of the population of 

Australia) HECS debtors, though not affiliated to any particular group, are not 

difficult to find, which does distinguish then from populations typically considered 

concealed. 

Conduct of the national survey of HECS debtors.  

The HECS debtor survey was piloted in two interviews (to assess construct 

validity) and two supervised online completions where the pilot respondent 

externalised their thought processes while completing the survey (to assess the 

functionality of the online survey). 

A human research ethics application was approved by the University of 

Melbourne HREC (Approval no 030640). A copy of the survey as it appeared in the 

online format (including the 'e-flyer', the registration site with survey preview, and 

the survey site outlined below) is included at Appendix 5. 
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Recruitment: the 'e-flyer'  

A participant gathering email mechanism/advertisement - the 'e-flyer' - 

provided a plain English outline of what was required of the participant, and 

sufficient information for the participant to indicate their informed consent to the 

study through their registration. As noted by Rhodes et al, "When using the world 

wide web to collect data, a standard of what constitutes informed consent has not 

been well established within the research community" (Rhodes et al 2003, 71) 

The 'e-flyer' invitation to participate concluded with the Universal Resource 

Locator (i.e. address) of the registration site. Interested parties clicked on the link and 

were able to read more about the research and preview the questions that they 

would be asked. Providing a preview of the questions asked in the survey was 

necessary in order for registration to be construed as indicating informed consent64. 

After deciding whether or not to participate, registration was completed by the 

respondent entering their name and email address. A 'thank you' screen indicated 

that within twenty-four hours a unique identifier link would be sent to the email 

address submitted at registration, and that the participant could click on the link in 

order to complete the survey. 

Prospective participants were self-selecting. The completion of the 

registration process and subsequent submission of the survey was construed as an 

indicator of informed consent to participate. A hardcopy consent form was 

developed for use in the face-to-face interviews or on request to the researcher (this 

was used twice in piloting the survey design but in the survey implementation did 

not transpire). 

The site address sent to the respondent by automated return email was 

tagged with a four-digit login number - this allowed for some protection of the site (it 

was not publicly accessible) and allowed restriction of the survey to one per email 

address. This was designed to guarantee the anonymity of participants to all but the 

researcher, and to eliminate the possibility of multiple survey submissions from the 

64 The survey demonstration page was accessible through a hyperlink from the registration 
site. The survey demonstration was not able to be completed by a registering debtor. This was 
highlighted at the top of the survey demo page by the phrase "Survey demo only" see 
Appendix 5, page 3. 
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same email address. A database of participants' name and email address submitted 

at registration was kept on a non- networked computer password protected to the 

researcher. 

On the survey login page, participants were required to enter the email 

address they registered with to gain access to the survey page. They were asked to 

provide information concerning their educational experience, their current labour 

market situation and their comprehension of the HECS arrangement. Socio-

demographic data was collected to determine the reach of the online survey 

(limitations on analyses arising are discussed in this chapter). As the survey 

combined quantitative and qualitative measures, completion time varied according 

to the detail the participant wished to provide. 

As respondents were not required to provide identifying information in their 

responses on the survey site itself, the researcher could assure participants of the 

anonymity of their response sets65. The separation of registration and login functions 

meant that no information which could allow disclosure of the identity of the 

participant was included on the survey site. Preliminary tests by the researcher 

suggested that the questionnaire could be completed in a minimum of ten minutes 

and a maximum of thirty minutes. 

In the absence of a listing of all HECS debtors' email addresses (this list does 

not exist) the dissemination process meant that with the exception of persons known 

to the researcher it remains a question as to whether the respondent really was a 

HECS debtor or not. The survey site being accessible only through the login page and 

the survey's topic being obscure, it was unlikely that it would be attractive to persons 

who had no interest in the HECS, nor could it be found while browsing for 

something else. 

Dissemination of the 'e-flyer'  

The approach to disseminating the survey was complicated by the calling of a 

65  Respondents were reassured of this in the e-flyer and on the registration site itself "No 
identifying data will be collected through the site. Your identity as a participant will not be 
disclosed" — see Appendix 5, page 1. 
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Federal election in which significant reforms to policies governing the university 

system (see 'the Nelson episode') were anticipated to be an 'election issue'66. 

It was decided that public advertising during such a political phase might 

result in the survey being misconstrued as a part of a political campaign. In light of 

this it was decided that electronic recruitment pathways would be exhausted before 

traditional media were approached. Rather than advertise through print media, the 

decision was made to conduct the recruitment process through the online medium. 

This restricted the population to persons with an internet connection, email address 

and willingness to complete a survey about their HECS debt. While restricting 

advertisement of the survey to online media probably reduced the number of 

participants, it did mean a lesser likelihood of opportunistic completion. 

Combining an email 'cover letter' ...with the use of an HTML form for data collection 

provides an especially effective and efficient approach to Internet surveying 

(Solomon 2001) 

Initial samples were drawn by word of mouth and by advertisement in one 

university postgraduate email news bulletin. 

The e-flyer was distributed by snowball through individual participants and 

virtual public spaces (July 2004), then to university research offices (October 2004) 

and then to professional associations. Three distribution approaches were 

undertaken to maximise the potential respondents to the survey, and to seek 

respondents who were able to comment on earlier as well as later incarnations of the 

scheme. 

The approach to recruitment of participants in an online environment was 

enhanced by the emergence of virtual public spaces serving the function of public 

notice boards (examples include 'InfoXchange', 'the artshub'). This strategy 

suggested the potential to sample populations such as some professional groups 

where total membership of the group is known to the groups' conveners but not to 

the researcher, or else is a matter of public record. Professional and community 

66 As it transpired, the election campaign was dominated by arguments about economic 
management (interest rates) and Australia's role in the war on terror, which issues eclipsed 
the university legislation. 
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associations were asked to include the information in any e-bulletins they circulate to 

their membership. 

University research offices were requested to circulate the e-flyer to staff and 

students. Three universities replied in the affirmative, and three declined suggesting 

that to do so would contravene university use of email policies (one of which 

erroneously equated the suggestion to 'spam'). A generic commercial browser search 

yielded a further two student associations and another university advertising the 

survey on their sites. 

As a final contingency (in the event of non-response to the email recruitment 

mechanism and web based survey site) arrangements were also made to administer 

the survey in a more local and limited (i.e. non-virtual) fashion. The survey design 

accommodated administration by semi-structured interview with a sample gathered 

by advertisement and word of mouth. While this strategy was used for the two pilot 

respondents and yielded important information regarding the ways in which the 

questions could be interpreted, the eventual successful operation of the website and 

email recruitment mechanism meant the contingency was not required. 

Undoubtedly this mode of recruitment and survey administration shaped the 

final sample. Alternative mechanisms, such as restricting the e-flyer dissemination to 

universities only, would have shaped a different respondent group (potentially that 

group would contain no student who had any experience of the earlier HECS, and no 

student who had experienced HECS repayment). However, the aim of the survey 

was to elicit commentary on the deferred repayment mechanism of the policy and in 

the absence of the capacity to reach the entire population of persons who had 

undertaken a deferred repayment loan, and in the absence of population parameters, 

the online approach had the largest potential coverage within the financial and 

temporal constraints of the project. 

The approach described above, while not ideal for the purposes of 'social 

scientific' research, certainly enabled consultation with HECS debtors who no longer 

had any contact with a university. It is a fact of the world wide web that the use of an 

e-flyer meant that once the flyer was sent to one person, there was a loss of control 

over the numbers of people who might receive the flyer. Thus consideration of the 
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limitations of the online approach used includes (i) an inability to estimate how 

many people received the e-flyer, and of these people how many actually registered; 

and (ii) what proportion of the HECS debtor population might have potentially 

received the e-flyer, and thus estimates of a debtor population 'response rate'. 

However, these limitations also apply to previous surveys of student populations 

discussed in Chapter Ten, and the absence of information about the entire HECS 

population has already been noted as a deficiency in attempts to appraise the 

scheme. 

Spam and worms 

On the Web, direct marketers already appear to be well ahead of the survey industry. 

Even before the introduction of legislation to restrict unsolicited email, strong norms 

operate on the Web to limit spamming and other types of mass mailing...These legal 

and ethical strictures all militate against mass email as a method for soliciting 

participation in a survey.. (Couper 2000: 474-5). 

A major drawback to online recruitment strategies has been the emergence of 

spam, fraud schemes and viruses transmissible through email. This led to the passing 

of a spam act by the Commonwealth in 2003 (which was, as mentioned, cited by one 

university when they declined the request). It also meant that unsolicited email could 

be deleted as potentially dangerous, and in the context of online surveys highlighted 

the need for either endorsement by an association of which the debtor was a member 

or the recommendation of a friend. 

Security of participant responses  

Concerns about privacy and/or confidentiality may be a key factor affecting Web 

surveys in general. One of the distinct advantages of self administered surveys is the 

ability to collect sensitive information with less social desirability bias. But concerns 

about the security of the Web may negate this benefit, potentially producing higher 

nonresponse (or less honest reporting) on surveys of sensitive topics (Couper 2000, 
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474) 

The online mode of delivery influenced decisions as to what questions to ask, 

as well as influencing recruitment strategies. It was decided that identity verification 

would be secondary to protection of participant anonymity, and that direct questions 

(how much do you earn) would not be asked if there were a sufficient indirect 

alternative (please indicate your income range). Prospective participants were reassured 

of the anonymity of their responses in both the e-flyer and the survey site itself (see 

Appendix 5). 

Hosting 

The Information Technology Services section of the University of Melbourne 

as well as the Advanced High Performance Computing Centre were both consulted 

and at time of request did not as a general practice host student survey sites. They 

suggested contact with the Arts IT section of the University and this was pursued. 

While Arts IT were happy to host the site, the development and debugging processes 

involved in developing the site to a functional level required access to the system at 

security levels above which the researcher was authorised. This somewhat reduced 

the viability of the university server as a host, and an alternative arrangement was 

made to host the site on an external server. The site administrator at the survey host 

signed a confidentiality agreement regarding the data collection. 

Survey questions  

Forty-three items were included in the survey. The questions were a 

combination of stand alone (for example, 'name of course') and contingent questions 

(an example of the latter was in the questions 'Are you working now' and 'Are you 

working in an area to which your qualification is directly relevant'). 

Twenty of the items were concerned with demographic and contextual data 

about the sample, gathered initially to consider the extent to which the sample 

reflected the population demographics represented by MIS07 (Chapter Nine). The 

review of policy episodes (Chapter Four) suggested that the version of the HECS the 

debtor had participated in might be an influential variable and so respondents were 
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asked to indicate the years in which they had studied in a course for which they had 

incurred a HECS debt. While the directions to respondents stipulated that the 

undergraduate experience was the focus of the study, some respondents included all 

their HECS liable study. As this information was equally relevant to the questions of 

HECS information and the debtor's epistemic status, it was not excluded from the 

analysis. 

Respondents were also asked to indicate whether they had received any form 

of income support while they were studying. As the eligibility criteria governing 

entitlement to Austudy, Abstudy and (after 1998) Youth Allowance had become 

increasingly targeted to individuals reporting low levels of family income and assets, 

the reasoning was that entitlement to such allowances might give a sense of the 

economic circumstances in which respondents were studying. A key assertion in the 

language game asserting the equity of the HECS was that participation in university 

education was the domain of the already privileged. In spite of the pretension of 

'massification' to expand access to a wider socio-demographic, the HECS 2 language 

game reiterated university as a site of privilege (in terms of students entering the 

system, and in terms of destinations subsequent to study), and so parental 

educational details were requested in order to explore whether respondents were 

from families in which university was an 'expected' pathway or whether 

respondents were forging a different path to their parents. 

Twelve items were directed towards the respondents' HECS experience, and 

a further nine items were designed to assess the extent of respondents' HECS 

awareness and acceptance. Given the emphasis placed on the HECS information 

booklets in appeals of HECS liabilities (Chapter Six) and notwithstanding the limited 

utility of the information, respondents were asked to indicate the years in which they 

had received and read a copy of HECS Your Questions Answered. They were also 

asked some basic 'factual' questions- when HECS Census dates were, what 

indexation meant, whether they had paid HECS twice for subjects (a 'don't know' 

option was included), and related to this, whether they had failed or repeated any 

subjects (which, absent 'special circumstances' would incur additional HECS). Open 

field text boxes were provided for respondents to describe any difficulties or 

181 



surprises they had encountered in their HECS experience, and respondents were 

invited to make any further comments or queries they had in relation to the HECS. 

Finally, in order to determine the survey dissemination pathways 

respondents were asked to indicate how they heard about the survey. As a 

contingency, in case the survey data was insufficient to the research requirements, 

respondents were also asked if they would be amenable to an interview. Ultimately 

the information provided by survey respondents exceeded the expectations of the 

medium, and interviews were not conducted. 

Frequency tables indicated variation in the responses to questions, with the 

lowest response rate for non-contingent questions being for 'income range' (N=331). 

The sample  

De Vaus (1995, 77) described the use of non-probability sampling as 

appropriate when sampling frames are not available or when the population is 

dispersed such that cluster sampling would be inefficient. As noted, the only 

population parameters available (MIS07) provided an incomplete overview of the 

population, owing to the dependence of the accuracy of the records kept on renewal 

of information details by the debtor (for example changes of address). Therefore 

neither the criterion of complete information about the population nor their 

concentration in an area were satisfied in the case of the HECS debtor population. De 

Vaus also noted that research may have aims which are less "... concerned with 

generalising from a sample to the population ... (than) developing scales, or in a 

tentative, hypothesis-generating, exploratory look at patterns. Some research is not 

all that interested in working out what proportion of the population gives a 

particular response but rather in obtaining an idea of the range of responses or ideas 

that people have." (DeVaus 1995, 77). 

The object of the present study was the policy's operational form and not the 

characteristics of the population of HECS debtors it produced. Given the 

individualising character of the HECS debt (while its repayment is formally 

contingent on individual income, multiple factors such as the individual's work-

study patterns and tenure in concert with the variability of repayment thresholds 
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complicates a simple association between respondent income, labour market location 

at the time they completed the survey and their responses to the questions) it is not 

necessarily the case that the experience of incurring and repaying a HECS debt 

follows any particular pattern whatsoever. Thus analysis of the respondents answers 

to survey questions was focused on the extent to which their reported perceptions of 

incurring and repaying a HECS debt were consistent with the normative 

expectations of the rhetoric of the policy. Where patterns emerged in their responses 

to the policy, the characteristics that data were collected for were explored to see if 

particular perceptions were associated with particular characteristics. 

Within the budgetary constraints of the survey, the most appropriate 

construction of the sample combined quota and availability non-probability samples 

(De Vaus 1995, 78-9). This was further supported by the exploratory aim of the study, 

the experimental nature of utilising the online survey medium, and the dispersed 

and private nature of the HECS liability. After the completion of the survey the 

MIS07 data was received and it became apparent that there was insufficient 

information provided for comparison of the survey respondents with the population 

of HECS debtors current at 31/12/01. Respondent demographic and educational 

characteristics are reported below in order to convey a sense of the range of 

respondents commenting on their HECS experiences. 

Respondent characteristics  

Sixty-six per cent of the respondents were female, 31% male and 3% left the 

field blank (N=346). Seventy-five percent of respondents (N= 345), were between the 

ages of 19 and 34, and 25% were between 35 and 69 (see Table 15 below). 
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Table 15 National Survey of HECS Debtors select respondent characteristics 

Characteristic 	 Frequency 	Valid Percent 

Sex (N= 336) 

Female 	 230 	 69 

Male 	 106 	 31 

Age (N= 345) 

19 - 26 

27 - 34 

128 

132 

37 

38 

35 - 42 53 15 

43-50 18 5 

51 - 69 14 4 

State (N= 342) 

Victoria 170 50 

New South Wales 18 5 

Queensland 66 19 

Western Australia 69 20 

South Australia 5 2 

Northern Territory 6 2 

Australian Capital Territory 5 2 

Tasmania 2 1 

Overseas 1 0.3 

Universities attended and location of HECS debtor 

The respondents in total had attended all universities receiving operating 

grants under the Higher Education Funding Act 1988 for the period under review (1989 

— 2002). 

Respondents were asked for their current postcode, and from this was 

derived the state from which they were responding to the survey (this was not 

necessarily the same as the state where they attended university). While the survey 

attempted to be a national survey, there was an over-representation of respondents 

from Victoria, Queensland and Western Australia. 170 respondents (49%) were from 
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Victoria, 66 (19%) were from Queensland, and 69 (20%) were from Western 

Australia. Comparing this data with responses to the question 'how did you hear 

about the survey' it was apparent that as 54% (N=344) of respondents had heard 

through university circulation of the e-flyer, that this was the reason for the over-

representation by state. 

Parental educational attainment 

Respondents were asked about their parents' educational background. Their 

text responses were recoded first into six educational levels (primary, secondary, 

TAFE/college, University bachelor, university postgraduate, not applicable) and then 

into the categorical 'went to uni' or 'didn't go to uni'. Of respondents to the 'father 

education' question (N =343), 40% indicated their father had attended university, 

with 59% indicating the negative (2% reported: not applicable/don't know). 

Reflecting the changing location of some qualifications, it must be 

remembered that the TAFE qualification would have applied to such courses of 

study as engineering and teaching, and so caution must be exercised in use of the 

aggregate (did/didn't go to uni). Of respondents to the question of their mother's 

highest educational level (N=344), 35% said that their mother had attended 

university, and 65% indicated the negative. 

When combined for both parents, the 'parent university' total (N=345) 

indicated 23% reported both parents went to university; 48% reported that neither 

parent went to university, with a further 29% indicating that one parent went to 

university. In other words, nearly half of the respondents had no parental precedent. 

HECS debtor status  

Proceeding from the possibility that perceptions of the scheme might vary 

according to whether the HECS debtor accrued their debt under HECS 1 or HECS 2, 

a HECS debtor status was assigned to each respondent based on their indication of 

the years in which they were enrolled in a course of study for which they incurred a 

HECS debt. Some debtors, having studied throughout the entire period under 

review, had experience of both schemes, and so a variable indicating the earliest 
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HECS system encountered was constructed on the basis of the first year that a debtor 

indicated they were enrolled for a course which incurred a HECS charge. 

There were 173 respondents who were HECS 1 debtors, and 279 who were 

HECS 2 debtors (111 appeared in both categories). For the purpose of single count 

statistics the classification by earliest HECS system encountered indicated 51% HECS 

1 debtors, and 49% HECS 2 debtors (N=337) as shown in Table 16: 

Table 16 Earliest HECS encountered 

Frequency Valid Percent 

Valid HECS 1 173 51.3 

HECS 2 164 48.7 

Total 337 100.0 

Missing System 9 

Total 346 

Educational variables 

Respondents had completed or were still studying across a range of courses 

and qualifications. Bachelors of Science and Arts formed the largest first degree 

indicated, however a wide range of other courses of study were represented. 

Of their first course of study, 12% reported that they did not receive the 

qualification, 73% did receive the qualification, with a further 14% stating they were 

still studying (N= 346). Of respondents who attempted a second qualification 65% 

received the qualification, 14% did not and 21% were still studying (N= 170). Of 

respondents who attempted a third qualification, 47% reported that they had 

received the qualification, 15% did not, and 38%were still studying (N= 34). As each 

qualification was counted separately some of these figures may represent for 

example one person who is doing a double degree). 

Of responses to the question 'did you fail a subject or module' 37% replied in 

the affirmative (63% in the negative) (N= 345). 

Of responses to the question 'did you repeat a subject or module' 23% 

indicated that they had 77% did not(N= 344). 
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When asked if they had paid HECS twice for any subject or module (as is the 

case when a subject is repeated) of respondents, 67% answered in the negative, 21% 

in the affirmative, and a further 12% selected 'don't know' (N=344). 

Considering this response in relation to the previous, then of 79 respondents 

who reported repeating a subject, 52% did not know if this entailed their paying 

HECS twice. 

When asked the complementary question of whether they had withdrawn 

from a subject or module after the HECS census date, of responses, 20% indicated 

that they had, 78% had not, with a further 2% reporting that they didn't know 

(N=345). 

HECS variables 

Respondents were asked questions relating to their knowledge and 

understanding of the scheme. These concerned how many 'HECS: Your Questions 

Answered' publications they had received, and how many they had read; whether or 

not they were aware of the size of their debt; whether or not they knew the official 

HECS census dates. These questions are further contextualised by respondents' 

answers to nine scale questions (see 'reflecting on your debt' below) and the text they 

provided in the four open field questions (see below, and in detail in Chapters 

Twelve and Thirteen). 

Number of publications received  

Respondents were offered a two column checklist listing 'HECS: Your 

Questions Answered' for each of the years under review, and asked to select (check) 

the box next to each year they had received or read the information booklet. 

Thirty per cent of respondents ticked no box, while 18% indicated they had 

only received one publication (see chart below). Five respondents suggested they had 

received twelve versions of the publication. 

Number of publications read 

Forty per cent of respondents did not indicate they had read a publication. A 

further 28% had read only one, and an additional 11% had read two. This suggested 
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an assumption on behalf of debtors that reading one publication was sufficient to 

grasp the nature of the liability, although the question was not framed in order to 

maximise the information. Crosstabulation indicated no relationship between the 

number of publications received or read. 

From the stacked chart (Table 17) below it can be seen that for each year of the 

HECS, the numbers enrolled (the bottom of the bar) exceeded the numbers who 

reported receiving a copy of the publication (the middle section). Within the groups 

indicating they had received the publication, on average, twice as many people 

reported receiving the publication than having read it (the top section). 

Table 17 By year, numbers enrolled, received and read HECS Your Questions Answered 

HECS Your Questions Answered by year enrolled, publications received and read 

1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 

year 

Knowledge of HECS census dates  

Respondents were asked to nominate (through tick box) in which months the 

HECS census dates fell. There was an ambiguity in this question as for non-standard 

enrolments (for example a summer semester subject, or a subject that runs for less 

than six weeks), institutions are required to nominate to students their internal dates, 

however, for the purposes of reporting of the HECS debt to the Australian Taxation 
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Office the two invariant dates were at the end of March (for first semester) and the 

end of August (for second semester). 

In responding to this question (N=329) 25% identified no correct dates, 28% 

indicated only one correct date; with 47% indicating both correct dates. 

Knowledge of HECS debt size  

When asked if they knew the current size of their HECS debt (N=345), 76% 

respondents indicated that they knew how big their debt was, and 24% did not. 

Current size of debt 

The respondents to the survey indicated debt ranges as presented in Figure 2: 

Figure 2: Debt Range of Respondents 
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Estimating representativeness of the sample  

Owing to the way in which the sample was gathered a preliminary univariate 

analysis was conducted to generate the parameters of the sample. 

Approximations of sex, age and location of the population (at 31 December 
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2001) were made from the MIS07 record, which were compared with the same 

characteristics in the sample. 

According to MIS07 (ATO/MIS07,2005), females owed a larger proportion of 

the global debt ($4.4 billion, as compared with males $3.4 billion), however they also 

constituted 58% of the debtor population (or 607,255 of 1,039,513 HECS debtors). 

Females outnumbered males in the survey respondents by a factor of two. As 

observed in Chapter Nine, the MIS07 record of debtor by birthdate contained 

significant variations, however as Table 8 in Chapter Nine showed, the majority of 

the debt was attributed to persons born between 1965 and 1984 (889,575 people, or 

86% of the debtor population). It must be noted that there was insufficient 

information to determine the repayment status of these people (i.e. whether they 

were currently repaying, not repaying, fully repaid, or overpaid). The chart below 

shows HECS debtor distribution by postal address. As noted, Victoria was 

overrepresented in survey respondents, and NSW underrepresented. 

Figure 3: ATO/MIS07 distribution of HECS debtor/State 

HECS debtors by State (postal address) decomber 2001 

VIC 

24'%. 

While this gave a rough idea of the extent to which the characteristics of the 

sample reflected characteristics of the total approximate population of HECS debtors, 

the assumptions informing the survey design were not that it would yield 

information from which it would be appropriate to make inferential generalisations, 

but rather to survey the range of HECS information experiences with a view to 
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identifying potential information asymmetries or deficiencies. 

Analysis of survey data and text responses  

The methods of data analysis were contingent on the number of variables 

under examination, levels of measurement employed in the survey and whether the 

aim of the analysis is descriptive or inferential (De Vaus 1995, 129; Babbie, 2002). 

The demographic data were collected principally in order to confirm that 

debtors with a variety of HECS experiences were included and were not drawn from 

one localised population. Contextual data about the sample were not analysed as if it 

were the personal characteristics of debtors that conditioned their responses as it 

would have been theoretically inconsistent with the informational focus of the 

inquiry and the discursive comparison between the policy's language and 

representations to assume the personal bases of the experience as the significant 

factors influencing responses. Exploratory cross-tabulations of educational, 

demographic and HECS variables were run to explore whether there were any 

significant associations in the sample — the two that were based on the HECS 

acceptance construct are reported at Tables 20 and 21 in Chapter Twelve. Given the 

structuring of the scheme as assuming a particular experience of university then 

work, it is perhaps significant that exploratory analysis of relationships between 

variables did not find anymore than these two associations. 

Attention was given to longevity and time of HECS exposure, the disciplines debtors 

reported studying, and their labour market location at the time of the survey. The 

attention to labour market position, discipline and HECS exposure related to the 

structuring of the scheme as income contingent — the debtors' 'capacity to pay' as 

determined by their income, and as variable with the setting of annual repayment 

threshold triggers. 

Complications and constraints in the analysis of 'quantitative' data  

The survey was designed prior to the completion of exploration of the 

information available about the population from the Department of Education and 

the Australian Taxation Office. Initially the survey was conceived as a means for 

assessing 'HECS effects' on the population. However, comparative longitudinal data 
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(that the researcher had assumed would be available) was not forthcoming from the 

sources consulted. 

A number of assumptions undergirding the survey design proved 

questionable when it came to analysing the information provided by survey 

respondents. These mostly concerned the conceptualisations of 'work' and 'study' as 

non-contemporaneous, and reflect both the nature of Australia's increasingly 

deregulated working environment, and the increasing numbers of students 

combining work and study. The variations inherent in work study patterns of 

respondents could not be captured in the questions asked in a snapshot survey. For 

example, the increasing preponderance of categories of non-permanent work 

(described as 'casual full-time', or 'contract full-time') entailed that incomes reported 

by people in this category could not be assumed to reflect a permanent labour market 

position. Approximately 30% of the survey respondents were employed permanently 

full-time, whereas another 30% were employed contract full-time. The absence of 

tenure of contract employees invalidates the assumption of labour market position at 

time of survey as static. 

It was assumed that the respondents would be either working or still 

studying, and that respondents who were still studying would most likely not be 

making HECS repayments - valid assumptions of the old social landscape, and 

assumptions underlying the econometric modelling of duration of HECS repayment 

in the studies discussed in Chapter Ten. This approach to the analysis was 

complicated by the multiple non-exclusive categories that respondents' answers 

created — for example, while 25% of the respondents were still studying, within that 

group respondents reported a variety of employment statuses ranging from 

permament full-time (12% of the group indicating they were still studying) to 

permanent part-time (20% of the group still studying) to casual full-time contracts 

12% and in three cases more than one employment status. 

As noted, there was a significant delay between requesting and receiving 

information about the population as represented by the MIS07 database. As a 

consequence, the survey was designed without the benefit of the information 

provided in Chapter Nine, and as such more information was requested in the 
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survey than was ultimately useful for the purpose of comparing the official 

representation of the policy with the debtors' reported perceptions. 

For the qualitative responses, both content and thematic analysis gave insight 

into the implications of asymmetrical information in the HECS operation. 

Information provided by HECS debtors formed the majority of the following 

commentary, and provided the themes for the analysis. Responses were reviewed 

and coded according to recurring themes. 

An interesting development regarding the online medium as a mechanism for 

survey administration was the generous extent to which survey respondents 

provided 'written comments in the four text fields, with some answers extending to 

several paragraphs (the text field was not constrained by a character limit). Owing to 

this surprising level of response, the analysis focused on the comments as a measure 

and illustration of the informational situation of the respondents, as much as their 

responses to questions with pre-determined answer options which approached the 

informational assessment quantitatively (for example, 'please tick the years for which 

you received and read HECS Your Questions Answered'). Bourdieu (1999, 608 fn 2) 

acknowledged the importance of the structures of research exchanges: 

The traditional opposition between so-called quantitative methods, such as the 

questionnaire, and qualitative methods, such as the interview, conceals the fact that 

they are both based on social interaction which takes place within the constraints of 

these structures. Defenders of these two methodologies ignore these structures, as do 

the ethnomethodologists, whose subjectivist view of the social world leads them to 

ignore the effects exerted by objective structures not just on the interactions they 

record and analyse (between doctors and nurses for example), but also on their own 

interaction with those who are subjected to their observation or questioning. 

In the case of the survey of HECS debtors, the medium appeared to enhance 

the message. The text responses took on additional significance in the light of 

difficulties encountered in analysing the 'quantitative' data (discussed above) and 

the shift in emphasis from analysis of respondents' material situation to analysis of 

respondents' perceptions. 
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Ultimately some of the phrases (and narratives) offered by the HECS debtors 

fell beyond the scope of the informational analysis that was the focus of this research, 

and these have not been induded. Where comments were pertinent they have been 

reproduced verbatim (i.e. including typographical errata). 

While the open questions were amenable to a preliminary open coding 

(Esterberg 2002, 170) to construct thematic categories, a secondary coding of latent 

meaning according to the criteria of information provision enabled the responses to 

be directly connected to the research questions. In other words, while respondents 

were not directly requested to comment on the adequacy and accuracy of the 

information they had in their possession, the 'surprise' question foregrounded the 

possibility of there being aspects of the scheme that might have been assumed to be 

common knowledge but were not known to the debtor prior to their experience of 

the scheme; the comments and questions section allowed debtors to query aspects of 

their HECS experience and therefore disclosed areas in which information was 

lacking. 'Difficulties' was analysed through the concept of information flows and 

discontinuities and enabled the identification of the scheme's limits points- thus 

providing information that may not even be within the domain of 'official 

knowledge' about the scheme. The indexation question was analysed first by 

reference to responses indicating lack or absence of understanding, and then by 

reference to the answers that were offered by the respondents, and the degree of 

confidence expressed in their phrasing of responses. 

Responses were first open-coded (Strauss and Corbin 1998), then coded 

according to recurrent themes (both manifest and latent). The analysis included an 

examination of responses to HECS informational variables (more than demographic 

variables), together with limited semiotic analysis of comment 'texts' where symbols 

and punctuation marks used by the respondents indicated aspects of their 

perceptions (Denzin and Lincoln 1994; Esterberg 2002). 

Thematic analysis of each question yielded the headings under which the 

responses are located, and rather than return to each of the themes in a separate 

discussion section the decision was taken to present the words of the HECS debtors 
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in conjunction with additional sources of information regarding the respondent-

nominated (and in the case of the 'indexation' question, prescribed) themes. 

In this manner, due consideration was given to the respondents in allowing 

their voices to guide the analysis, and in acknowledging that their experiences of the 

HECS process as portrayed by their answers constituted a form of operational 

wisdom (phronesis), while acknowledging that no one debtor would be in a position 

to offer an 'overall' appraisal of the scheme. This is consistent with a manifest/latent 

form of data analysis (Esterberg 2002, 180) 

On the presentation of responses  

The respondent number (#) has a lower case letter indicating which question 

the comment is in response to: 

s= Has anything surprised you about the way the debt is going (N= 317); 

d=Have there been any difficulties in your experience of the HEC scheme? (N= 313) 

c=Do you have any general comments or questions about your HECS debt?(N= 266) 

In some cases the response number been augmented with demographic or 

HECS-related details that might be relevant to the reported perspective (for example, 

whether or not the respondent was a HECS 1 or HECS 2 debtor, whether they were 

still studying, working or both, employment status, reported current income ranges, 

reported current debt levels). Given the emphasis of the analysis on the 

informational dimensions of the policy, and the non-random nature of the sample, 

less significance is accorded the numbers of respondents reporting a particular 

experience compared with the fact of the experience having occurred and the 

relevance of this for the informational adequacy of the policy. In this sense, it is not 

how many but the type of experience that offers information illuminating the operations 

of the scheme. If the entire population of HECS debtors were surveyed, or even a 

larger sample of HECS debtors, then numbers reporting a particular experience 

would be more significant. 

The total response set for questions which asked debtors to provide written 

('typed') answers was in excess of 1,000 comments, not all of which were pertinent to 
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an informational analysis. In the next two chapters, the informational analysis is 

guided by the debtors' comments. 
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PART FOUR: SYNTHESIS 

The sociography mapped the extant information available on the HECS debt and the 

debtor population and noted the points at which information asymmetries were 

produced by policy amendment. 

Having identified the assumptions of informational adequacy that underpinned 

previous research that approached the population as either objects, or else was 

conducted in the mode opinion polling, the online survey of debtors explored 

debtors' perceptions of their HECS debt and its implications. The overarching theme 

of the analysis was whether debtors' understandings of the processes was consistent 

with the official representations of the policy. The following discussion uses the 

information provided by survey respondents to guide analysis of the informational 

adequacy of official representations. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE: HECS INFORMATION - THE DEBTOR'S 
PERSPECTIVE 

In this discussion chapter, the following synthesis of respondents' comments and 

previously discussed information presents a range of experiences of the HECS, and 

some perceptions of the scheme that recurred across respondents. Continuing the 

informational focus, analysis of respondents' comments emphasised perceptions of 

information integrity and adequacy, and correspondence with the official 

representations of the HECS. 

"Reflectin . on what ou know now about our HECS debt..." 

Respondents were asked to reflect on their HECS debt and indicate the extent 

to which they agreed or disagreed with a series of statements. For nine statements 

they were offered a Likert scale with five options from 'strongly disagree' to 

'strongly agree', with the midpoint labeled 'neutral' (i.e. neither agree nor disagree). 

The findings are shown in Table 18: 

Table 18 Respondents reflections on HECS processes 

Response Frequency (Percent of valid total) 
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I would do the same 
course' 

148 (43) 105 (30) 27 (8) 45 (13) 21 (6) 346 346 

I would recommend 
79 (23) 150 (44) 63 (18) 28 (8) 24 (7) 344 346 

HECS' 

When I first enrolled 
I understood 49 (14) 152 (44) 43 (13) 77 (22) 24 (7) 345 346 
University' 

' When I first 
enrolled I understood 36 (11) 116 (34) 59 (17) 80 (23) 52 (15) 343 346 

HECS' 
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Nearly seventy-four percent agreed (or strongly agreed) they would do the 

same course, while only sixty-six percent would recommend HECS to someone 

contemplating university. There was a significant shuffle to the ambiguous 'neutral', 

and debtors commented later in the survey that for reasons of relativity (for example, 

compared to full fees but not in itself they would recommend HECS) the question 

was not easily answered. 

It is interesting that while similar numbers disagreed to 'I understood 

university' and 'I understood HECS' a much larger proportion strongly disagreed 

that they understood HECS than the proportion that strongly disagreed they 

understood university: nearly sixty per cent considered that when they first enrolled 

they understood what university was about, forty-four per cent agreed they 

understood HECS when they enrolled. On the other side of neutral, nearly thirty per 

cent didn't understand what university was about, while 38.5% disagreed that is, 

they didn't understand HECS, when they enrolled. In terms of the informational 

analysis, in retrospect, four out of ten respondents did not understand the nature of 

their HECS commitment. This illustrated the point made in the analysis of previous 

surveys that asking debtors in the first year of the scheme whether they felt they 

understood the HECS, was in a sense already assuming that they understood the 

HECS, and points to the value of a longitudinal perspective. 

"When you are reminded of your HECS debt..."  

The previous set of scale questions were retrospective in their focus, whereas 

the second set of scales were more present and future orientated and specifically 

concerned perceptions of the HECS process. The responses are presented in Table 19 

below: 
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Table 19 Respondents' reflections on HECS processes 

Response 	 Frequency (Percent) 
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I try not to think 
about it' 

135 (39) 118 (34) 41 (12) 39 (11) 11 (3) 344 346 

'I assume HECS 
is being paid off 
through my job' 

'I have a 
financial plan' 

66 (19) 

18 (5) 

138 

31 

(41) 

(9) 

39 

49 

(11) 

(14) 

62 

143 

(18) 

(42) 

36 

101 

(11) 

(30) 

341 

342 

346 

346 

'I won't earn 
enough to make 19 (6) 32 (9) 44 (13) 130 (38) 118 (34) 343 346 

HECS 
repayments' 

'I feel anxious' 50 (15) 101 (29) 68 (20) 62 (18) 62 (18) 343 316 

Nearly three quarters (74%) of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that 

they tried not to think about their HECS debt, a point further explored in section 5 

below ("Deferrence"). Consistent with trying not to think about the debt, 60% of 

respondents agreed that they assume HECS is being paid off through deductions 

from their pay (through their job), although one in three (19%) disagreed with this 

statement, for reasons which will become manifest when considering respondents' 

comments about the automatic deductions process. 

Seventy-one per cent of respondents disagreed with the statement 'I have a 

financial plan to repay my debt' possibly indicating a strong faith in the pay-

deduction arrangement, consistent with the aforementioned desire to not consciously 

formulate a strategy to dispense with the liability. Only a small fraction agreed that 

they would be unlikely to earn enough to make HECS repayments — as compared 

with the early HECS surveys when the first repayment threshold was set at average 

earnings (Robertson et al 1990), these respondents were either already approaching 
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minimum full time wages (in 2005 this was just under $25,000 per annum) or else 

were aware that the thresholds are not an invariant characteristic of the HECS. 

Seventy-two per cent disagreed or strongly disagreed that their wage would remain 

below a compulsory repayment threshold. Finally, 44% of respondents agreed or 

strongly agreed that when they reflected on their debt they felt anxious. 

'HECS acceptance' ranking 

While the responses above provided interesting information as separate 

items, the nature of the questions suggested that the nine items could be combined to 

form an overall 'HECS acceptance' ranking of each of the survey respondents67. After 

reversing negatively phrased questions, the overall score for each respondent was 

calculated. The subsequent scores were then grouped into one of three categories - 

HECS positive, HECS neutral and HECS negative - indicating the extent to which 

responses indicated a positive, or less than positive relationship with the debt. The 

two associations that were found to be statistically significant are reported in Tables 

20 and 21 below68: 

67 According to Pallânt (2004, 90) for scales with a small number of items reliability is 
indicated by a Cronbach alpha coefficient of >.7. A Cronbach alpha coefficient of .708 
indicated reliability (internal consistency) of the scale. I am indebted to Dr Hamish Coates of 
the Graduate Careers Council of Australia for suggesting this approach. 
68  For various reasons owing to the level of precision of the measures used in the survey 
design (for example, the delimitation of income measures to groups based on the tax brackets 
at the time), statistical tests have been restricted to Chi-square tests, and as such variables 
were treated as nominal. 
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Table 20 HECS acceptance by income range 

income range 

percent of total 

HECS negative HECS neutral HECS 
positive Total 

$1 - $6,000 

$6,001 - $21,600 

$21,601 - $52,000 

$52,001 - $62,500 

7.3 3.9 (0.3) 11.5 

12.4 5.7 1.2 19.3 

26.6 20.5 3.9 51.1 

5.1 5.7 1.2 12.1 

over $62,500 1.5 3.0 1.5 6.0 

Total 52.9 39 8.2 100 

= 18.00 (8, N=331), p<0.05 

The relationship between 'HECS acceptance' and reported income range was 

investigated using Pearson s chi squares. There was a positive correlation between 

the income range and the debtor's assessed HECS acceptance - the higher the income 

range reported at time of survey, the more likely was the respondent to be HECS 

positive. On the one hand it is not surprising that a higher income would result in a 

higher level of HECS acceptance, but on the other hand, the HECS negativity that 

corresponded with a low income indicated the 'safety net' equitable construction of 

income contingency (originally framed as HECS becomes payable when a labour 

market advantage is realised) was not of reassurance to debtors in lower income 

ranges. 

Gendered differential significance 

The HECS acceptance /sex relationship was also significant as shown in Table 21 

below. Cross-tabulation of sex and HECS acceptance indicated that female 

respondents were less likely to be HECS positive than males. 
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Table 21 HECS acceptance by sex 

HECS acceptance * sex 
(percent of total) 

Sex 	HECS negative 	HECS neutral 	HECS positive 	Total 

Female 
36.0 	 29.2 	 3.3 	 68.5 

Male 	16.1 	 10.7 	 4.8 	 31.5 

Total 
52.1 	 39.9 	 8.0 	 100 

Y' 

 

= 11.00 (2, N=336), p<0.05 

These observed associations are consistent with the analysis that the HECS 

was a workable and viable scheme for individuals who conformed to the 'old social 

landscape' assumptions of the HECS perhaps reflecting also a masculinist bias in the 

normative conceptualisation of the university — work nexus, which supports the 

possibility that amongst differential experiences of the HECS, women who did not 

attain the normative ideal of full-time highly paid employment constituted a 

particularly vulnerable group (characteristics were further explored and are 

illustrated in their text responses discussed in the following sections). 

The difference between male and female respondents was tested using the 

Mann-Whitney U test for each of the individual items in the scale, with the result that 

women were more likely to agree that they tried not to think about their debt (p 

=0.003), and that reflecting on their debt prompted greater agreement to the 

statement 'I feel anxious' (p=0.045) than the male respondents. 

The caveat attends the use of non-parametric tests that the respondent sample 

was non-random in its composition. To this extent the associations reported above 

while reflecting relationships between variables in the respondent sample cannot be 

inferred to the population. They are, however, suggestive of potential differences 

that could form hypotheses in a population study. The 'HECS acceptance' scale 

would require validation through repeat testing of further samples. 
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Difficulties, surprises, comments, queries ..  

Two questions were asked concerning whether there had been anything 

about the HECS debt that had been experienced as a difficulty, or a surprise. A 

subsequent question asked if there were any further comments or queries the 

respondent had about their debt. 

Of 346 survey respondents, 91% (N=313) replied to the question about 

difficulties. Of these 44% indicated they had experienced no difficulties, 39% 

indicated they had experienced difficulties, and 17% offered a qualified 'no' (i.e. 'no, 

however/although...'). 

Ninety-two per cent of the respondents replied to the question 'has anything 

surprised you about the way the debt is going'. Twenty-eight per cent (N=317) said 

'no' or 'not really', with 65% indicating an affirmative. The remainder (7%) said no 

because they had either expected it to go the way it was, or else because they tried to 

ignore it as much as possible. In presenting these responses below, the surprised 

group refers to the majority of respondents who answered in the affirmative (N = 

206). 

More than three quarters (77%) of the respondents replied to the question 'do 

you have any general comments or questions about your HECS debt'. Of these 19% 

(N=266) replied in the negative, and 81% utilised the text box to either (i) make a 

positive comment, (ii) a negative comment, (iii) ask a question, or (iv) clarify a 

response to a previous question. Negative comments comprised just over one-fifth of 

these responses. 

Respondents were also asked to explain in their own words what 'indexation' 

of their HECS debt meant. Ninety-nine per cent of the respondents replied to this 

question (N=341). Of these, 15% stated that they didn't know, and 85% offered an 

answer. Of the latter, 7% explicitly stated that they were guessing. As this question 

differed from the three previous open-ended questions, responses to the indexation 

question are examined later in depth (Chapter Thirteen). 
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HECS debtors' comments: a • ualitative informational anal sis 

The selection presented below drew on those comments expressing a range of 

perceptions, positive and negative. These include comments on the quality of 

information provided to HECS debtors, retrospective realisations indicating 

information asymmetries and deficiencies at point of debt contracting, perceptions of 

the projected future implications of taking on the debt, and comments and queries 

that reflected informational lacks. 

The responses are presented grouped according to conceptualisations of the 

HECS, comments on aspects. of the HECS process (for example, debt contracting, 

repayment), and then comments on perceived implications of having the debt. Each 

of these thematic groupings correspond to (or dissonate from) a formal 

representation or assumption of the HECS policy - for example, one assumption in 

the framing of the HECS policy was that the student elected to defer their HECS as 

an act of informed free choice. The first sections consider this assumption as 

contrasted with survey respondents perceptions of the extent to which they were 

making informed choices. The policy's equity component — that students would not 

be required to make a contribution until they had achieved a 'capacity to pay' is 

contrasted with the variations introduced in repayment threshold triggers and 

debtors' reports of their liability generating a tax debt, amongst other difficulties 

reported. The conceptualisation of the policy as income contingent and interest free is 

considered in the light of the above, and in the light of respondents' perceptions of 

debt indexation. Finally, the representation of the policy as a straighforward and 

uncomplicated mechanism is considered as compared with reports of various 

complications arising in the HECS process. 

Where it related to their response, and where details were provided, 

information about the respondent has been included in brackets after their comment. 

1. Conceptualising the HECS  

1.1 HECS choices? 

There was a significant minority of debtors for whom the process had been a 

very successful and problem-free experience (approximately six percent of the 
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respondents69). The majority of these debtors (70%) most closely corresponded to the 

normative assumptions of human capitalism and economics of education in 

expressing pre-decision calculation and information search, and in (at time of survey) 

holding permanent full-time employment: 

"..this aspect was fully investigated before I decided how to finance my study...it has 
been run in an exemplary manner." (#5948s, Human Resource Management, 
employed permanent full-time, reported income range $52001-62500, debt level $2-
4,000) 

"...it's all run smoothly for me."(#3153d, BBusiness HECS 1, employed permanent 
full-time reported income range $21,601-52,000, debt range $<1,000) 

"I have been paying it off a little quicker than I imagined, although I haven't made 
any voluntary repayments" (#6198s, BAppSci, HECS 2, radiographer employed 
permanent full time, reported income range >$62,500) 

By contrast, and against the assumption of economists of education that 

becoming a HECS debtor was a matter of decision amongst options, a recurring 

theme was the sine qua non nature of the 'agreement' with many respondents noting 

that their decision to incur a HECS debt was less a matter of choice than a necessity if 

they were to pursue university. study. This was expressed with both negative and 

positive connotations: 

"It is higher than I expected, but I didn't really think about that when I started as 
incurring a debt was the only way to get the degree." (#4165s, BCom) 

"happy to pay it - wouldn't have been able to get degree without this system" 
(#5163c, BMus, HECS 1 debtor 1994 -97) 

"Utilising HECS was the only way I was going to get my degrees. I dont like it but I 
didnt have any alternatives. The thought of the level of debt I now have as I am doing 
Post Grad study that attracts HECS too is something I try not to think about - I have 
no alternative." (#6109c, Bcom, BNursing) 

"Deferred payment provided a means to access educational opportunity that I 
wouldn't have been able to, had I been forced to pay fees up-front." (#6413c, B.A, 
HECS 1,1996 -99) 

"As HECS is the system that we have, it has enabled myself to gain and education 
which I would not have been able to gain otherwise (Fee-places) However, i think 
that the Commonwealth should cntribute more to education, however, I support the 

69 This count includes those respondents who expressed a positive experience, and does not 
include respondents who did not answer the text questions. 
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principle of making a partial contribution towards my education based upon the fact 
that it is an investment in my human capital." (#2867c, BEcon, HECS 2) 

"HECS is the cheapest loan I will ever recieve and I consider it a worthwhile invest in 
my education and future. I am sure the cost of my degree (HECS Debt) will be more 
then offset by my increased employability and higher wages I am earning having a 
dgree then not having one." (#7478c, BSc HECS 1, debt range $2 -4,000) 

"I think it has been a scheme that has enabled me to undertake 7 yrs of university 
study at no cost during that time. Paying the debt back has been virtually a 'hidden' 
cost but it is a pleasure and an obligation I have been willing to make. I hope to pay 
the debt out very soon." (#9452c, BSc/BSc Hons HECS 1 debtor 1990-96, income $52-
62,500, debt range $14 —16,000) 

1.2 HECS relativities 

Debtors throughout the survey were careful to be clear that their evaluative 

comments about the scheme were to be construed relative to alternative scenarios. 

Relativity was a theme of approximately 10% of respondent comments. Some 

respondents who affirmed HECS did so because they saw it as a superior alternative 

to charging full fees. Respondents clarified their answers to the scale question that 

asked if they would recommend HECS to someone contemplating university 

through highlighting the relativities inherent in responding to such a question (and 

the limitation of a scale measure without a high degree of differentiation): 

"..in the absence of any other options i would recommend it- not in itself" (#1702c, 
B.A, B.S.W, HECS 1 & 2) 

"it is difficult to recommend HECS per se because there aren't many other options for 
people who want to study - many students can't pay upfront. While it isn't 
necessarily ideal, it is a means to study." (#8255c, B.AHons, BSc) 

"it does beat full-fees, HECS is the lesser of the two evils I guess." 
(#3410c, BCom/BEcon, HECS 2) 

"I am pleased it is available, it is by far the cheapest loan we will ever be offered in 
our lifetime. Compared this with a standard personal loan that coworkers of mine 
have taken out to fund their degrees and it comes out way ahead." (#5271c, BSc) 

"i think HECS is a really fair system, because its so much better then paying upfront" 
(#1319c, MBBS, HECS 2) 

"I think it's a great system, by far better than the systems in the US & UK. I'm pleased 
they've recently increased the threshold for HECS payments as I think what it was 
before (not quite sure but it wasn't very high) was unrealistic for people trying to 
earn enough to pay the bills while studying" (#8602c, B.A/BSc, B.S.W, HECS 1 &2) 

207 



For other respondents, the terms and conditions of HECS 1 were — in 

retrospect- preferable relative to the subsequent arrangements for HECS 2: 

"When HECS came in it was a much smaller amount. Now it is much more 
prohibitive" (#1767c, BAppSci, HECS 1) 

"In retrospect I should have done my degree when I first graduated in 89" 
(#6817c, LLB, HECS 2) 

"Glad I'm not studying full time now - Fees are much higher" (#7531c, BSc, HECS 1) 

"I don't mind financially contributing to my education but I think that the debt levels 
of students are excessive and unfair in comparison to students who benefitted from 
no band distinction of courses or a free education." (#2870c, B.A/BSc HECS 1) 

"I think it is unfair that you get a discount if you pay a lump sum, but no discount if 
you pay a lump sum in your tax return. I believe the discount rates for payment are 
changing, too.Also, my HECS debt is higher than the one year would suggest, as I 
recommenced study in 2003." (#5611c, B.A) 

Respondents were most judgmental about the relative difference between 

HECS liable students who became debtors, and those who paid their contributions 

upfront and received the 'incentive' discount. Speculation about the HECS as 

potentially productive of perceptions of stratification ('class consciousness') aside, 

there was a strong sense expressed by some respondents of the inequity of the most 

well-known aspect of the HECS (pay upfront at enrolment and incur a one-quarter 

discount). 

"It is cheaper if you pay upfront, however i cannot afford to pay upfront, therefore it 
costs me more than the rich people." (#1091c, B.A HECS 2) 

"It sucks. I tried to study distance education for 5 years, while a single parent without 
transport. Buying textbooks often meant not paying for a necessity. After 5 years, it 
just got too hard. I'm afraid that my children being born into a low socio-economic 
rank will never be able to afford higher education, that they'll have to choose the 
military (and risk their lives in political powerplays) to pay for the only way that they 
can get out of the poverty hole." (#1570c, BBus, HECS 1) 

"I have paid some of my subjects upfront but was unable to pay for all of them, if I 
could I would not use HECS. I'm not impressed that the discount for upfront or lump 
sum repayments has been discounted" (#2824c, Information Environments, HECS 2) 

"I think that the scheme is good in principle, however there seems to be a trend in 
which the HECS associated with doing a degree is increasing which is a concern. All 
very well if you have rich parents who can pay it up front getting you a nice 
discount" (#6642c, BSc, HECS 1) 
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"Acquiring the HECS debt is the only way most people can afford to attend 
university, to attain the qualifications which will lead to a good (hopefully) job. 
Hence, those people whose parents do not have the ability to pay thousands of 
dollars in university fees, experience a financial disadvantage once the course has 
been completed." (#8006c, B.A, HECS 2) 

2. HECS Processes 

2.1 Information provided at enrolment 

Twenty debtors commented on the level of jargon incorporated into HECS 

information, difficulties in accessing explanations of HECS processes, and variable 

reliability in information they were offered by different sources. This echoed some of 

the AAT cases discussed in Chapter Eight in which representations made by 

university staff amongst others, had been relied on by debtors and had subsequently 

turned out to be incorrect. To illustrate: 

"confusing application procedure, the form you fill out when you first enrol at uni, 
isn't written in basic english, its written with a lot of jargon in it." (#1418d B Business, 
still studying) 

"No, although finding information in an essy to understand format that does not 
ramble on but answers the questions that I am asking is really hard to find. There are 
also a lot of 'urban myths' circulating that don't help, some perpetuated my 
unknowing lecturers who ought to know better or refer people on to one who does!" 
(#3624d BEd Primary, still studying) 

"Yes. The annual reporting was very difficult to understand. I found it difficult to 
assess whether or not I had been correctly charged. When I phoned to enquire the 
person on the other end was not helpful and not prepared to listen to what I was 
actually asking." (#5193d BHealth Science) 

"yes. once when i could afford to, i paid the debt for one semester up front. when i 
received my hecs statement,it was very difficult to see that my payment had been 
acknowledged due to unbelievable complexity of the statement layout/language. i 
had to phone helpline for clarity" (#6733d BSc, still studying) 

2.2 HECS information search 

Thirty-three debtors commented directly on the specific HECS information they were 

provided, and on the information they felt was lacking. Information lack was also 

evident in questions asked by debtors, the answers to which would not be found in 

any editions of HECS Your Questions Answered. Some of these responses were: 

"I was suprised to discover my hecs debt was so large, and i would like some 
clarification on how/when i incurred each portion of my debt. but previous 
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experiences have stopped me from seeking this information out (i think it would be a 
VERY time consuming task)" (#8228c, BSc, Maths, CompSci) 

"When it can be paid back, can extra payments be made at random times, what is the 
wage rate at which payments commence? These detail are not easy to find unless you 
are prepared to wade through an entire brochure, which is written in a very 
uninspiring tone!" (#3524c, BEd primary HECS 2) 

"How much money is required to be taken out per pay packet?Is this the payroll 
departments responsibility?Why would I receive a negative tax return?" 
(#9356c, BAppSci, HECS 2) 

"should have been provided more sophsiticated information on various repayment 
options given individual circumstances" (#4951c, B.A BSc, HECS 1) 

"I would like more of a personalised breakdown of my debt and its repayment rather 
than the general 'your questions answered' booklet, then I might actually know a bit 
more that's directly relevant to me." (#3285c, BBus, B.A., HECS 2) 

"I had read the HECS information book when I started my course and now believe 
the examples within it are misleading for a lot of students. The examples they give for 
calculating debt and repaying it off voluntarily or as part of the PAYG system are 
often for only a few thousand dollars when, for example at the end of my course, my 
debt was $21000. I tried to calculated how long it would take to pay off without any 
voluntary repayments on a starting research assistant wage and came up with 
approximately 10-15 years. This was never to my knowledge mentioned in any of 
these booklets and yet, I was disappointed to find out, that the government is 
decreasing the 15% bonus for voluntary repayments to 10% in January 2005. I think 
many students will not bother making voluntary repayments if there is no stronger 
incentive to put hard-earned savings towards it. This is not a good move for the 
government, students or universities." (#6736c, BAppSci Hons, HECS 2) 

From the review of HECS information in Chapter Six, it was apparent that the 

examples provided in HECS Your Questions Answered were less than completely 

illustrative. In a number of comments debtors speculated that the only way to 

discharge a HECS debt was to make voluntary repayments prior to the indexation 

date. This possibility, especially in the case of lower income earners merits further 

and closer analysis. It would certainly have borne clearer explication in the HECS 

information, although the need to make voluntary (additional to the compulsory) 

repayments would not necessarily have been within the financial capacity of low 

income HECS debtors, nor consistent with the spirit of income-contingency as a form 

a safety-net. This possibility also suggested that through operational critique, the 

equity asserted on behalf of the income-contingent repayment structure concealed 

the possibility of inequities arising from conflict between compulsory repayments 
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and the application of indexation, which were not a part of (and therefore would not 

be disclosed through a review of) official representations. These comments above 

were consistent with the idea that even reading the booklet would not yield sufficient 

information to know the situation and implications. 

2.3 Institutional Oversight 

Perhaps the most significantly unmonitored aspect of the HECS process was 

the information and advice given to students by universities. As shown by the 

sociography, universities had the majority of the role in administering the HECS 

contract, but at the same time were beneficiaries of the HECS process through a 

proportion of their revenue through Commonwealth grants being tied to HECS 

places. Setting aside the potential conflict of interest inherent in the HECS liability 

reporting agency also being the agency receiving the funding, the incorporation of 

universities into the HECS technostructure remained an unacknowledged (by the 

HEFA and guidelines) point at which errors deleterious to the HECS debtor, could be 

beneficial to institutional revenue. To illustrate: 

"Transfer from full fee position to HECS enrolment was difficult due to university 
regulations." (#6239d BAppSci) 

"Universities losing paperwork etc" (#9046d BSc) 

"...changing streams in the degree at the time HECS was changing, and being 
charged at a higher rate than the original stream was charged at. I wrote a letter to the 
university at the time, but never received a reply, and gave up. As an external 
student, i felt underrepresented and undervalued." (#1570d BBus) 

"I moved house earlier this year, notified my university by phone, email and 
personally. 
they didn't change the address, consequently didn't get this semesters HECS bill 
which I have been paying upfront. The uni couldn't give me another bill right away, I 
would have to wait for it to come in the mail. Still haven't got it, and the money 
would be due today. Guess I'm paying 100% this semester and I did the right thing 
but will be punished" (#7405d BAppSci, still studying ) 

"i think the university has overcharged me with the HECS according to my peers 
cause their HECS fees are not as high as mine. but i have to look further into it. my 
hecs was last yr $49,000 whereas my peers are around the $15,000 mark approx" 
(#5775d BNurs, still studying) 
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"The fact the architecture degree is divided into two degrees at [Uni 1](unlike, say, 
[Uni 2]) meant that we owe nearly 100% more on our final two years than those who 
completed the equivalent arch. degree from an equivalent institution. I was shocked 
by [Uni l's] unwillingness to assist in this situation. It was never made clear to us 
when we began that could occur." (#5817d BArchitecture) 

Retrospective comments from 12% of respondents further supported the idea that the 

HECS as represented differed from the HECS as experienced: 

"There isnt enough explenation 'up-front' about the risk you take when taking on a 
HECS debt. There are real differences between fees for different courses, again very 
little up front explanation at the time of enrollment. The main risks are changes made 
by future governments that change repayments, inexing etc. This is not explained or 
transparent when your 18 and enrolling at University." (#1803c, B.A/BSc) 

"I don't think many young people understand how hecs works when they begin a 
degree. It is just seen as the "done thing" and they don't realise the impact it will have 
on them long term." (#8608c, BSc, BSc Hons, HECS 2) 

"I would like to know more options/tips for paying of HECS debts sooner. When you 
enrol in a course straight out of high school you don't understand just how much you 
degree is going to cost you by the time you have completed it." (#2539c, BSc Hons, 
HECS 2) 

"Yes the amount of Debt i have incurred is FAR above and beyond what i was 
expecting." (#8228s BSc, Maths, CompSci) 

"At the time of studying, I did not fully appreciate how much I was paying - if I'd 
better appreciated that, I would have been a more demanding consumer" (#4182c, 

B.A/BMus, HECS 2) 

These comments highlighted the mismatch between expectations and experience, 

and further indicated that snapshot surveys (such as Robertson et al 1990, Ernst Sr 

Young 1992 reviewed in Chapter Ten) while partially illuminating, cannot capture 

the changes in perceptions and attitudes towards the HECS over a period of some 

years. 

2.4 Policy intersections (1) 

As noted in Chapter Eight debtors were subject to time constraints in 

applying for their HECS semester debt to be removed. This produced a policy 

conflict between University policy on late withdrawal without penalty in cases of 
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special consideration, and the institutional imperative for student liabilities to be 

confirmed for each semester on the basis of enrolment status at a HECS census date: 

"...I am paying some subjects twice after withdrawing or failing them once, then 
repeating them in another year even though I had special consideration for the year 
in question." (#9010s, B.A, HECS 2) 

"I think paying for discontinued subjects (after having withdrawn ONE DAY after 
the HECS census date) was a bit much..." (#3298d, BComputing, HECS 2) 

"Having to pay for subjects even once withdrawn from them due to illness - not 
being able to prove the grounds for withdrawing due to illness fast enough..." 
(#1985d, BA/BSW, still studying) 

The information provided by HECS Your Questions Answered in explanation of 

procedures for late withdrawal was the subject of many negative comments by the 

Administrative Appeals Tribunal, as were the administrative guidelines (and their 

interpretation) used by the Department in assessing applications for remission of 

HECS debt in special circumstances. 

Interestingly the new HELP scheme has devolved the responsibility for and 

consideration of 'special circumstances' to the university level, and the process loses 

the confusing aspect of having to withdraw from the university, and then seek 

remission of the debt from the Department of Education. In Information for 

Commonwealth Supported Students 2005 (Commonwealth of Australia 2004, 44) it is 

explained that a student must apply for the re-crediting of their learning entitlement 

(the ration of years students are entitled to study in a Commonwealth supported 

place) and if a university (actually, higher education provider) decides that the learning 

entitlement should be recredited, then the debt is automatically remitted. In this way 

there is an acknowledgement that if a student's circumstances were special such as to 

merit a late withdrawal without penalty, then they also merited a remission of the 

tuition fee. As evidenced by the review of appeals to the AAT this acknowledgement 

was not a part of HECS 1 and 2 processes. 
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2.5 Unanticipated variations to the scheme 

Respondents commented on the manner in which changes have occurred to 

the operations of the scheme. Of thirty-one respondents who commented on their 

surprise at changes and variations occurring in the HECS system, fourteen mentioned 

changes in fee levels and seventeen referred to various other changes of which they 

were not advised, or about which they struggled to find information. The following 

quotes illustrate not only the frustration experienced by some debtors but also the 

complexity of the scheme in operation: 

"The way fees went up every year by a small incriment.I think HECS should remain 
at the amount of your first semester throughout the degree." (#1657s BSc, still 
studying) 

"the increases. I've been doing a combined sci/teaching for the last 4 years. The 
degree started with more science units, and now has only education units. The HECS 
should have gone down as the teaching units are in a lower band, but due to the 
increases, it has stayed about the same" (#7405s BAppSci, still studying) 

"The costs of subjects has almost doubled since I started Uni in 2001" (#1921s 
B.S.W/Social Planning, HECS 2) 

"That it has gone up whilst i am still studying, ie: when i entered the course the 
HECS debt was a certain price, and now that i am two years into the course, it has 
risen by 25%. What am i supposed to do stop going to uni?" (#1091s B.A HECS 2) 

"I get suprised to learn how much each module/unit costs when my statement 
arrives, especially as those modules are nearly identical in content and teaching 
hours. I'd like to know how my debt is calculated." (#5680s BA/BBus, still studying) 

"Having to pay more to do subjects that are traditionally from the medical faculty (eg 
anatomy) although I am doing a Bachelor of Science. I thought that you were billed 
according to the degree rather than the subject" (#6526s, BSc) 

"I have been horrified when the HECS fees were increased for courses when I was 
mid-way through them, forcing me to pay a higher charge than I was prepared for at 
the beginning of the course. This has happened to me twice." (#7480c, BEd, Grad Dip 
AppSci, HECS 1 &2) 

These responses imply that either the 'grandfathering' provisions (a course 

commenced under HECS 1 was supposed to be charged at HECS 1 rates, even after 

HECS 2 was introduced) were not being applied by the universities, or else the 

incremental increases owing to the annual indexation of HECS charges resulted in 
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charges being applied that were perceived as HECS 2 charges (Table 2 in Chapter 

Four showed these incremental increases for both HECS 1 and 2 charges). The 

complexity involved in determining exactly what the correct charge was supposed to 

be was mentioned as a difficulty experienced by many of the debtors. 

The policy's designers, in placing the onus on the debtor to assess whether 

their university had charged them correctly, did not seem to have anticipated the 

possibility that universities might make errors in the calculation of a HECS liability, a 

possibility that increased as the range of charges per unit of study replaced and 

complicated the original flat rate per semester method of determining the liability. As 

HECS data was transmitted by Universities to the ATO in virtual (electronic) format, 

in the transmission from database to database it is not clear that institutional data 

was audited for accuracy of HECS due amounts. Debtors expressed the sense of 

uncertainty in the light of apparent changes in the 'rules' of the HECS — whether 

conceived in terms of prices, or in terms of conditions under which compulsory 

repayments were required - in Palacios' terms (see Chapter Five) 'the sanctity of 

contract' was not being honoured. This was supported by the analysis of policy 

episodes described in the sociography, and further by the review of repayment 

thresholds and amounts of gross income required in any one year (see Appendix 3). 

3. Repayment 

Respondents were surprised by, and experienced difficulties in nearly all 

aspects of the debt repayment process. From the sociography it can be observed that 

repayment structures have undergone many variations - the lowering of repayment 

thresholds, the increasing of percentages of gross income required in compulsory 

repayment, the involvement of employers in the HECS technostructure, all of which 

appeared to enhance debt collection processes. This offers a partial explanation for 

the large number of difficulties and surprises. 

It was also apparent however, that the 'far side' of the HECS (i.e. repayment, 

as opposed to the university side, contracting) was not explained in depth in the 

information booklet, nor was it apparent from the PODF (agreeing to repay the debt 

in accordance with the relevant chapter of the HEFA, with no further elaboration of 
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what this meant), that repayment was a process which might be variable and 

therefore require any active attention paid to it by the debtor. 

3.1 Debt size 

Lack of information about the size of the charge was further manifest in the 

respondents' surprise at the resultant size of their debt. 16% of respondents (N=206) 

expressed surprise at how large their debt was. 

"I am impressed by the amount I owe" (#1702s, B.A/ B.S.W, HECS 1 & 2) 

"its bigger than i expected" (#8889s B.A. Dip Dramatic Art HECS 1) 

"yes. bigger every day." (#9689s B.A/BSW) 

"Yes its huge" (#5237s, B.A) 

"bit more than I thought it would be, but I was young and nieve!" (#2501s BAppSci, 
still studying) 

"Surprised (and DEPRESSED) about just how big the debt is... I'm 20yrs old and in 
debt. Not very encouraging. No wonder youth suicide rates are high..." (#3298s, 
BComputing, HECS 2) 

"I would have been able to put the deposit on a house with the amount of debt I will 
be in." (#1985s BA/BSW, still studying) 

These comments can be contrasted with the original language representing the HECS 

as 'a contribution to a proportion of the cost'. The analysis of HECS information 

showed that it was entirely possible to be unaware of the quantity of debt until after 

a census date. 

3.2 Debt direction 

A large number of respondents reported being unpleasantly surprised that 

their debt was either increasing, or not decreasing (26%, N= 206): 

"it just seems to get bigger and bigger" (#6679s, BChem, BPolicing ) 

"It's going up up up at a frightening rate!" (#7329s, B.A.) 

"It wasn't until several years down the track that i realised that the debt was actually 
increasing did not mean that i would remain owing the same amount i had originally 
incurred." (#7294s, BSW) 
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"it has increased when i haven't paid anything, when i started, i understood it would 
be the same amount until i paid it off" (#2313s, BEnvironmental Science) 

"I was surprised at how the amount was increasing above the amount I was 
repaying." (#5193s, BHealth Science) 

"Debt appears to be increasing - even though I have been paying back debt since I 
began full-time employment in 2001" (#5356s B Occupational Therapy) 

This matter will be returned to in Chapter Thirteen. 

3.3 Rational calculators 

There was a small number of debtors (N=4) for whom the process of repaying 

their debt was a straightforward matter of ascertaining which option would best 

discharge the outstanding amount, for example: 

" - after assessing my options once I started full-time work, I determined that using 
the lump sum discount of 15% was better for me long term than paying it off via my 
tax return each year." (#9218s, BCom Hons, reported income range $62,500, debt level 
<$1,000) 

"Not coming from a wealthy family, I would have been unable to partake in higher 
education had I not had the opportunity to defer the costs through the HECS scheme. 
I fully acknowledge my debt to the society that provided me with an education, and 

am eternally grateful that I am able to pay it back now, when I can afford it.The 
opportunity to get a discount for bulk repayments - in particular for making a final 
payment - is something I intend to take advantage of in the future... a 15% return on 
your money in less than a year is not to be sneezed at :) " (#8516c, BEng, BComputer 
Science, HECS 1, income range $21,601 -52,000, debt range $14 —16,000) 

(This last respondent was obviously uninformed as to the decision arising 

from the Nelson episode to reduce the bonus on voluntary repayments from 15% to 

10%). Again, these respondents saw themselves as having choices and options in 

repayment. 

3.4 Information about repayment 

"The ATO was very helpful in providing me with the information I needed regarding 
paying my HECS debt off as a lump sum." (#9218d, reported income range $ >62501, 
debt range $<1,000) 
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Of the 200 respondents who indicated that they had experienced something 

they identified as 'difficulties', 19% reported difficulties in accessing appropriate and 

reliable information regarding their HECS debt. The following responses give an 

idea of the range of scenarios encountered by the respondents: 

"I have had significant diffiulties in obtaining notices from the Tax Department of 
my current HECS debt. For several years I have had to personally go to the tax office 
to get a copy of my HECS statement. This is despite the fact that they have my correct 
address - its seems that somehow the system fails to send my notices to me." (#7848d, 
BA Psych, HECS1) 

"It is not clear whether HECS repayments come out of pre-tax or after-tax salaries, 
until you start to work and then get told. Otherwise, even the ATO website doesn't 
specify this." (#8279d, BA Hons) 

"...I wish that I knew how much I really owe! I should be sent a statement annually 
at least, especially as I pay interest." (#5364d, B.A/B.S.W) 

"Yes, the fact that I have had to pay HECS and the case that when I contacted the 
ATO about finalising my HECS debt there were often differing amounts that I owed!" 
(#3162d, B.A, BSc, BSW ) 

"Yes, making sure the statement comes each year for tax purposes. Finding the HECS 
people in the ATO is very difficult. No one there or at work seems to know how I 
vary my HECS payments." (#5861d BEd, HECS 1&2) 

"...it is very hard to know exactly how much you are paying off the debt through 
each fortnightly pay. You receive very little information on this. However, if you look 
at it as business arrangement (HECs being provided by a bank that is the gov't), the 
customer, i.e. the ex student, should receive current information about how their debt 
is going and projected timeline for its full repayment etc." (#8006d B.A) 

"Statements regarding how much debt is left don't come in the mail until well after I 
do my tax return in August. Therefore the tax agent has always had to guess how 
much is left as a debt." (#4033d, BSc) 

"Getting correct information on exactly how much was paid and how much still 
owed was difficult. This information is required to make voluntary repayments but 
seems quite hard to get." (#8936d, B.A Hons ) 

"Yes, forms are frequently wrong, and I was paying HECS repayments when only 
earning 20,000K a year as a casual worker, whilst supporting myself out of home." 
(#7390d, B.A/LLB ) 

"Yes. I have phoned numerous times for assistance regarding how much I should be 
repaying and other issues- usually unresolved by hecs staff" (#8608d, BSc, BScHons) 

"Not really knowing how much I owe, and not knowing where to find out this 
information" (#9400d BScHons) 
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"confusion in the when you get your yearly statement from the ATO it doesn't take 
into account amounts your employer has taken from you over that year" (#9399d, 
B.A) 

From these comments it can be seen that the 'information' statements issued 

by the ATO were not a debt record from the debtors' perspective, as they did not 

take into account all transactions (including repayments which from the debtor's 

perspective had already been made). In this sense, the notice provided a post-

indexation balance, and as such it perhaps would have been appropriate if every 

person whose debt was indexed received such a statement. The HEFA was silent on 

the matter of keeping students and former students informed as to the progress and 

balance of their liability. 

The incorporation of the HECS repayment into the income tax repayment 

process appeared to be the only reason that deductions from debtors' pay packets 

could only be applied to their debt balance after the end of the financial year. This, 

while administratively convenient for debt repayment from the perspective of the 

Commonwealth, and perhaps inadvertently beneficial to employers in possession of 

the HECS repayments until they were required to forward them to the ATO, made 

little sense to the debtors. 

3.5 Employer Oversight 

For those who relied on the pay-as-you-go deduction path, comments on the 

administrative intersection of employer deductions of HECS repayments (for 19 

respondents) demonstrated that even where the debtor was trying to fulfill their 

repayment obligation, technostructural omissions led to difficulties that, once again 

were to the debtor's detriment: 

"they take my tax return" (#8889d B.A. Dip Dramatic Art HECS 1) 

"Several employers have neglected to remit my HECS repayments from fortnightly 
payroll, meaning I have needed to repay funds at an accelerated rate to catch up." 
(#2613d, BAhons, HECS 1, 1991-95) 
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"Sometimes employers don't get it right, even when you've said you've got a HECS 
debt, and they don't take enough out of your pay. When you get hit with a bill at tax 
time, that hurts." (#2678d, BAhons, HECS 1, 1991-95) 

"Yes, when an organisation I worked for did not take enough tax out of my salary to 
contribute to the HECS debt, even though I notified them on my tax declaration when 
I started work" (#8223d, B.S.W) 

"Yes. It is not clear about how much needs to be taken out of fortnghtly wage to pay 
off hecs. It is not clear who must initiate these payments and how. I unexpectedly 
received a negative tax return of nearly $1000. Though i was naive when beginnning 
my studies, I don't think HECS was explained well nor was i told what to expect 
upon commencement of employment." (#9356d, BAppSci, HECS 2, 1997-99) 

More general difficulties in repayment and in finding clarity in explanations of HECS 

repayment processes were also reported, for example: 

"I did have trouble understanding why HECS tax is witheld from income throughout 
the year and then also taken out of the balance of my tax return. It seemed like double 
dipping, but after contacting the tax office they explained it - i still didn't understand, 
but do accept it." (#3381d, BA, HECS 2 1997-99) 

"Yes, for the 2002-2003 financial year I was working 2 part-time positions. Despite the 
fact that I had indicated on the appropriate forms that I had a debt and that the 2nd 
position was not my principal income, not enough tax was deducted and i 
subsequently had a $1200 tax debt i had to pay." (#9875d, BAppSci,HECS 2 1997-
2000) 

".... On moving to a Big-5 consulting firm in 2000, my salary was substantially 
increased. Despite having carefully completed the form required to have HECS 
deducted from each pay, a mistake in processing occurred (I confirmed this when I 
eventually disovered the error) and no HECS was deducted. The firm's pay slips did 
not record the amount of HECS paid as a separate item, so I didn't know this until 2 
years later, when I changed employers again (and did my tax return, which I hadn't 
the previous year. I accrued a hefty debt in that time, and was required to repay the 
debt at the same time as paying "ordinary" HECS. As a single parent with 2 school-
age daughters and other debts accrued (I was young when they were born), this was 
a challenge. The company bears no responsibility for the mistake, even where the 
employee has made efforts to ensure that everything is done correctly. The ATO was 
sympathetic, and easy to deal with. However, 3 years of borderline finances despite a 
relatively healthy pay-packet has been difficult." (#9703d BA/LLB) 

"the fact that the indexation occurs before the tax return. So that you are indexed on 
the whole amount. Money is taken out of my gross pay fortnightly but is not credited 
to my debt til the end of the year so I am actually paying more than i should 
theoretically have to" (#1257d, BA Exercise/Sports Management) 

These comments demonstrate Harding's (1993) point (discussed in Chapter Ten) that 

minor changes in a debtor's situation could precipitate major consequences. 
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3.6 The new social landscape: employment structures 

Nearly ten percent of respondents indicating difficulties reported the experience of 

receiving an unexpected tax bill. Some of their experiences, and attempts at resolving 

the situation: 

"One year I got a bill for $400 I couldn't understand, as it appeared I had paid the 
minimum amount for my income. I rang the ATO to ask for help, but the guys 
explaining it couldn't make me understand and hung up on me!" (#5611d B.A) 

"Yes, for the 2002-2003 financial year I was working 2 part-time positions. Despite 
the fact that I had indicated on the appropriate forms that I had a debt and that the 
2nd position was not my principal income, not enough tax was deducted and i 
subsequently had a $1200 tax debt i had to pay." (#9875d, BAppSci) 

"The year I was first required to start repaying HECS, I had been working freelance, 
and had only gone over the repayment threshold by $200. Suddenly I was hit with a 
$1100 bill, and 14 days in which to pay it. On my salary at the time (just over $27,000, 
supporting my then partner, who was not working) it was impossible to raise this 
kind of money in time, and the ATO's attitude was "tough. No you can't have more 
time, and your unpaid tax bill will accrue 15%pa interest until you pay it" I was 
horrified. At that stage, it was cheaper to pay the bill on my credit card than pay the 
ATO's obscene interest rates. Iwent without paying my car registration, postponed 
bill payments and had to live extremely frugally for several months until the debt 
was paid off.On another occasion, the Australian Tax Office made an error in 
calculating my HECS in the year I started study (2002) and tried to charge me interest 
for my HECS debt in 2001. It took several months and about 3 letters, but we sorted it 
in the end" (#9922d, BJournalism ) 

"I have two part time jobs. One employer must take responsibility for paying based 
on my total income. The slightest change to either income has an impact. 
Consequently I always owe the tax department money at the end of the financial 
year. The situation is inconvenient on a number of levels." (#7865d, BA Hons, Grad 
Dip Education) 

"It seems to take forever to pay off. That past employers have mucked up my tax 
such that I understood it was being deducted from my pay and it wasn't - then I was 
hit with a whacking tax bill and charged further interest on this.That I now work 2 
part time jobs (adding up to full time) This has resulted in muck-ups with deduction 
rates (as I fall beneath the tax liable threshold in each job) hence again at tax time I 
have been hit with the need for a big repayment." (#2250d, B.A, B.S.W) 

Respondents reporting an unexpected tax liability all earned below $52,000 

per annum at the time at which they were surveyed. $52,000 per annum corresponds 

to average male full time ordinary earnings as reported by the ABS (2005, Catalogue 

6302.0). 
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The increasingly prevalent 'non-standard' work pattern of two or more part-

time jobs was not contemplated in the normative HECS patterns - this was manifest 

in the requirement of employers to deduct HECS repayments only if a debtor was 

earning above a trigger threshold, but as was the case with some of the respondents 

above, if neither job was above a trigger threshold, or if only one income source was 

considered, then a compulsory HECS repayment would be raised as a tax debt with 

the filing of the income tax return. This is the point at which the fines and penalties 

that apply to any outstanding tax debt changed the nature of the HECS from an 

income-contingent interest free loan to an urgent account accruing interest equalling 

or above that applied to a credit card. 

3.7 Changes in repayment thresholds 

Observations of unanticipated changes included the tinkering with 

repayment parameters, for example: 

"... They keep decreasing the income threshold that you need to pay it back. 
Although I can now afford it, when I was earning $21K a year, it was very noticable 
in my fortnightly payment." (#6097d, B.A/BSc) 

"... Firstly, I was working part-time in order to study and the repayment threshold 
was lowered during that time to $20,500 or so. I therefore was paying my HECS debt 
off while only earning just under $21,000. Secondly, when I was working full-time I 
was unable to track through my payslip how much money was being paid towards 
HECS as it was not itemised..." (#8920d) 

"Its not very transparent. Significant changes were made to the scheme well after you 
sign up for it. There is absolutely no public consultation." (#1803d) 

Again, the Commonwealth's ability to pass changes to this aspect of the 

scheme ('with the consent of both Houses of Parliament') did not appear in the 

information booklet until 1997. 

3.8 Repayment time (longevity of debt) 

One-fifth of respondents (N= 206) reported surprise at the length of time the 

debt was taking to be paid off (conversely, some debtors were surprised at how 

quickly the liability was discharged): 
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"I have been surprised at the time it has taken to repay the debt." (#3966s) 

"How slowly it is paid off and yet how significantly you feel the additional 
percentages of tax" (#5089s) 

"Yep, its fourteen years old and I'm still paying it off." (#2924s) 

"...my HECS debt is pretty much going to haunt me for many years to come." 
(#1724s) 

"It seems impossible to pay off - i have been workin for 18 months and the dept has 
risen instead of decreased" (#3357s, Occupational Therapy, reported income range 
$21,601-52,000, debt range $20 — 30,000) 

"How little I seem to be paying back each tax year. The way I'm going I'm going to be 
45 when it's finally paid off." (#5522s, BAppSciHons, reported income range $21,601-
52,000, debt range $18,000-20,000) 

"Yes, due to the many changes in the way HECS has been calculated over the years, 
ie dropping the payback threshold and dramatically increasing the percentage of 
your income you pay I have paid it off quicker than I though. When I left uni i 
calculated that my debt, rather modest by current standards, would take more than 
20 years to pay off if i did not make any extra payments. In fact it will have taken, at 
the end of this financial year, only 9 working years to pay off." (#4536s, BScHons 
income range $21,601-52,000 debt range $1 - 2,000) 

"Once started in a well paid job the debt reduced quite quickly. The impact of salary 
packaging with Hecs being calculated on grossed up income was a bit off a shock in 
the first year as i wasn't having enough deducted from my pay to cover it. The system 
and the ongoing impact on all aspects of financial planning is cumbersome and 

complex." (#7136s, BOccupational Therapy) 

These last two comments pointed to the variable impact experienced by debtors in 

lowering of repayment thresholds, a decision that from the Commonwealth's 

perspective meant increased revenue (see the Vanstone Episode, Chapter Four), and 

that was represented as a chance to repay the debt more quickly, but which had a 

significant operational impact. The feature of the Vanstone episode that was 

underemphasised however, was that the entire parameters of 'income contingency' 

were re-based, and this meant that HECS debtors who would not have been obliged 

to make any repayment of their debt were brought into the compulsory repayment 

fold. 
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3.9 Income-contingent repayment? 

"...paying it, having a huge debt hanging over my head that influences my ability to 
get a loan and puts us behind the 8 ball when we get out of uni. Not to mention how 
much 'earning money' we lost in choosing to study in the first place. Basically my 
friends who did not study have bought a home, have a steady income and can 
consider planning for children or holidays. I'm still in debt, regardless of the method 
of paying it back." (#2034d) 

The representation of income-contingency might be argued to have conveyed 

a false sense of security in debt repayment processes. Adding to the observations 

made by debtors about the contingencies attaching to the employer role in deducting 

repayments, the following comments indicated that a degree of vigilance on behalf of 

the debtor was required in order to grasp that other forms of 'operational 

contingency' affected debt repayment: 

"Yes, the Tax Office lost the debt and I was trying to repay it. They kept claiming I 
didn't have one, but I knew I did. And then they found it (several years later) and the 
debt had increased, and there was nothing I could do." (#9060d, B.A) 

"One difficulty. Overpayment of one semester's HECS fees meant that I was owed 
money by the scheme, however I was not advised of the credit. I believe the only 
reason I discovered the anomaly was because I enrolled in further study." (#6257d, 
BSc, BScHons) 

"Yes, it greatly increased my total debt and was a part factor in my recent decision to 
declare bankruptcy" (#2522d, BComputer MathSci, B.A Hons) 

"Yes - last year I earned less than the the threshold to pay HECS, yet it was still taken 
out of my weekly wage. I was told by my accountant that I should get the money 
back, but I have yet to see it." (#3862d, B.A, BSc) 

3.9.1 When repayment is not repayment 

Respondents observed that the annual application of indexation vitiated, 

negated, or exceeded any compulsory repayments they had made: 

"How long it takes to pay off given the contributions. Any headway I make seems to 
be countered by indexation." (#7865s, BA Hons, Grad Dip Education income range 
$21,601 — 52,000) 

"Yes - the high interest rate on the loan. Each year it seems like a large amount of my 
pay goes to paying off my HECS debt but when the HECS statement arrives I have 
only payed off something like $200!" (#2539s, income range $21,601 — 52,000) 
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"The automatic payments which relate to the salary bracket you are paid do not 
really appear to be making any real 'dent' in the amount owed. eg. One year the 
ammount I paid equalled the amount I owed on top of the loan, so no change in the 
overall debt at the end of the financial year." (#4479s, income range $21,601 — 52,000) 

"Not really, it is concerning that despite paying the required amount in my weekly 
tax the amount has not moved significantly, perhaps due to the indexation." (#7848s, 
income range $21,601 — 52,000) 

"I found it frustrating that my HECS debt has remained at essentially the same level 
since 2000. The amount I pay back through taxation seems to equal the amount of 
indexation so it goes down by a little amount each year but increases again by that 
same amount. My debt has remained around $18K for the past 4 years." (#1925s, 
income range $6-21,600) 

"I pay it off each fortnight as part of PAYG, at the end of the tax year by the time it is 
indexed, the balance hardly seems to decrease" (#7116s, income range $21,601 — 
52,000) 

"In the first couple of years of working, my HECS debt was indexed by more than 
what I had paid off." (#4431s, BManagement, income range $21,601 — 52,000) 

The importance of the timing of aspects of the HECS process and the 

importance of debtors having a clear grasp of the impact of the debt's dynamics are 

illustrated by these comments. It is notable that none of these respondents was 

earning above average (male) earnings at the time of survey, suggesting that the 

perception of debt not decreasing was a feature of repayment experiences of lower 

income earners. Typically when a compulsory repayment schedule is prescribed, it 

would be reasonable to expect that there was some actuarial reasoning behind the 

structuring of income triggers and percentages of gross income required in discharge 

of the obligation. In the above cases it is suggested that there was a period in which 

compulsory repayments were merely servicing the indexation charge on the debt at 

best, and in some cases compulsory repayments were insufficient to match the 

indexation charge. This is of course experienced by the individual as an individual 

problem, whereas in the aggregate these responses suggest a systemic oversight as to 

the interaction between the application of compulsory repayments (after June 30, at a 

time determined by the filing of the debtor's income tax return) and the application 

of indexation (June 1). Insufficient data was collected in the survey to determine 

whether this phenomenon (indexation servicing rather than debt reduction) was a 

product of the drop in the first compulsory repayment trigger occurring with the 
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introduction of HECS 2, or whether it was a characteristic of the scheme from its 

inception. A review of the indexation factors applied in the first years of HECS 1 (for 

example 1990: 8%; 1991 6.4%) versus the percentage of gross required in compulsory 

repayment — depending also on the size of the debt and the income of the debtor-

suggests that this phenomenon may have been experienced through HECS 1 also. 

Certainly there was no indication in any of the documentation explaining the 

scheme that to rely on the compulsory repayment schedule alone would have this 

implication. 

3.10 Repayment size 

Another aspect of repayment that seemed to be mysterious to the 

respondents was the amount of weekly salary that was taken in repayment of the 

HECS liability. As discussed, these amounts have varied according to which version 

of the scheme was in place. Appendix 3 provides time series data showing year by 

year, the various maxima and minima that were prescribed for each repayment 

threshold, and the total in compulsory repayment for example salaries ranging from 

$20,000 to $50,000 per annum. 

"How much it reduces my salary by each week - I never worked it out and so never 
realised how big a chunk it would be of my take-home pay." (#2202s, income 
$>62,500) 

"That it isn't reducing despite significant repayments over nine years" (#7480s, 
income range $52,001-$62,500 ) 

"Yes - it's not really going away or decreasing with such small repayments." (#3074s, 
BCom, HECS 2, income range $21,601 — 52,000) 

"it didn't reduce as fast as I thought it would - given the amount that was being 
deducted at tax time" (#7695s) 

"I am currently only earning $37,000 and I think the amount of repayment is very 
big." (#2128s) 

"I took a promotion at work to do an urgent job (ironically a rapid response to an 
issue for the current Government). This pushed me up a tax bracket and doubled my 
HECS repayemnts. I now have a big tax bill as well." (#1803s) 
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The failure of the pay-as-you-go deductions to cover a compulsory HECS 

amount for any one income year might be explained by the following factors: 

The proportion of gross income required is set in brackets, not in specified 

dollar terms- therefore (for example) in the financial year 2001- 2002 the first 

threshold trigger set the percentage of 3% of gross income required in repayment for 

the income range of $23,242-$24,510. This translated into a compulsory repayment of 

anywhere between $697.26 (for the bottom of the range) and $735.30 (for the top). In 

the second highest repayment income bracket 5.5% of gross income translated into 

$2140.71 at the bottom of that range, to $2301.04 at the top. The highest range (in 

2001-02 applying to incomes in excess of $41,838) has no upper limit (so for example 

at a salary of $50,000 the compulsory repayment was $3,000. Wherever the debtor's 

income lies within the specified range will determine the repayment amount. This 

might account for smaller tax debts but does not adequately explain tax debts 

reported by survey respondents of $1,000 plus. It is possible that in these cases the 

tax debt was triggered by either errors in the deduction of amounts by employers, or 

else a minor pay rise or earnings from additional sources that could move the debtor 

into a higher repayment bracket thereby increasing the amount owing. 

Another possibility is that the information provided to employers and payroll 

administrators was not adequate to convey the operation of thresholds. In a situation 

in which a HECS debtor has multiple jobs, the situation becomes more complicated 

(this is discussed below). 

There is yet another possible explanation. In addition to the 'within range' 

scenario described above, there was a variable introduced through the annual 

determination of repayment threshold triggers, announced by the Minister through 

publication in the Commonwealth Gazette. The repayment thresholds were 

ostensibly indexed to changes in average weekly earnings however, through the 

scheme's operation this has been a hidden variable. As already noted, the 1996-7 

HECS 2 changes included a radical re-basing of the thresholds and shifted classes of 

low-income earners into compulsory repayment obligations when their income was 

not approaching 'average earnings' (the original characterisation of income 
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contingency equated 'capacity.  to pay' with above average earnings). To illustrate, 

Taxation Statistics for the 1997-98 repayment year reported: 

In 1997-98, a total of 308,231 people paid $455 million in HECS repayments through 

the tax system. This was a significant increase from the previous year when 189,093 

people paid $251 million. This increase was due to the minimum HECS threshold 

(the income level at which people must begin making HECS payments) being lowered 

from $28,495 to $20,701 for the 1997-98 income year. (Australian Taxation Office, 

1998) 

Again, it is not clear that there was a compulsory information provision 

requirement (for employers making deductions, or for debtors) nor an auditing 

aspect to this process, of either the employer deductions or the assessments raised by 

the ATO. As the scenarios reported by debtors illustrate, this was significant in that 

HECS compulsory repayments were treated as any other outstanding tax liability. 

4. Technostructural information  

The surprises in debt accrual were matched by debtors' reported surprise at features 

of the repayment structures: 

"I didn't realise there were partial reductions on advance payments" (#1632s) 

"I don't like how they have reduced the incentive for paying back the debt up front - I 
didn't even realise that they had reduced it from 15% to 10% discount." (#2011s) 

"Yes. In some years the CPI has been around 4% and given that my salary bracket 
required compulsory HECS repayment of around 4.5%, debt repayment is slower 
than I expected. Also, I was surprised to find that in the Nelson reforms the bonus for 
voluntary contributions is to drop from 15% to 10% by the end of the year. Not much 
incentive to pay your HECS off sooner, is it?!" (#4464s, BScHons, BCom) 

"They didn't bother to tell me that I'd payed it off - It wasn't until I did my tax return 
that I realised I had payed the due amount about 6 months earlier." (#9686s, B.A) 

"The trend is ever-increasing cost per unit, constant lowering of the income level for 
commencement of HECS repayment and constant increase in the percent of income 
taken out for HECS repayment. I am suprised that the government is continually 
penalising students who cannot undo past educational decisions." (#1795s, BVet Sci, 
BScHons) 

"Yes, now that I am earning reasonable money, I am paying nearly 30% of my gross 
income on HECS -- quite a lot in anyone's book. Also, the fact that you can never find 
out what your exact, balance is as it is all worked out when you submit your tax 
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return. There is a sense of being kept in the dark. Lastly, and conversely, is the policy 
of the HECS payer having to inform the employer/tax department when to stop 
deducting payments when the total debt has been repaid." (#4462s, BAHons) 

The last comment — that it is the debtor's obligation to inform their employer that 

their debt has been repaid on the face of it seems a difficult task when it is not clear 

that a point-in-time balance of the HECS debt can be easily sourced. HECS 

information statements —arriving at the end of the financial year- will not reflect 

repayments made through PAYG during that year. It also accounts for the 6,941 

'HECS creditors' on MIS07 that had a 'credit balance' (see Chapter Nine). 

The complexity of the HECS technostructure, and the potential for things to 

go wrong even where the debtor is remaining vigilant has been graphically 

represented in the respondents' comments. The next section turns to consider those 

respondents who took a completely different approach to their HECS liability. 

5. 'Deferrence'  

In each text response set a proportion of debtors expressed an aversion to 

actively contemplating their debt, and iterated that the extent to which they deferred 

their debt also encompassed any projection and consideration of future debt 

repayment. To describe this attitude the neologism 'deferrence' is used, to connote 

the debtor's deferring to the fact of the debt, while simultaneously doing their best to 

refrain from letting it enter their consciousness. In other words, their response to 

incurring the debt and the inevitability of accepting the obligation was to pretend as 

much as possible that the debt did not exist - to illustrate: 

"I was surprised at the size of the debt when it was brought to my attention" (#9708s, 
BCom, BSc, debt range $18-20,000) 

"I have no idea how the debt is going" (#9095s, International development, still 
studying) 

"Havent really looked at it." (#3045s, BCom, still studying) 

"just that its there waiting for me to gain employment then its going to jump out of 
my tax file and demand attention by way of payment." (#1707s, BSW, still studying) 
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"I have no idea what I owe or where I am at with it despite a few attempts to locate 
the amount." (#7796s, BBus) 

"I am not aware of the current figure." (#7781s, B.A) 

"no. i don't take much notice. there's nothing i can do about it- so its not on my list of 
things to consider" (#3295s, BSW) 

"yes, the contentedness brought on by resignation to a ridiculous debt" (#1421s) 

The . attitude of deferrence was already manifest to the researcher when 

piloting the survey and was also in responses to the scale measure statement 'I try 

not to think about it'- agree/strongly agree=74% (N=344), and in negative responses 

to the statement 'I have a financial plan to repay the debt- disagree/strongly 

disagree=71% (N=342). 

It is also to argue that the fact of people apparently consenting to the HECS 

agreement cannot be taken as indicative of their understanding or acceptance of the 

arrangement, but in some cases as the basic fact of not having any option. 

Deferrence was also evident in responses to the question of difficulties- a 

question which itself presumed the debtor was cognisant of their debt such as they 

would be experiencing and aware of 'difficulties'. In the following comments the 

coping strategy (policy-induced) state of deferrence was expressed: 

"none that i am aware of" (#1707d, B.S.W) 

"Not that I know of." (#4527d, BMus) 

"i don't know, i haven't been checking it regularly or at all" (#6679d,BChem, 
BPolicing) 

"Can't remember. I remember worrying about it when it was introduced" (#6592d, 
BAppSci HECS 1) 

"No [difficulties], simply because I did not try to find them." (#2822d PGDip 
Information Management) 

"No, I am still studying and getting tax-free stipend, so . I just ignore my debt" 
(#1583d, BBiomedical Sci Hons) 

"I have not paid much attention to it" (#8977d, B.S.W) 

"Lack understanding, just seems to run along out of sight" (#5700d, BCom, BA, 
BAppSci) 
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"not really, never really looked into it" (#1702d, B.A, B.S.W) 

It would appear that deferrence was influenced or encouraged (if not 

precipitated) by the policy representation of income-contingency, and the lack of 

financial alternatives available to many people expressing this attitude. The 

marketing of the HECS to a certain extent relied on the 'sign now, pay later' 

approach, and it would appear that some debtors have taken this on as an 

appropriate way to accommodate the fact of their indebtedness. The rhetoric of 

'income-contingent repayment' reassured the debtor that the debt would be 

discharged through their income tax deductions and discouraged the idea that there 

need be any concerted effort to reduce and repay the debt. This is not to theorise an 

attitude of negligence on behalf of this group of respondents, but to point to the 

policy as offering the possibility of deferrence in its operational construction. 

"resignation does not breed questions" (#1421c, B.A/LLB, HECS 1& 2, debt range $14-
16,000) 

"I am sure I will pay a lot more attention to it when I have to start paying it off and it 
finally becomes a reality!" (#3045c, BCom, HECS 2, still studying, debt range $14 — 
16,000) 

"It's very big and I try not to think about it." (#2104c B.A/BDesign, HECS 1, working 
contract casual, debt range not specified) 

"I don't really understand it that well. All I know is that I was unable to pay my fees 
upfront (and so missed out on the discount) and so I incurred a debt based on my 
study which will paid off gradually when I earn over a certain amount (I'm not sure 
what it is)." (#8643c, BSc, HECS2, PhD Student, debt range $20 — 30,000) 

"When will it be over?!" (#5700c, B.A, BCom, HECS 1 & 2, multiple degree holder, 
debt range not specified) 

"The time difference between finishing study and earning a wage large enough to get 
HECS deducted from it means I'd completely forgotten how much I owed, how much 
I was having to pay back, and how much was already coming out of my pay to cover 
it." (#7557c, no longer studying, debt range $20- 30,000) 

"Still paying it off! and I wish I had a degree to show for it!" (#3610c, HECS 1, no 
longer studying, debt range $14 —16,000) 

"Make it go away... ? It's pretty huge." (#1227c, B.A, BSc, working contract casual, 
debt range $20-30,000) 
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"I find the thought that I owe so much money daunting." (#4313c, B.A/BScHons 
HECS2, PhD student, debt range $20 — 30,000) 

While this was a stance more easily adopted by those respondents who were 

still studying, for deferrent debtors who had been (in their view) making compulsory 

repayments, as seen in the preceding comments evincing surprise at the debt's 

longevity and size, while it was possible to defer consideration, subsequent 

cognisance of the debt led to the realisation that things were not proceeding 

according to debtor expectations. Of seven per cent of survey respondents expressing 

'deferrent' attitudes, five respondents explicitly acknowledged that their responses 

were influenced by the fact they were still studying. As a psychological coping 

mechanism deferrence is most likely a rational response, however, it would likely 

disincline debtors to seeking out information and advice concerning the thing they 

would 'rather not think about'. 

Further along in the lifecourse, this stance (understandable in light of the 

debtors' refrain that there was no other option) would be potentially productive of 

further surprises and difficulties, some of which are taken up in the next section. 

6. Policy Intersections  (2) Student supplement loans 

Returning to consider the potential implications of introducing income-

contingent loans to finance social policy spending in other areas, an early natural 

experiment has already been conducted in the case of some 80,000 peoplee° who 

traded in their student living allowance grant in exchange for double the amount, 

repayable as an additional income-contingent loan. 

While the student financial supplement scheme has been discontinued (it 

would appear that actuarial assessments determined this form of loan to be less 

likely to be recouped than a HECS debt and as such its abolition may have had more 

to do with it being a 'bad investment' from the perspective of the Commonwealth 

than the deleterious effects it has produced in the SFSS debtor population71) the 

ATO/MIS07 record provided on request by researcher. 
71 A Senate Inquiry into student income support noted: "Data provided by the Government in 
2003 indicated that the major groups in receipt of loans under the scheme were low income earners 
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double repayment burden applying to HECS/SFSS debtors provides salutary 

information for careful consideration of the effects and viability of multiple income-

contingent loans. The following comments also express consequences of 'deferrence': 

"Ive paid it off now, but I was suprised how much I ended up owing - 15K + a 
suppliment debt (which was really nasty and designed to prey on penniless students. 
I was from a single parent family and so eligible for austudy but had no additional 
family support. The Austudy rate was so low - $105/wk(?)that many people like me 
felt we had no choice but to take the suppliment, which was fine until, 5 years later, a 
letter from the commonwealth bank arrived spelling out a large debt (moreover, 
there was no governemnt correspondence regarding the debt in that 5 year period. I 
had forgotten all about it)." (#5236s, B.A) 

"Yes, I owed the tax department an amount of 3,300 due to not paying enough tax to 
offset my HECS and supplement loans. I could not financially afford to pay it at the 
time, so became scared and delayed contact which lead to interest charges, finally i 
called and after much frustration i learnt i could apply to have my debt frozen i guess 
until i earnt the threshold again" (#6948d) 

"I believed that my student supplement loan would, after five years, be added to my 
HECS, and I would pay it off as per the HECS. I don't believe that it was ever 
explained that I would pay it off separately. I also find the way that you pay it off at 
quite low levels of income very difficult." (#5877d, BSc, BNursing) 

"Not with the HECS debt as such. The timing of 'rolling over' the SFSS debt from the 
Commonwealth Bank to the Taxation system (May, from memory) meant I had to 
start repaying the SFSS debt a year before I was expecting to. This meant a rude shock 
to the tax return for that year (had to pay instead of receiving the refund I was 
anticipating)." (#6413d, B.A) 

"yes, i can never get the right amount of what i still owe or the amount from the 
supplement loan either" (#3001d, B.A, BTeach) 

"Paying it back has seriously hampered my ability to save over the last few years. I 
was also slugged with a largish tax bill three years running because of the extra loan-
scheme debt I incurred. When I was at Uni it seemed like it was such a long time in 
the future that I could sign up for these thousands of dollars with no coniciquence - if 
anyone had mentioned I'd be almost broke half a decade later I'd have put in a lot 
more effort and failed a lot fewer subjects.Also, a number of my friends who did the 
same course as me, but a year or two later, were being charged twice as much for it, 
which struck me as very unfair." (#4534d, B.A, BSc) 

(single parents, disabled and indigenous students) who could no longer reasonably ask to be 
supplemented by their parents or who faced other constraints in the labour market. It became clear that 
the SFSS was being accessed by the most financially vulnerable members of the student body without 
which they would not be able to complete their studies ... The scheme, however, was widely considered 
to be a regressive debt trap with an average loan amount of $20,000, occasionally rising to $60,000." 
(Senate 2005, 61) 
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7. After Nelson  

The survey was running at the time the Commonwealth was concluding its 

most recent review of the sector (see 'the Nelson Episode' in Chapter Four). 

Respondents referred to some of the changes that had been proposed as a result of 

the review: 

"will the HECS fees increase affect me?" (#5775c, BNurs) 

"The recent increase in repayment rates was not accompanied by a comprehensive 
education programme and in fact many people I know with HECS debts were 
unaware of the change. As a person in the upper tax brackets these changes have 
equated to a loss in income following the changes as of July 2004. Although I 
acknowledge this will mean that my HECS debt will be paid off more quickly, the 
short term impact has been to act as a disincentive for earning more money." (#7597c, 
B.A, BSpeech Pathology) 

"The new 'FEE HELP' system is going to be bad. Does the government think that we 
(students) grew on trees or something? How can they do this to us?" (#3508c, 
BAppSci, BComp Sci, BSc) 

This last comment was echoed by several respondents and suggests a 

perverse effect of income contingency arising from the significant additional tax that 

could arise from a relatively minor pay rise. Where comments about the Nelson 

reforms were made, they were singular in their negativity. 

8. Implications: in the 'long run': HECS across the lifecourse  

Beyond the university and debt repayment experience, respondents offered 

illustrations of longer term consequences. The HECS debt and repayment is 

interpolated through the working life and subsequent lifecourse opportunities and 

decisions confronting graduates. The following sets of themes have in common the 

way in which HECS was perceived in terms of the future impact of the debt on the 

debtor's post-university lifecourse. The 'Australian dream' of home ownership and 

having a family were nominated as points at which the HECS was perceived to have 

a direct impact, with the last comment in this section illustrating the perverse impact 

of a policy intersection (calculation of family allowance and HECS repayment on 

gross income without either being taken into account) on the otherwise positive 

experiences of job promotion and starting a family: 
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"Yes it has effected the amount of money available to my partner and I on a housing 
loan as it is considered an outstanding debt." (#9928d, B.S.W, Family Violence 
worker) 

"Yes, I have been refused a morgage based on my net income as reduced by 
fortnightly hecs deductions of $106.00." (#7480d, BEd, Consultant for State Govt 
Department) 

"About a week after having our first child, I was appointed to a full-time academic 
position. With the substantial increase in salary, my hecs debt repayments went to 
$140 per pay. However, this money being paid to one government department, was 
not considered by another. As my gross salary was used to calculate family 
allowance, we didn't receive any, even though above amount was being taken from 
salary. Main impact on us was cash flow. Paying the debt on one salary with a child 
was difficult. Lesson was, stage your life milestones to avoid baby + new job + 
HECSdebt in one year." (#8332c ) 

8.1 Education and work in the new social landscape 

Two respondents commented that it was fair to expect a contribution as they 

anticipated a labour market advantage relative to persons not holding university 

qualifications. Conversely some respondents offered observations that relative to 

their peers who had not attended university, their university education was looking 

less secure or advantageous (in terms of labour market participation) than they had 

imagined. 

"When fees first came in I only had one semester to go, so I didn't mind taking the 
risk of continuing. If fees had been higher or I'd had longer to go, I probably wouldn't 
have taken the risk of staying enrolled at uni, given that studying may not have made 
enough difference to my pay to cover the costs." (#3512c, Computer Science, HECS 1) 

"For many working class 18 year olds who are more academically minded its a choice 
between working dead end jobs, like a cleaner, for the rest of your life (becuase we 
dont have the hands on skills to become trade apprentices) or developing your 
talents. HECS and proposed changes to tertiary education make life very difficult for 
people from this socio economic background who have the ability to take on 
academic skills or develop a white collar proffession.My mates who became 
apprentices were supported all the way through, then start up there own businesses 
at age 22 (with Government seed money). They all are into their 3rd house, paying 
little tax with miliion dollar cash flow businesses. Now they have there toolkits payed 
for, yet the Government concession an university books was removed last year!!" 
(#1803c, B.A/BSc) 

"Sometimes it feels like I'll never pay it off completely. I feel resentful that we have to 
continue paying for our education over ten years or more, especially as people who 
didn't bother going to uni often have higher incomes." (#1247c, B.A, HECS1) 
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"It should be interest free, It feels like unless I am earning 60K pa I will never be able 
to pay it off" (#6867c, BBiotechHons, HECS 2) 

"With the amount of tax I am paying, getting that "good" job as a result of university 
studies suddenly doesn't pay off as well, especially with the high tax, I am effectively 
paying 50% tax on my current earnings." (#1346c, BAppSci) 

Eight respondents took various additional perspectives on the intersection between 

education and work, reflecting the changing dynamics and possibilities in 

employment as a factor influencing their retrospection on their HECS debt: 

"its an awful lot of debt to get in to, considering ï m not guaranteed a job at the end of 
it" (#3234c, Computer Science, HECS 2) 

"It is a huge amount of money to have as a dept - health professionals need to be paid 
more if it is going to cost so much to pay of the training" (# 3357c, BOccTherapy, 
HECS 2) 

"On one hand I am annoyed that I incurred the debt; on the other, I am glad I was an 
undergraduate from 1990-1993 rather then now, when my HECS debt for a Science 
degree would be significantly higher. I paid tuition fees for my MBA upfront, and it 
is my postgradute qualification that has levered me into a job where I now actually 
make enough money to repay my HECS debt." (#9551c, BSc, HECS 1) 

"Just because you have a university degree, doesn't mean that you will be earning a 
lot of money. It is a bad system based on a fraudulent premise!" (#1724c, B.A, B.A 
Hons, HECS 2) 

"My HECS Debt courses are not the qualifications that have got me my employment. 
I paid for a Postgrad Diploma in Business up front and studied full time, while 
working fulltime and that got me the job." (#1750c, B.A, BBus) 

"I think that the amount of HECS is too high for a course that has few job 
oportunities in this country at the end" (#9400c, BSc, HECS 2) 

8.2 HECS and the 'non-standard' existence 

The debtors' reported perceptions reflected discontinuities effected in the HECS 

technostructure through successive policy changes and alterations in the 

governmental perception of the debt. Highlighting the longer term implications of 

the HECS arrangement, the following comments by HECS debtors illustrate the 

tension between the assumptions as to the stability and persistence of social 

structures (namely, education and work) that underlay the original conception (what 

have been referred to throughout as 'old school' or 'old social landscape' 
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assumptions) of the HECS, and the reality of the changes in social structures over the 

sixteen years since HECS began: 

"HECS debts and fees are a real barrier to any plans for further study." (#4242c, 
GradDip Computer Sci, HECS 1) 

"It almost seems like it's designed to punish people who are attempting to further 
themselves. My partner has also be lumped with a large debt, and they seem to have 
recently increased the repayment rate for people in her income bracked ($40,000 or 
so.)" (#4534c, B.A, BSc) 

"The problem with the current scheme is that those of us who choose to work for the 
good of the community and the environment and get paid relatively little feel the 
pain of the repayments much more than those who are just working for high wages 
(doing jobs that often undermine the good of the community and the environment!) 
The current system mitigates against tertiary graduates putting their education to 
work in the places where the world would most benefit." (#2678c, B.A Hons, HECS 1) 

"While it has never been a disincentive to me pursuing my education my HECS debt 
will delay me doing things such as purchasing property or paying for a wedding. I'm 
currently a PhD student so will not even begin earning a wage (not stipend) until I'm 
almost 30. Combining the delayed earning pattern of an academic career with a 
HECS debt and high housing prices has put these 'normal' life steps further out of 
reach." (#3614c, BScHons) 

"HECS puts a huge burden on people who don't lead "straightforward" or "textbook" 
lives. If I were male, with no children (or even a single professional woman with no 
children), it would have been very simple to pay off my HECS debt. I am only 33, and 
I earn a good amount, but it's unlikely that I will ever have enough money to 
purchase a house. I am also increasingly concerned that I will not be able to 
accumulate sufficient funds for my retirement 	Maybe this will improve with time, 
but the position at the moment is directly related to the size of my HECS debt and my 
social circumstances." (#9703c, B.A, LLB) 

"I am currently seeking full time employment and am loath to accept a position 
paying less than $45 per year as I now find I have to pay the usual rate of PAYE plus 
repay my HECS debt, AustStudy loans and help my 17 year old (youngest) son 
through University commencing 2006. What hope is there for him to have a decent 
start now he will be forced to pay HECS fees that are 25% higher than the one I 
already owe??? I am now 50 years of age and every dollar of debt I carry is related to 
the cost of obtaining my tertiary qualifications over the past 7 years (almost $20,000 
worth of debt)." (#1694c, B.A, B.A Hons) 

"having babies means that while you earn a lot less due to part time work and 
maternity leave, your debt keeps going up, little by little. My husband had a higher 
debt than I did, and studied more recently, but he has almost paid his off. While I 
work part time because my children are young, I will never pay any as part of the 
normal scheme, and can't really afford to make extra payments.Also, paying 6% of 
my taxable income in HECS means that it has taken my husband and I much longer 

237 



than friends who didn't accrue HECS to save a house deposit." (#5877c, BSc, 
BNursing) 

The longer term implications were the subject of anxiety and speculation, especially 

for people whose lives did not conform to the policy's expectations. Older persons, 

people making families, people whose work did not place them in high wage 

employment, seem to have had more difficulties and surprises than those earning in 

excess of $62,000 per annum. The highly variable and differentiated impact of the 

liability is further reflected in debtors perceptions of what constitutes a large salary 

(for example, $45,000 lies beneath the aforementioned male average earnings, but 

was cited by the respondent above as that below which she would not consider 

taking a job, assuming that she is in the position of being able to decline the offer). 

8.3 Changes to HECS and perceptions of the role of the government 

Respondents commented on various changes to the HECS and expressed 

sentiments about the government (the Commonwealth) that suggested their 

perception of their HECS debt had become a mediating factor in their assessment of 

the state and its social role and responsibilities. 

' 	The following comments illustrated longer term consequences attributable to 

the HECS, but which were not reflected in the policy system of its implementation. 

Theories of social trust and the perceived legitimacy of the state might therefore 

consider policy interventions such as the HECS as critical points at which 

misrepresentations feed back as a perception of illegitimate action. 

Respondents offered examples of the changing terms and conditions of HECS 

debt accrual and repayment and the lack of transparency in the scheme's operational 

features to account for their feelings of having been (at best) misled as to the 

implications of contracting a HECS debt. The intergenerational concerns expressed 

by respondents echoed the retrospective complaint that the scheme was a stable 

arrangement represented to operate in one way, not as the variable arrangement that 

it turned out to be (i.e. variable by the Commonwealth): 
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"In my opinion HECs charges are unreasonably high, and putting people in debt to 
the government when they should be saving for a house is a damn fool idea." (#2423, 
B InfoTech HECS 2) 

"What value does the Australian govt and society in general place on education??? 
Why is it considered a privilege and not a right? What ever happened to the 'clever 
country'." (#1247, B.A, HECS1) 

"it's just a depressing reality, and represents to me just one of the ways that 
governments are failing its citizens. A way we have to turn back from soon!" (#4843, 
BSocSci) 

"I have been horrified when the HECS fees were increased for courses when I was 
mid-way through them, forcing me to pay a higher charge than I was prepared for at 
the beginning of the course. This has happened to me twice." (#7480, BEd, Grad Dip 
AppSci, HECS 1 &2) 

"am concerned about future changes to the repayment system - currently feel it is 
generally fair (although I think that for people in lower income brackets they may feel 
it a barrier to them studying). However there is always rumblings of increasing 
threshold at which one starts repaying and also of spouses taking on the debt, if, as is 
in my situation, I am not working. Also, it has always been a frustration that the 
money, under legislation was not guaranteed to be put into education (I know that 
the HECS fees are not realistic fees in comparison to the actual cost of the course). 
Finally, once HECS was introduced it appeared that it was utilised by the then 
Labour and now Liberal govts to cut funding to Unis. I went from tutorials of 25-35 in 
1st year (for a subject that catered for 1000 students from a number of faculties) to 3rd 
year tutorials of 90-120 in the second year of HECS." (#2656, BSc, BOccTherapy, 
HECS1) 

"While I suppose it seems a fair way to offer higher education to those who could 
otherwise not afford to attend university - it annoys me that those who have imposed 
this tax were themselves provided with free higher education." (#7848 BA Psych, 
HECS1) 

"My first degree was just after HECS came in - I paid about $1200 per semester (1991-
93), and that seemed a reasonable amount. Even when the first couple of rises came 
in, and HECS was $3000-5000 per year, I still felt that it would not deter me from 
studying. The cost of undergraduate study now (and of many postgrad courses) is 
incredible. I chose my current degree because I could afford the fees. One course I 
looked at was $23,000 per year - for a graduate certificate!!' (#9922 BJournalism, 
HECS1) 

"HECS debt is dishonest. If they (the government) expect future university students 
to be honest in what ever discipline they have chosen to work in, they should be 
upfront with us and our HECS debt. Is that the way to run a business? By not telling 
people how much they owe, and just allow the 'bill' to accumulate and get bigger." 
(#5364, B.A/B.S.W) 

"I am not a lawyer and have never felt moved enough, or that it was worth it, to 
consult one, however I am pretty sure I signed what was effectively a contract at the 
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start of uni which outlined the terms of my HECS debt to the government. However 
before I had even finished uni they were changing those terms and continued to do 
so over my career. While the changes, always about making you pay back faster thus 
more of your income each year, never caused me harm I imagine that someone in a 
tighter financial situation could well have been harmed. So my question has always 
been is it legal for the government to change the terms of the HECS "contract" at will 
after the debt is incurred?" (#4536, BScHons, HECS 1) 

"I do not believe that any student has concerns with contributing towards their 
higher education. However, the goal posts have continually moved increasingly fast 
across the years. Furthermore, we pay for our higher education twice: oncethrough 
HECS and again through the taxation system." (#7864, B.A. HECS1) 

"We were told back when HECS was intorduced that this was a minimal cost and 
would not be a move toward full fee-paying. In the time I have been studying at 
universtites I have witnessed significant increases in Hecs fees and a diminution in 
the number of degrees for which HECS is available and an increase in full fee paying 
for subsequent degrees - all of which it was promised, would not happen." (#2250, 
B.A, B.S.W, HECS 1) 

"If I knew that the government was going to change so much to do with Hecs and 
Austudy I would not have started the course. I have been serously betrayed." (#1921, 
B.S.W/Social Planning, HECS 2) 

"Yes Do the government expect me to work to $15 an hour when I'm qualified and 
have a dept of more than $200000, before I buy a car & a house, start a family. They 
need to look at this system" (#5237, B.A, HECS 2) 

These perceptions and sentiments would not be dispelled by any amount of careful 

explanation. Respondents eloquently summed up their experience that the 

representation of the HECS as an income-contingent interest free contribution that 

would be more than compensated for by their subsequent labour market reward had 

been undermined by technostructural instabilities. Their concerns extended beyond 

their own experiences: 

8.4 Personal and intergenerational implications 

Respondents expressed concerns for the future in terms of the affordability of 

university education for incoming generations of students, or else for the potential 

impact their HECS liability may have for themselves and their families. 

"I feel sorry for people entering the higher education system now- their HECS debt is 
going to be even bigger than mine." (#8202, BA/BSW, HECS 2 debt range $20-30,000) 
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"im worried that i will never be able to afford a house or be able to put my family 
through uni" (#3001, BA/BTeach, HECS 1, debt range $12-14,000) 

"it's great that we do have such a scheme to allow people to be able to study, but at 
the same time i just worry that I'm never going to be able to finish paying it off in 
full." (#6679, BChem, BPolicing, HECS 2, debt range $20-30,000) 

"I have paid my HECS debt off, but I am very aware of the drain that was on my 
income which was and is under $52,000. I feel sorry for the students who are going 
through now and will have much higher debts than I had." (#8920, BA, HECS 1) 

"It's a pain in the arse that is preventing me and my family from getting on with our 
lives ..." (#9688, BEng, B.A debt range $10-12,000) 

"I did my first degree before the creation of HECS bands so my debt is relatively 
small (around $10 000) compared to my younger brother (around $25 000). My 
current debt is manageable when I do graduate from my post-graduate degree and 
obtain full time work, but the increased hecs bands have quite significant long-term 
financial impact for my brother. That said, this system is much better than up front 
fees..." 
(#4893, B.A, HECS 1) 

Eight respondents commented on the lack of relationship between their 

course of study and their labour market position. This is consistent with a decline in 

standing of educational credentials that has accompanied the mass expansion of the 

university system capacity72: 

"It seems to take forever to pay off and doesn't seem to get smaller. That despite the 
amount of money my various degrees have cost me, this does not increase my 
earning capacity given the kind of work I am in (govt. positions). I'd have been better 
off being an electrician, where I am paid to study and have the potential to earn a 
whole lot more post apprenticeship than I do in my current research and clinical 
positions!!!" (#2250s, B.A., BSW, reported income range $21,601- 52,000, debt range 
$6-8,000) 

"Only that it took a long time to pay off. It seemed to go on forever. Because I have 
been working part time/casual and then took time out of the workforce it has taken 
me until 2004 to pay off a debt incurred in 1994-5." (#3723s, income range $21,601-
52,000, debt level, 41,000) 

"Annoyed more than surprised. I probably won't have paid it off till the middle of 
2005 - a good seven years after I was enrolled in a subject. It hasn't grown faster than I 
can pay it off, thankfully, but then I've been working hard for the last seven years." 
(#4534s, B.A, BSc, reported income range $52,001- $62,500, debt range $2-4,000) 

72 For a demonstration of this using ABS statistics see Marginson 1995. 

241 



"It doesn't seem to have reduced as much as I expected- even after paying it off for 4 
years. I didn't realise how long it would take for me to repay this loan. Also, I didn't 
understand how much interest was charged until I started working and started 
repaying the debt." (#8608s, BSc, BScHons, income range $21,601- 52,000, debt range 
$16-18,000) 

9. Recommendations from survey respondents  

In the course of commenting debtors made some pragmatic operational 

suggestions to avail them of more access to the details of their debt, and thus more 

control over the repayment. 

In their suggestions the informational deficiencies in the HECS 

technostructure are manifest - as are the relatively easy changes that would make a 

significant difference to the debtor's informational state: 

"I wish normal industry practice for payroll could be amended so the level of HECS 
repayment was recorded in employees' fortnightly payslips." (#2613c, B.A, HECS 1) 

"our balance and details should be more easily available (ie. online)" (#4822c, B.A, 
HECS2) 

"I try to live in denial about it. I would really like a website at the ATO which 
simplifies control of it, so I can manage the repayments more directly." (#5861c, BEd, 
HECS 1&2) 

"Shouldn't incur a charge for repeating subjects." (#3074c, BCom, HECS 2) 

"better incentives for early payment would be nice" (#4991c, BSc) 

"I think the discount should be 25% if you agree to pay back your HECS debt in full. 
Currently it is only discounted at 15%." (#2964c, BEcon, HECS 1) 

"Fees should be fixed once a student begins an unbroken course of study." (#7480c, 
BEd, Grad Dip AppSci, HECS 1 &2) 

"More regular access to statements of the balance would be helpful - rather than just 
once a year" (#5734c, BScHons) 

"Repayments should only start at a higher income level, and they should be more 
spread out over income levels" (#5089c, B.A, HECS 1) 

"I would like to be able to increase the automatic payments from my pay for a time 
that I nominate" (#6665c, BEcon, B.AHons, HECS 2) 

"I find it most inappropriate that HECS deductions from my pay are not transferred 
directly into my HECS debt account, but retained by the govt for 12 months until I do 
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my tax return, then is paid as a lump sum. I would prefer to keep the money to offset 
my home loan then pay a lump sum at tax time!!" (#1965c, BSc) 

"Yes, more information needs to be made readily available to the person in debt. 
Overall, I have to say that I don't resent paying for my education, and I appreciate 
that I wouldn't have to pay the debt at all if I never earned sufficient money, but the 
fact that the debt increases even when you are not earning is quite brutal -- it does 
mean that you have to stay on top of it." (#4462c, B.A.Hons, HECS 1) 

"none of the information was in a readable format for unsighted people" (#1702c, 
B.A, B.S.W, HECS 1 & 2) 

10. Perceptions of indexation of the accumulated debt 

One outcome of the survey was the presentation of information by debtors that 

confirmed the original premise of the survey - that formal representations of the 

HECS informed by econometric analyses and representations would fail to capture 

dimensions of the scheme in operation that have significant implications. From the 

analysis of HECS information, the operation of indexation was anticipated to be a 

major concern, which was borne out in the following comments: 

"I didn't realise HECS was indexed, and didn't realise how high the indexation rates 
were." (#5161s) 

"I didn't think I would be charged the 'indexation' when I decided to undertake 
HECS" (#5755s) 

"Simply that HECS debtors were assured of no interest rate at the time of 
undertaking the debt, yet an 'indexation' has been applied." (#9962s) 

"Yes I did not realise that the interest was going to be so high. It just went up by $500 
this year and I still have not earned enough to pay any off." (#6867s, BBiotech) 

10.1 A de facto GST on education 

Several respondents expressed additional emotions when mentioning the 

effect of the introduction in 2001 of the goods and services tax on indexation. The 

broad based consumption tax was applied to most goods and services, with a small 

number of areas declared GST-free, one of them being education: 

"I was shocked by the indexation following the introduction of GST." (#8255s) 

"... Ever since the introduction of GST (which although does not affect HECS, it does 
affect the index) the amount taken from my pay each year to pay for HECS does not 
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seem to cover much more than the interest each year... so it doesn't seem like it is ever 
decreasing" (#6097s, B.A/BSc) 

"Yes, the indexation of the HECS debt in high inflation years is large, and greater 
then wage increases to offset this. Particularly in the year following the introduction 
of the GST, 2001, where the indexation was 5.4%. Generally though indexation is not 
of concern unless we enter a high inflationary environment." (#7478s, BSc) 

"Yes, I was disappointed that indexation was not adjusted, as was the case for other 
government contracts based on CPI, when GST was introduced." (#5065s, BSc) 

"it is increasing, I was suprised that the government did not remove the GST 
component from the indexation of the debt. The introduction of the GST resulted in 
an inflationary spike, which was not supposed to have any effect on educaton." 
(#2867s, BEcon) 

The GST was not a part of the social landscape in which the HECS was 

introduced. These comments provide one example of the complex macro-level 

interactions between fiscal and other economic policy on a lifelong income-

contingent loan. 

Chapter Thirteen turns to the question of indexation as a key process 

identified by debtors as producing surprises and difficulties in their perceptions of 

debt repayment. Indexation was a frequently mentioned surprise, with respondents 

referring to it directly or else describing it as 'interest' charged on the debt. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN: INDEXING THE HECS 

Indexation was discussed in Chapter Five as an econometric language game, and 

again in Chapter Six in terms of the way it was represented to students in HECS Your 

Questions Answered. While Chapter Twelve reported respondents' comments in 

reaction to the perception of indexation, the following discussion is centred on the 

ways in which indexation was comprehended, as evinced by respondents' efforts to 

provide an account of what indexation meant to them. Features of indexation 

identified by survey respondents are explored, and taken up again in the discussion 

(Chapter Fourteen). 

Perceptions of the meaning of indexation of the accumulated debt 

1.1 Conceptualising indexation 

"I think the fact that HECS is advertised as interest & fee free is kind of ironic, 
considering if you pay up front you get a 25% discount, which really means you are 
already paying a 33% loading compared to students paying upfront." 
(#4720c, BDigital Design, HECS 2) 

When asked "Please explain what you understand 'indexation' of your HECS debt 

to mean in your own words" the most frequent response was that indexation referred to 

the debt increasing, with 46% of respondents offering this as an explanation (N=343). 

While this perception (of the debt increasing) might be consistent with the 

debtor's experience of receiving an information statement showing their debit 

balance growing, this understanding of indexation did not comprehend the 

possibility that the debt may also be deflated in line with a negative consumer price 

index. 

Thirty-nine percent of the respondents suggested that the perceived increase 

was owing to increases in either 'inflation ,'CPI','the cost of living', or a combination: 

"the HECS debt is indexed to inflation and increases by that amount every year" 
(#2287, B.A Hons, MAppSci) 

"The increase in the accumulated HECS debt in line with CPI (i.e., inflation measured 
by the consumer price index)." (#4030, BBus) 
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"It means its (supposedly) tied in with the rate of inflation (however, i do have issues 
with this - the rate of indexation they use is at the uppermost end of the scale of 
inflation)" (#1724, BAHons) 

"The HECS debt increases with inflation. So while it is technically 'interest free', the 
debt does increase by 1 or 2% each year, which on a $25000 debt can be a fair bit." 
(#4217, BSc) 

Ten percent of respondents referred to indexation as an 'adjustment', and talked of 

this as preserving the 'real value' of the debt: 

"The indexation of my HECS debt is the amount in which the debt goes up every 
year in accordance with CPI adjustments (adjustments to the costs of living)." 
(#7097, BA Youth Studies) 

"The actual value of the debt remains unchaged. Interest is applied at the CPI rate, 
which means the HECS obligation remains at a constant value, theoretically, and does 
not become less valuable over time as the value of the dollar declines." (#3624, BEd) 

"The amount of my debts is increased each year in line with the CPI, so that the "real" 
value of my debt is kept the same each year. It is analogous to an interest rate, only 
that it is limited to the price of living." (#8516, BEng/ComputerSci) 

"basically like inflation. An "adjustment" of the amount so that the amount you pay 
correlates with the perceived increase of all goods and services" (#1257, BA) 

Twenty-four per cent of respondents mentioned the word 'interest' in their 

explanation, with 13% (N=83) of those respondents stating that indexation was not 

equivalent to interest, and the remainder suggesting that in effect it was a form of 

interest: 

"It goes up with CPI each year, but it is not interest." (#5611, BA) 

"It means I pay interest on my loan as a function of CPI" (#6133, BSc) 

"effectively interest charged on the debt which is equal to or based on the inflation 

rate" (#9349, BSc) 

"The HECS debt increases with inflation. Not really interest, but the longer you take 
to pay it off, the more you will end up paying" (#6526, BSc) 

"That the interest on the loan is indexed to the cost of living" (#3518, B.A) 

"The government is charging me interest on my HECS debt." (#5755, BA) 
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"That each year interest accumulates on my debt so it grows costing more money." 
(#9928, BSW) 

"This is not an interest payment. The debt is indexed in line with inflation so that the 
value of the debt remains in current day dollar terms." (#9149, BTeach/BSW) 

"That the debt is indexed to the rate of inflation so an amount is added to the debt 
each year. This is not meant to be an interest payment." (#3153, BBus) 

"the governments way of applying interest!" (#2824, BlnfoTech) 

1.2 Informational deficiencies  

Eight per cent of the respondents explicitly stated that they were guessing in 

their response (or else indicated same through use of a question mark). To illustrate: 

"interest added on to the debt?" (#9634, LLB) 

"I'm going to guess that it means how much of my debt I have to pay in relation to 
how much I am earning, but really, I have no idea." (#2204, BSc Hons) 

"An increase of the amount owing in accordance with the something?? I think it also 
increases with the GST." (#9208, BA Hons) 

"I think it Fluctuates with the australian dollar index." (#4729, BDesign) 

"I guess it means intrest rate, just like a bank applies a rate to thier loans." (#5114 
Bachelor IT) 

"something about my debt increasing in relation to the CPI" (#1583,BSc) 

Sixteen percent of the respondents were unable to offer an understanding: 

"I do not know" (#8977 Bachelor Social Work) 

"Err.. no idea" (#4822, B.A.) 

"Never heard of it. Probably not a good thing!" (#3298, Bachelor of Computing) 

"...I should know this but I really don't." (#5861, B.Ed, MEd) 

"I honestly wouldn't have a clue" (#2280, Bachelor Phys Ed) 

"I do not understand this term" (#2822, Postgraduate Diploma Information 
Management) 

"No idea - I'm studying to be a Social Worker, not an economist." (#6215) 

"Dont know." (#3045, BCom) 
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"Not sure- perhaps the amount of interest charged depending on inflation/ interest 
rate changes. No idea." (#8608, BSc,BScHons) 

The two groups expressing informational deficiencies above comprised 25% of all 

respondents to this question (N= 343). 

1.3 Informational uncertainties  

The representations were considered as they reflected the degree to which the 

sample of HECS debtors could be described as fiscally cognisant and informed of the 

operation of the scheme, as illustrated by their grasp on the concept of 'indexation'. 

As the concept of indexation is recognised as a contestable economic concept and a 

political as much as an economic action (for example Galbraith, in Salinger & 

Galbraith 1979 104, described the practice as 'a surrender to inflation'), and therefore 

the idea of a 'correct understanding' incorporates a range of potential responses, 

(some of which may not correlate with the official representation), there is no 

evaluation of responses according to their 'rightness' or 'wrongness'. What was 

interesting to observe was the extent to which responses parroted the different 

explanations offered in HECS Your Questions Answered (see Chapter Six), or when the 

respondent was explicit that they were guessing, the invocation of key words ('CPI', 

'cost of living') as a substitute for clarity. 

However, there were also fourteen responses which were well removed from 

any description of indexation included in the possible range of meanings of 

indexation, which implied that the respondent did not understand, but did not know 

they did not understand. 

1.4 The confidently wrong 

A number of 'confidently wrong' respondents thought indexation referred to 

the circumstances in which they would be required to make a compulsory 

repayment. This can be explained in part by the legislative provision for the annual 

adjustments of the gross income ranges set as repayment thresholds (triggering 

compulsory HECS repayments) although these thresholds were indexed by a 

different factor (changes in 'average weekly earnings'). 
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To illustrate: 

"That the rate at which I repay my HECS debt is determined by my income, 
essentially as a percentage surcharge on income tax." (#3786, BCom/B.A, still 
studying) 

"you will be taxed at a higher rate o pay back your HECS debt once you are earing an 
income of $22 000 or more" (#7405, BAppSci, still studying) 

"Linked to gross salary, relates to how much you have to pay each year" (#8223, 
BSW) 

"It means that I will be required to repay hecs debt at a rate of 6 percent per annumm 
when my annual salry reaches a certain amount" (#1922, HECS 2) 

"How much you have to earn before you start paying back your HECS debt and how 
much you have to pay at that salary level." (#5154, BAppSci, HECS 2) 

"That once i have my qualification and am working in my area i will be paying back 
my HECS debt by have a small percentage taken out of my wage each week" (#7994, 
BCom) 

"As I earn more, a higher percentage of my salary is deducted and put towards my 
debt." (#5386, BAccounting) 

1.5 Less Confident 

Another seven per cent of respondents expressed uncertainty in their attempt to 

explain, with some conveying their impression that the indexation factor was 

invariant: 

"the government is allowing me to study on a loan that has to be repayed at the end 
of my course once i start full time work. the repayment is 3% out of my wages per yr i 
think" (#5775, BNurs, still studying) 

"my gross wage for a financial year and if it reaches a threshold i must begin to repay 
hecs?" (#6948, BYouth Affairs,still studying) 

"HECS is indexed each year around June to bring it into line with the cost of living. 
The indexation rate is related to, but not always the same as, inflation?" (#5161, 
BScHons) 

"HECS is indexed using the CPI. This is the Consumer Price Index and I think my 
debt increases by around 2% each year." (#3610, BEdPrimary) 

1.6 Unsure of the factor 
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Eighteen respondents (5%) indicated that they were not sure of the indexation factor. 

The following responses indicated a lack of clarity as to the mechanism by which the 

indexation was calculated (as discussed in Chapter Five this was the All Groups 

Consumer Price Index): 

"My HECS Debt grows at a percentage each year, although I dont know what 
determines that number" (#5700, BCom, B.A.) 

"Each year my HECS debt is adjusted to take account of inflation. I'm not sure what 
measure of inflation is used though." (#6979, BEconHons) 

"The unpaid balance of my HECS debt increases annually in line with inflation. 
However I'm not sure how much the increase is or the percentage used. Its is about 
2% annually I think." (#8553, GDipSci) 

"At the end of each financial year the cost of living is accounted for (something to do 
with interest rates?) and the percentage that this has gone up your hecs goes up (I 
think is was about 4% this year?)" (#9842, BAppSci) 

Section 106N (5) of the Higher Education Funding Act 1988 provides: 

The factor to be used for the purposes of paragraph (2)(c) in calculating the 

accumulated HEC debt of a person at 1 June in a year is the number (calculated to 3 

decimal places) worked out, as at the date on which the index number in respect of the 

March quarter immediately preceding that 1 June was first published, by dividing the 

sum of 

(a) the index number in respect of that March quarter; and 

(b) the index numbers in respect of the 3 quarters that immediately preceded 

that quarter; 

by the sum of: 

(c) the index number in respect of the March quarter immediately preceding 

1 June in the year that next preceded that year; and 

(d)the index numbers in respect of the 3 quarters that immediately preceded 

that last-mentioned quarter. 

Only two respondents' answers indicated they were aware of a formula, with the 

majority of respondents who nominated a factor referring to 'CPI' or 'inflation' not 

further elaborated, suggesting that respondents, while acquainted with the fact that 

their debt increased, were less clear as to how the adjustment was effected: 
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"No interest is charged on HECS, rather an indexation amount matched to the CPI 
(after the March quarter CPI is released so you get your statement in June) is charged 
on the HECS debt. This is to reflect inflation and the rise in the cost of living. I think 
its based on the average CPI of the eight (or six?) quarters before the your new HECS 
statement is sent out from the ATO." (#3410, BCom, BEcon) 

"That each year the amount of HECS debt would rise according to a pre-set 
indexation formula." (#7148, Graduate Diploma Counselling) 

2. Trained in the economic discourse  

Responses from persons stating they had studied either a Bachelor of 

Commerce, Bachelor of Business, or a Bachelor of Economics were considered as a 

separate group (N=30) on the assumption that their studies would have exposed 

them to this concept. Only two of this group indicated that they did not know what 

indexation meant (although another three provided an answer which was, given a 

range of appropriate responses, incorrect). The responses below were arguably the 

most sophisticated (appreciative of the complexity of the concept) of the 343 

responses to the question: 

"Raises the amount by inflation. So if you try and defer the payment (eg value of $1 is 
less over time) it doesnt reduce the REAL amount you owe" (#4585, BBus) 

"Every June the government increases my HECS debt in line with the CPI (just like 
adding interest)" (#2964, BBus) 

"Indexation of HECS debts is the adjustment of the amount owed. This adjustment is 
based upon inflation and the measure of inflation tht the government utalises is the 
Consumer Price Index. Indexation is meant to ensure that the 'real' dollar value of 
your debt remains the same" (#2867, BEco) 

"Indexation is adjustment of the HECS liability to reflect the national inflation rate." 
(#8996, BComHons) 

"Debt is indexed to inflation. As the value of AUD falls (inflation) the value of the 
debt would also fall. So government indexes the debt so that in theory the value 
remains the same. However I believe that the rate of indexation is higher than 
inflation so the indexation is really more like a rate of interest on a loan. This is a 
shame because HECS is supposed to be interest free. That is why you recieve a 
discount if you pay your HECS upfront." (#6077, BCom) 

"Indexation of the debt is applied at the beginning of each financial year. This means 
that the HECS debt is increased / decreased according to the increase / decrease in the 
Consumer Price Index (CPI)." (#5232, BCom) 
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This last response, while accurately capturing the two way variability caused 

by indexation, was in error in the timing of the application of indexation which 

occurs on June 1 (the financial year in Australia begins on July 1). 

3. Sceptical perspectives  

While the majority of respondents used structural economic language in explaining 

indexation, others took a more personal view, and yet others a critical political-

economic view. Some illustrations: 

"The amount of debt is linked to the national inflation rate, so that it supposedly rises 
in line with the CPI and the average wage. In effect, the government gets more 
money out than they put in." (#9952, BA) 

"Allegedly HECS is indexed to inflation. Including the spike when the GST was 
introduced, which was somewhat artificial. Thankfully it's not the kind of interest 
they're charging me on my credit cards." (#4534, BCompSci) 

"The HECS debt is indexed in line with inflation - so in theory I'm not charged 
interest but it can increase by up to 3% a year (depending on the inflation rate) [So 
when dear old Johnny Howard said a couple of years ago that the country shouldn't 
stress that inflation had gone up, because the 'real' figure was lower - I wanted to ask 
if they would modify my HECS and Austudy debt on that basis!!!)" (#6672, 
BA/BAHons) 

"Every year my outstanding debt is increased in line with CPI or some other measure 
of inflation which is supposed to keep my debt at the "same" level as when i incurred 
it. However since real wages (especially in the science sector) have not increased to 
the same extent over the 8 years of my working career thus far in reality I have paid a 
premium on my HECS debt. Still it is far better to index it this way than pay 
commercial rates like my US sister in law does on her much larger college debt." 
(#4536, BSc Hons) 

"My HECS debt increases or decreases annually according to the economy." (#3673, 
B.A) 

"It means multiply the unpaid HECS debt as at 30th June by the current national CPI 
percentage and add that amount to the unpaid debt. eg  HECS debt of $8,000 x CPI 
percentage of 3.2% _ $256 so HECS debt becomes $8,265" (#4033, BSc) 

In (informational) analysis of these representations, the themes of interest 

were the degree of professed understanding of the concept of indexation, discursive 

positioning with respect to the legitimacy of the concept of indexation, economic 
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subjectivity expressed in the response to the question, and exploration of the 

relationship of an economic subjectivity with the disciplinary training as indicated by 

the courses studied by respondents. 

From the range of attempts at defining indexation it became clear that in this 

sample of HECS debtors the annual adjustment to their outstanding liability was not 

well grasped, even by those whose discipline might have raised the concept as a part 

of economic theory. The informational analysis in the sociography highlighted that 

this difficulty was shared (at least for one edition) by the authors of HECS: Your 

Questions Answered, and resolved through providing examples of indexation that 

held most variables constant. No official publications considered the impact of 

indexation on the debt over a period of several years. 

The income-contingent loan (even under HELP) continues to be marketed as 

'interest-free' which, to a person not versed in techniques of political economic 

accounting would entail that the debt remained at the same numerical value as when 

it was incurred. According to some debtors (as noted in Chapter Twelve) this was 

how it was explained to them in the scheme's introductory years. The addition of the 

qualifier "no real interest" in the latter years of the HECS booklet implied 

acknowledgement of the potential misrepresentations of earlier years. 

Accounting for indexation  

There are a few different ways of accounting for indexation. The first is to 

consider how much it has added to the HECS debt as the mechanism for preserving 

the present day value of the Commonwealth's investment (the debtors have 

illustrated that their wages are not similarly guaranteed to maintain their value). The 

amounts reported in ATO annual reports from 1994 — 2004 (supplemented by DEST 

Annual Reports) showed that indexation has increased the global balance of the debt 

(over ten years) by some 1.5 billion dollars. 

In the shift from cash to accrual accounting applying to government 

transactions it was finally (recently) recognised that indexation needed to be 

accounted for as a form of interest revenue accruing to the government. Reference to 
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this shift in official representation was found .in portfolio budget statements for the 

Department of Education (Commonwealth of Australia Budget Statement 2002-02) 

..the recognition of the indexation component of Higher Education Contribution 

Scheme (HECS) repayments as interest receipts rather than repayments of principal 

has increased cash receipts by around $200 million per year. This treatment is 

consistent with ABS standards. It aligns the cash treatment of HECS indexation with 

the accrual treatment whereby CPI indexation of HECS liabilities is recorded as 

accrual revenue. 

There are a number of ways in which this could have been made more 

transparent in the HECS information provided to students. From 1993 HECS Your 

Questions Answered in the section on making voluntary repayments, noted the date 

that indexation was applied and offered that a debtor making a voluntary repayment 

'would benefit from making it before this date', however it was not explained why. It 

would have been appropriate to reiterate the suggestion in the section on 

compulsory repayment, to minimise the risk that a deferred repayment debtor would 

not read the warning, subtle though it was. 

To offer the explanation that indexation preserved the 'real value' or 'current 

day value' of the debt was to omit that the preservation of value was actually the 

Commonwealth preserving the value of its loan investment. 

"Why must they apply the indexation? The HECS we owe is not necessarily in 
anyway rewarding us financially, because an undergraduate degree is almost a 
minimal qualification for most of the work nowadays (that's why I keep going back to 
study and owe more HECS). I would not consider it as a "money-making" investment 
similar to anything like the business loan you get from banks. And the indexation 
rate is high, just like interest!" (# 5646c, B.A, HECS 1) 

This is not paralleled in the debtor's credential preserving its value in the 

labour market, nor can it be assumed that the adjustment performed on the 

outstanding HECS debt would necessarily be matched by a similar adjustment 

performed on the debtor's income. Indexation as a fair practice, based on the 

assumption that dollar values are universal - that 'real' wages would automatically 
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be indexed by a comparable factor, was an old social landscape assumption imported 

into the HECS technostructure. It was poorly explained in the HECS information. 

The non-universal nature of indexation means that while the value of the loan as an 

asset of the Commonwealth is preserved, the value of the debt to the debtor 

potentially increases in real terms relative to their wage. Ultimately the recognition 

that HECS is not an interest free loan, and that reference to 'real values' is a reference 

to the Commonwealth's perspective as lender, would make it clear to the debtor that 

their debt is not of a fixed or determinate value. 

The point of this analysis was to demonstrate that it is possible to generate an 

explanation of indexation that would be more informational and less advertorial 

than the ones offered in HECS Your Questions Answered. 

"Debt should only be indexed once the person is earning over the threshold. Seems 
contirdictory to say that students are not expected to commence paying off debbt 
until earnng over a certian amount but at the same time the debt is increasing." 
(#1265c, B.A, HECS 1) 

Economy and reality 

The 'fundamental point of the retrospective review of representations made 

about indexation in Chapter Six was to consider whether a seventeen year old 

enrolling student would be in a position to comprehend the implications of the 

innocuous phrase 'maintains its present value,' and to grasp that this meant that the 

value of their debt would float according to the fortunes of the national economy as 

measured by the All Groups Consumer Price Index. The discussion of indexation and 

its implications next considers the potential 'butterfly effect' consequences for HECS 

debtors considered as a population through examination of the application of the 

formula in the HEFA as prompted by the following debtor observation: 

"[Indexation is] An increase in debt size according to the CPI. This is rather kinder 
than interest rates which almost invariably are higher than the CPI. Whether HECS 
follows the CPI slavishly is a matter of opinion." (#1899, BMus/DipEd) 

As an illustration of the non-transcendent (i.e. not necessary but political) 

nature of this process, the All Groups CPI includes the costs of education as a factor in 
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estimating changes in the cost of living. When the political decision was taken to 

increase HECS charges (in the introduction of HECS 2 and in the introduction of 

HELP), this was then reflected in the indexation of the existing HECS debt. In other 

words, the Commonwealth increased the costs of education, then applied the 

measure of the cost increase to the outstanding HECS debt. 

The legislative prescriptions for calculating the accumulated debt also 

reflected the Commonwealth's perspective on the loan. Table 22 below shows the 

Consumer Price Indices reported for each quarter since the inception of the HECS 

[Al] - [A4]; their sum [A5], and the index calculated to four places [A6]. 

To illustrate the significant differences that small economic adjustments can 

make to such a practice the result of the calculation according to the formula laid 

down in Section 106N (5)(d) of the Higher Education Funding Act 1988, is shown to 

four decimal places. Paragraph 8 of the same section of the Act however, provided: 

(8) If the factor worked out in accordance with subsection (5) in calculating the 

accumulated HEC debt of a person at 1 June in a year would, if it were calculated to 4 

decimal places, end with a number greater than 4, the factor worked out in accordance 

with that subsection in making that calculation is taken to be the factor calculated to 

3 decimal places in accordance with that subsection and increased by 0.001. 

The impact of rounding can be seen through comparison of the last two 

columns of the table - the factor calculated to four decimal places, as compared with 

the indexation factor applied to the debt. This shows that if section 8 rounding 

provision had not been included, in eight out of fifteen indexation factors the 

percentage by which the debt was indexed would have changed (in seven of those 

cases it would have been 0.01 less). 
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Table 22 Indexation applied in calculating accumulated I-IECS debt73: 

Year 
March 
quarter 

CPI [Al] 

(previous) 
December 

quarter 
CPI [A2] 

(previous) 
September 

quarter 
CPI [A3] 

(previous) 
June 

quarter 
CPI [A4] 

Sum Al- 
A4 

[A5] 

sum later 
year/sum 
previous 
year [A6] 

Indexation 
rate 

June 1 

2005 147.5 146.5 145.4 144.8 584.2 1.0243 2.4% 

2004 144.1 142.8 142.1 141.3 570.3 1.0240 2.4% 

2003 141.3 139.5 138.5 137.6 556.9 1.0312 3.1% 

2002 136.6 135.4 134.2 133.8 540 1.0362 3.6% 

2001 132.7 131.3 130.9 126.2 521.1 1.0527 5.3% 

2000 125.2 124.1 123.4 122.3 495 1.0185 1.9% 

1999 121.8 121.9 121.3 121 486 1.0120 1.2% 

1998 120.3 120 119.7 120.2 480.2 0.9989 -0.1% 

1997 120.5 120.3 120.1 119.8 480.7 1.0199 2% 

1996 119 118.5 117.6 116.2 471.3 1.0459 4.6% 

1995 114.7 112.8 111.9 111.2 450.6 1.0252 2.5% 

1994 110.4 110 109.8 109.3 439.5 1.0185 1.9% 

1993 108.9 107.9 107.4 107.3 431.5 1.0086 0.9% 

1992 107.6 107.6 106.6 106 427.8 1.0244 2.4% 

1991 105.8 106 103.3 102.5 417.6 1.0634 6.4% 

1990 100.9 99.2 97.4 95.2 392.7 1.080 8% 

1989 92.9 92.0 90.2 88.5 363.6 N/a N/a 

How does indexation work? Does indexation work?  

As a final consideration in this Chapter, the debtors' observations that their 

debt was either not decreasing as quickly as their compulsory repayments would 

indicate, or else not decreasing at all, is explored. A form of 'simulation' of 

repayment is outlined below, which differs from microsimulations described in 

Chapter Ten in that it attempts to hold to the perspective of the debtor. 

73  Indexation rates sourced from ATO 2003; CPI figures from ATO 2005 
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...additional tax withheld is not credited to your HECS account during the year but 

forms part of the total amount shown at 'tax zvithheld' on your annual PAYG 

payment summary, and on your income tax notice of assessment ... The compulsory 

repayment amount is credited to your HECS account on the date your notice of 

assessment is issued74(ATO 2004) 

The representations in HECS Your Questions Answered, and in further information 

published by the ATO (see ATO 2004 for example), implied that compulsory 

repayment of the debt through the PAYG tax withholding structures would 

eventually discharge the liability. 

"Indexation keeps the debt alive for quite a long time. Without indexation, I reckon it 
would be less than $1000 now, instead of $6200-ish." (Ä2613s) 

The reports by survey respondents — that debt discharge was, in their 

experience, not happening - led to consideration of the repayment schedules and the 

timing of application of repayments. Several repayment simulations confirmed that 

there were circumstances in which it would not be safe to assume that repayment 

entailed the debt balance reducing, the starkest of which is presented in Table 23 

below. Table 23 shows a simulated repayment scenario over ten years using the 

following assumptions: 

(1) The debt of $20,000 was incurred as of semester one 1994, and was not added 

to subsequently through further study. 

(2) The debtor's income was held constant at $25,000 per annum. 

(3) Compulsory repayments for the financial year were applied subsequent to 

the indexation applied on June 1 of that financial year as per the debtors' and 

the ATO representations. 

(4) To illustrate, compulsory repayments of $875 made between July 1 2000 and 

June 30 2001, were applied after a tax return was processed (in the three 

74  For a reader unfamiliar with the Australian taxation system, a notice of assessment is issued 
after an individual has filed their tax return after the end of the financial year (30 June). When 
the notice of assessment is issued will depend on when the individual files their tax return. In 
the ATO 2004 example, a tax return was lodged in July 2002, and a notice of assessment was 
issued 16 August 2002. 
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months after June 30 2001). The indexation applied to the outstanding debt on 

June 1 2001 (5.3%) increased the amount by $1,032.59, resulting in an 

accumulated balance of $20,515.48. Only then were compulsory repayments 

made throughout 2000-2001 subtracted, leaving a balance of $19,640.48. 

(5) The indexation applied on June 1 2002 (3.6% = $707.06) resulted in a revised 

accumulated balance of $20,347.54 

(6) Therefore, from indexation statements issued on this account for the period 

2000 - 2002 would read: 

June 1 2000: $20,482.89 

June 1 2001: $20,515.48 

June 1 2002: $20,347.54 

For that period (including financial year 1999-2000 to financial year 2001-

2002) compulsory repayments of $2750 resulted in a decrease in the debt of 

$135.35. 

Table 23 Simulation of debt progression of $20,000 incurred in June 1994, by June 2005 

ost-indexation balance 	 compulsory repayment 

as at 
June 

1:  

indexation factor 
applied% 

amount shown 
on indexation 

statement 

financial year 
(July 1 - June 

30) 
amount 

balance 
outstanding 

after 
compulsory 
repayment 

1994 $20,000 
1995 2.5 $20,500 1994-1995 nil $20,500 

1996 4.6 $21,443 1995-1996 nil $21,443 
1997 2 $21,871.86 1996- 1997 nil $21,871.86 

1998 -0.1 $21,849.99 1997- 1998 $1,000 $20,849.99 

1999 1.2 $21,100.99 1998-1999 $1,000 $20,100.99 

2000 1.9 $20,482.89 1999- 2000 $1,000 $19,482.89 

2001 5.3 $20,515.48 2000- 2001 $875 $19,640.48 

2002 3.6 $20,347.54 2001- 2002 $875 $19,472.54 

2003 3.1 $20,076.19 2002- 2003 $750 $19,326.19 

2004 2.4 $19,790.02 2003- 2004 nil $19,790.02 

2005 2.4 $20,264.98 2004- 2005 nil $20,264.98 

(+$264.98) total $5,500 
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In this example, it can be seen that over a period of ten years, while $5,500.00 

of compulsory repayments were applied to the debt, by June 2 2005, the outstanding 

balance on a debt of $20,000 (1994) had become $20,264.98 (2005). 

While it might be argued to be artificial to have held income constant, this is 

not an unrealistic assumption for self-employed earners, nor is it an unrealistic 

assumption of the new social landscape as inscribed by workplace relations 

deregulated wages. In econometric modelling of HECS repayments discussed in 

Chapter Ten indexation was not factored into the projections. This is not to 

understate the complexity of such an adjustment through presenting it in the 

example simplified above as if this would invariantly occur. The example does 

illustrate the partiality of the explanations offered to students, which might be 

summed in the question 'real value from whose perspective?' 

Compounding implications 

"... I think they should be more up front about indexation" (#4217d, BVision Science) 

Possibilities such as the repayment scenario simulated above were not contained in 

any HECS information, nor is it likely that it could have been, given the significant 

variable was the indexation factor which was of necessity calculated retrospectively. 

In concert with the timing of the application of compulsory repayments withheld 

through PAYG taxation processes (which of necessity were always going to be after 

the indexation factor was applied) this scenario illustrates the possibility of 

compulsory repayments servicing indexation (best case), or a potential debt trap 

(worst case). 

These scenarios would have become evident, however, had there been some 

(global) debt accountability reporting requirements imposed on the repayment cycle. 

The 'indexation-only' repayment possibility was one identified by the debtors. The 

example above provided an illustration of how it could be possible to be making 

repayments of a debt, which did not appear to be making any difference to the debt 

balance. This highlighted the importance of feedback mechanisms in such structures, 
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the would allow the insights of persons subject to a policy to provide information 

that was not available through any avenue other than that of direct experience. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN: KNOWING THE PRODUCT 

In this final chapter, the findings of the sociography and the online survey are 

considered as they answered the questions guiding the research. A discussion of the 

strengths and limitations of the approaches taken in the research provides the 

context for recommendations for future research into the income-contingent loan 

structure, and some suggestions for how such research could inform the possible 

application of such loans in other social policy contexts. 

The research questions addressed were: 

1. How is/was the HECS represented to the public by policy makers? 

2. What is known about HECS debtors and their debt? How is this information 

presented? 

3. What do HECS debtors know about the scheme? With what information do 

they form their perceptions? How do these perceptions correspond with the 

official representations? 

The following discussion approaches the research questions by returning to 

the title of the thesis - 'Know Your Product' — where the product is the HECS loan, as 

opposed to the university experience it finances. In the market vernacular, the 

research questions can be reframed as: 

1. How do/did policy-makers represent the product? 

2. What information was available about the product and how was it 

acquired? 

3. Do the 'consumers' know their product? How does their understanding 

correspond with the official representations? What else is produced 

through consuming the product? 

The following discussion answers these questions first through revisiting the 

dominant representations of the product 'HECS' in the light of the phrases produced 

by the HECS debtors responses in the survey. Then the benefits of an informational 

analysis are considered as they cast light on what was produced in the way of 

informational asymmetries and deficiencies for respondents to the survey. Finally, 

additional products of the income-contingent loan — perhaps unanticipated by all 
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parties to the HECS arrangement — illuminate the potential future risks of 

committing to a lifelong human capital contract in a social context that continues to 

undergo significant change. 

Official representations  

To reprise, the dominant representations of the HECS by policy makers were 

that: 

The Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) was introduced in 1989 as a 

fair and equitable way of ensuring that all students contribute to the cost of their 

higher education. It is considered reasonable that students who directly benefit 

from higher education should pay a part of the cost. The Commonwealth still 

pays the major part of the costs involved. The interest free deferred repayment 

arrangements mean that students are not prevented from participating in higher 

education by an inability to pay up front fees. The money collected through HECS is 

spent on the higher education system. (Commonwealth of Australia, 1998, 1, 

emphases added). 

The HECS was presented to the public by policy makers as a straightforward 

arrangement. Income contingency was attributed the characteristic of a priori 

fairness. The assumptions of policy makers were that the HECS was a stable 

mechanism, both known and knowable. 

Lan ua . e • ames of e • uit : not eve thin the state does is' . olic ' 

The lack of attention paid to HECS debtors by policy makers suggested a 

governmental perception that the HECS debt, once acquired, was a private and 

individual responsibility and not an object of public interest or accountability. 

Even given the vagaries surrounding definitions of the term 'policy', to 

represent political actions the net result of which are to transfer risk (and 

uncertainty) to individuals as such, does imply that a degree of accountability for the 

fiscal processes by which this is achieved is warranted. 

263 



The sociography of the HECS technostructure provided a perspective 

illuminating why there would be official disinterest in the consequences of the 

HECS, identifying the different interests at stake, and the partiality of perspective 

produced through a segmented administrative apparatus. 

The critical review of extant research examined the way in which old social 

landscape discourses of university education (as a pathway for individual social 

mobility, as a mechanism of social investment) imported a uniform construction of 

university experience and a normative participation pathway into appraisals of the 

scheme. These assumptions were uncritically extended to an increasingly diverse 

population - in terms of personal characteristics, and in terms of the results of mass 

university participation. 

Can the product be known?  

Arguably, attempts to isolate and determine 'HECS impacts', treating the 

HECS as if it were an independent variable in a one way causal chain, led previous 

research to overlook the variation in observations that suggested both complexity in 

conceptualisations of the HECS, and problems in the transparency of HECS 

processes. It is possible that there is no easy way to separate out specific 'HECS 

effects' from the manifold interdependent processes into which the arrangement was 

enfolded. 

This explained the persistent reiteration of a 'lack of evidence' that the HECS 

has reduced demand for university education, or else deterred particular populations 

from contemplating university entry or continuation of studies. 

There is a lack of evidence firstly because the assumptions brought to 

previous research did not wholly correspond with the experience of becoming a 

HECS debtor (as reported by the respondents, and as apparent from the 

sociography), that is, because prior research tended to assume, for example, the 

appearance of a preference as indicative of an informed decision. 

Secondly, a 'lack of evidence' was produced perhaps simply because the 

modes of research appropriate for investigating the effects of the HECS had not been 

used. 

264 



Unhexing the HECS  

The mantra of HECS as equitable in-itself, resting on the assumptions of 

individual benefit and fairness in repayment, became the common chorus of 

advocates of the policy. There would, after all, be no need to inquire into the equity 

of a process that was inherently fair. Mesmerised by the presumptions of income-

contingency as a beneficial financing structure, and of university credentials as 

providing social security, divergent experiences of the policy, and appraisals which 

configured the HECS as potentially other than beneficial were ignored as 'self 

interested', or else were dismissed as attributable to 'insignificant numbers'. 

The benefits of an informational analysis  

Had this research proceeded from the same framework of assumptions about 

the HECS that have underwritten each version of the policy - that university 

participation is exclusively about self-investment in human capital, that the loan 

mechanism is a priori fair and operationally transparent, that repayment was only 

required when the debtor had achieved the labour market advantage that was the 

basis of rationalising the introduction of tuition fees - then the survey aim and the 

analysis of the respondents' perceptions would have taken a very different form. 

(i) Assessing equity in process 

In this research the idea of equity has been considered as a property of 

processes, not of persons. In a policy which has been the object of continuous 

alteration, to support the assertion that the HECS was equitable, from this 

perspective, would require clarity and transparency in information provision. The 

informational analysis therefore provided a perspective from which the fairness of 

the process could be assessed. 

The HECS 'technostructure' in order to function successfully, required a 

significant responsibility to be undertaken by the HECS debtor. Through deliberately 

seeking the 'limit points' of the HECS debt acquisition and discharge processes, the 

informational analysis emphasised the points in the flow of representations where 

discontinuities produced by policy alterations precipitated information asymmetries 
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in both the survey respondents, and in the official information provided to explain 

the scheme's operation. 

In a situation of stable process and perfect information, the deficits accruing 

to the debtors HECS awareness and acceptance could have been analysed as 

indicators of individual negligence in attaining the necessary information about the 

HECS arrangement. However, by the point at which the survey was designed, the 

sociography as a form of critical analysis had established that the information that 

did exist about the HECS was inadequate to direct the prospective debtor through 

the maze of processes of debt accrual and repayment, and inaccurately conveyed the 

range of implications that incurring a HECS debt comprehended. 

(ii) Debtors as informants not objects 

Cahoone's comment that 'postmodernism' proceeds through an analysis of 

'constitutive otherness' (see Chapter One) was operationalised in this research 

through an exploration of the HECS debtor as the 'constituted other' of the HECS as 

a university financing mechanism. 

Given the changing nature of the scheme, and by contrast with previous 

HECS survey research, it was not assumed in the survey design that respondents 

were in possession of sufficient information relevant to answer questions about the 

overall fairness of the scheme. In this sense the survey took a step back from the 

assumption of informed consent to the HECS, to examine the conditions under which 

debtors had ostensibly assented to the HECS arrangement, with a view to 

determining what they understood of the HECS, and what this meant to them. 

In approaching participants in this way, the survey showed that HECS 

debtors constituted a rich source of information about the HECS in operation, and 

revealed informational deficiencies at critical points in the process which were not 

apparent from other points within the HECS technostructure. This left individuals 

vulnerable to making a commitment to an undertaking, the consequences of which 

were not explained. It also highlighted the unique perspective debtors could bring to 

an appraisal. 

Aporiae in the HECS processes identified by the debtors included the 

stipulation of obligations of particular agents incorporated into the HECS 
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technostructure (employers, universities), and information about the intricacies and 

complexities of the repayment processes (the indexation factor in particular, but also 

questions about the logic of the application of repayments to the debt). These silences 

had a profound implications for debtors who had not achieved the labour market 

advantage university participation was assumed to provide. 

From the range of responses reported in Chapters Twelve and Thirteen it can 

be seen that while the HECS was perceived to be a non-onerous and workable 

mechanism for individuals who had attended university briefly and gone on to enjoy 

labour market success (in other words, who conformed to the normative 

assumptions of the policy), for others who had returned to study as mature aged 

students or to do second (third and fourth) degrees, for those who had not completed 

a qualification, and for those who otherwise did not enjoy a 'standard' existence, the 

HECS was precipitous of a wide range of surprises and difficulties that could not 

have been anticipated through perusal of HECS Your Questions Answered. 

Reconceptualisingthe HECS: informational adequacy 

If the university system were like any other commodity market and the HECS 

loan configured as a credit contract proper, then such human capital contracts would 

be subject to the same information provision requirements that apply to other credit 

and finance providers, including (throughout the term of the loan) information 

requirements governing changes made to the terms and conditions of the credit 

contract. As noted, the Commonwealth is exempt from such requirements in the case 

of the HECS. 

HECS debtors in that model might be considered to be seeking credit in the 

mode of informed 'consumers' and information asymmetries would not necessarily 

be considered a matter for public policy attention. Their ignorance of the terms and 

conditions of their loans in other words, would be their own responsibility - as with 

other credit contracts, failure to read the 'fine print' would not constitute grounds for 

asserting the inequity of the contract. 

However, as one respondent put it, the HECS debt ".. lets face it, is not a normal 

debt" bearing as it did features that were not a part of conventional credit contracts. 
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Through the sociography of the HECS technostructure in Chapters Three to Nine it 

became apparent that the features of the HECS arrangement distinguishing it from 

both conventional credit contracts (and as it transpired, from educational loan 

contracts in other countries) were: 

(i) The absence of a contract. 

The payment options declaration form, whilst providing a text through which 

the Commonwealth could enforce debtors' agreement to the terms of the HECS loan, 

had more in common with a marriage license than a credit contract. The formal 

assent or commitment to pay was not accompanied by any express delimitation of 

the conditions under which payment would be required nor was there an explicit 

enumeration of a term of obliged repayment, nor specific amounts. 

The research demonstrated that the interplay of income contingency in 

repayment, in combination with the application of indexation resulted in some cases 

in the debtor's obligation to pay exceeding the amount loaned by the 

Commonwealth. Further complicated by the variability of trigger thresholds for 

compulsory repayment it also created the information deficit that the amount repaid 

through the taxation system was not (and could not be) determinate. This meant that 

the 'real cost' of the loan became a function of the debtor's income in any particular 

year, the repayment threshold set for that year, and the overall performance of the 

Australian economy (as indicated by the consumer price index figure used to adjust 

the debt) - in other words, it became an unknowable quantity. The implications 

therefore, of signing a payment options declaration form assenting to repayment of 

the debt 'in accordance with ... the Higher Education Funding Act' resulted in an open-

ended obligation to pay an amount that could not be specified. The vulnerability that 

this created for the commitment of future earnings in repayment of a HECS liability 

mitigates against the idea of a rationally planned debt repayment process. 

Of most significance was the finding that debtors on low incomes making 

compulsory repayments might in effect be doing little more than servicing the 

indexation of their HECS debt. No indication in any of the documentation provided 

to the student suggested that this possibility existed in the operation of compulsory 

repayment structures. 
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In terms of the debtor's capacity to be informed as to the status and progress 

of their debt, 'informational inequities' were introduced into the process through the 

structural characteristics of the scheme's operation in the timing of issuing of HECS 

information statements (to show indexation adjustments), and the limitation of 

notices issued to HECS debtors to situations in which there had been movement on 

the debt other than the application of indexation. This created a situation in which a low 

income earning debtor who had no compulsory repayment to make, and who had 

ceased study (and had therefore not added to their debt), would not be issued with 

an information statement, and might for many years not be apprised of their growing 

balance. 

(ii) The absence of accurate and relevant information 

The analysis of the HECS information provided to students shed light on the 

lack of clearly defined and explained processes applicable to the HECS, and offered 

an explanation of the sometimes incredible ignorance and confusion expressed by 

survey respondents. The possibility of significant variation to the scheme was 

reflected neither in the HECS information nor in official representations. 

This was particularly manifest in respondents' comments referring to the 

'shifting posts' of the agreement, questions as to the legitimacy of government 

imposed alterations to the agreement, surprise expressed at the process of indexation 

and its impact on the accumulated debt, and the emergent attitude of 'deferrence' 

which described the understandable stance of resignation and deferral of 

consideration of the debt as something over which the debtors perceived they had 

little control. 

At the same time, the analysis of indexation and the implications it carries for 

'deferrent' debtors who do not consciously determine a means of managing their 

liability, suggest significant additional penalties for those debtors who trust in the 

automatic compulsory repayment process as the way to discharge their debt. 

(iii) The absence of ongoing monitoring of the HECS 

In the sense that the HECS is not an ordinary credit contract but a matter of 

public policy and public spending, the question can be asked as to whether the 
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limited accounting for the HECS that was found (deep) within Annual reports of the 

agencies involved in the administration of the HECS could be said to be sufficient to 

the requirements on public agencies controlling substantial amounts of public outlay. 

The attitude of 'deterrence' theorised as the debtor response to the nature of their 

indebtedness (it is hypothesised) might be said to also extend to the agencies and 

authorities ostensibly 'in charge' of the scheme, and to commentators repeating 

inconclusive findings of previous research. 

The information provided by the MIS07 correspondence (in Chapter Nine) 

indicated that the database holds more information than has been reported in official 

accounts of the scheme, and would be one point at which an auditing of HECS 

amounts reported by universities would be possible. It is also possible that the 

database properly interrogated would yield time series information of actual debt 

repayment patterns. 

Systemic Glitches  

The finding of the 'HECS creditor' (HECS debtor accounts showing a credit 

balance) on MIS07 indicated the implications of the fact that there is no onus on the 

Commonwealth to advise a student that they can cease making HECS repayments. 

This absence of 'closure' in the HECS technostructure is attributable to the 

responsibility for HECS repayment and debt management devolving solely on the 

individual debtor. At the same time this research has established that there is no easy 

means by which the debtor can be informed as to the real time progress of their 

HECS debt and its repayment. If the responsibility for debt discharge is the debtor's, 

then it is fair to suggest that there is a reciprocal responsibility to have a system in 

place whereby the debtor can attain an accurate and correct balance, and clear 

instructions as to how to make either voluntary of compulsory repayments of a 

HECS liability. 

The functions of debt recording and repayment processing were accorded to 

the Australian Taxation Office, but the difficulties reported by debtors in attaining 

debt information clearly indicated that the 'client' in the management system 

designed for the HECS was not the HECS debtor, but the Commonwealth. This 
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reflected the split interests that were being accommodated by the repayment process 

- and the fact that what is an investment for the Commonwealth is a debit account for 

the HECS debtor. In this sense, the debtor suffers information deficits which cannot 

be considered the responsibility of the Australian Taxation Office (who after all are 

administering the HECS debt as a part of an agreement with the Department of 

Education, and who from the start of the scheme had been clear that the tax office 

was not a debt collection agency). 

The introduction of the PAYE/PAYG system of HECS deductions, while a 

crucial systemic requirement in recouping the HECS debt (as Commonwealth 

investment) and installing an 'automatic' procedure for debtors to fulfil their 

repayment obligations, was not accompanied by planning for the implications of (a) 

incorporating another group of administrative agents in the form of employers and 

payroll accountants into the debt repayment process, and thus further distributing 

information about the details of repayment and (b) the informational difficulties this 

created for a HECS debtor who was trying to keep track of their debt and its 

progress. 

Responsibility under conditions of uncertainty 

Together, these absences (of contract, and of information about the 

arrangement, and of monitoring of the longer term consequences of incurring a 

HECS debt) produced an information based inequity - that the debtor was and is 

obliged to uphold their agreement to repay the HECS loan under whatever terms the 

government of the day deemed appropriate. 

The chronology of the HECS policy episodes established that what was 

deemed appropriate has varied according the governmental perceptions of the HECS 

arrangement and purpose. The disparity of power inherent in the HECS arrangement 

can be summed in the observation that the body determining the amount of tuition 

fee was also the body providing the finance. There was (and is) no body independent 

of the parties to the agreement empowered to monitor or regulate the actions of the 

credit provider (the state). 
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Knowing the product: further research 

Further research might explore the hypothesis of deferrence in the HECS 

technostructure through surveying of agents incorporated into the administrative 

processes - university and Department of Education HECS officers, and persons 

working on the HECS 'hotline', in university admissions centres, a random sample of 

academics working in universities over enrolment periods, and a random sample of 

payroll accountants implementing HECS deductions from employees' pay packets. 

From the reported experiences of the survey respondents, and the increasing 

complexity of the new HELP, the possibility exists that the 'confidently wrong' may 

also exist in the population providing advice on and implementing the loan scheme, 

as much as in the population of borrowers. 

While some of the absence of monitoring can be put down to the operational 

distribution of the functions of debt accrual and repayment, actions on behalf of the 

Commonwealth (such as the abolition of the Higher Education Council) suggest that 

there is also a lack of understanding on behalf of the Commonwealth as to what 

would be required in order to establish and confirm any assertion that the HECS 

arrangement is operationally equitable. 

It would further seem that the assertion of income contingency as inherently 

equitable is a major obstacle in the path of appropriate accounting and 

accountability. 

The findings of this research demonstrated that at the limits, the operations of 

the HECS cast doubt on the appropriateness of both the 'income-contingent' and the 

'interest free' dimensions of the official representation. 

The key phrase rationalising the equitable nature of the HECS arrangement -  

'interest free income-contingent', through close examination and informational analysis 

of the processes of debt accrual and repayment, in concert with the many changes 

made to the scheme, is due for revision. Given the (potentially) lifelong nature of the 

HECS agreement and the now large amounts of money that such debt comprises this 

is even more so the case under the new HELP system, which from 1 June 2006 will 

comprehend all existing HECS debts and subsume them under HELP debt 

repayment parameters. 
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Surveying the HECS — strengths and limitations of the present research  

Although it would appear on the basis of this research that the HECS 

information is dispersed such that no one agency is positioned to make appraisals of 

the HECS and its impact, the political and scholarly rhetoric of the scheme's success 

is ongoing. There is a 'lack of evidence' to suggest that assertions of the success of the 

HECS as a financing mechanism reflect the varying experiences of the scheme's 

ostensible beneficiaries (i.e. HECS debtors). 

The mode of inquiry was of necessity exploratory, and so the survey findings 

where significant can be viewed as generative of hypotheses meriting further 

investigation. 

Given that this research is the first of its kind, the novelty of the online survey 

as one of the data collection instruments, and the absence of previous research 

against which the survey results could be compared, the findings cannot be inferred 

to the entire population of HECS debtors. They have at least uncovered however, 

some of the ways in which income-contingent loans in operation can produce 

inequities, and some of the means by which aspects of the loan can be researched. 

(i) The online survey 

The online survey succeeded in reaching HECS debtors who, given the 

budgetary and time constraints of the research would otherwise not have been 

included in the respondent sample. Hidden from public view (and public 

representation), the online survey's most surprising outcome was in the extent to 

which respondents felt comfortable relating significant life events at length to 

someone they had not, and never would, meet. The anonymity afforded by virtual 

reality seemed to produce confidence in respondents, and perhaps afforded more 

disclosure than would an interview. 

In retrospect there were some design flaws in the survey construct which 

served to reduce the certainty attributable to some of the findings, and which 

illuminated the difficulty in ascertaining accurate information through one source. 

The clearest example of this was that where respondents were asked to indicate the 

HECS Your Questions Answered booklets they had read and received, no option was 
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provided for respondents to positively indicate they had received or read none of the 

booklets for any of the years. This also reflected the researcher's misunderstanding at 

the time of designing the survey — it had been assumed that all universities provided 

copies of the information booklet, an assumption which was not borne out as the 

research progressed. In fact as automation of the enrolment process for continuing 

students developed, by 2002, at The University of Melbourne (for example), students 

would receive their enrolment details in the mail, and could confirm their enrolment 

and pay their guild fees without actually attending the campus. In the 

documentation issued through the post, students were provided with the URL of the 

booklet on the (now decommissioned) website, and so there was no ultimate 

guarantee that the student had ever even seen the booklet. 

While it would have enhanced the survey to have included an optional text 

field for each question allowing the respondent to comment on either the question 

and the manner it was asked or else to elaborate on answers that were requested in a 

'tick the box' format, respondents ultimately made use of the field accompanying the 

'any other comment or query about your HECS debt' to point out ambiguities in 

previous questions and provide additional information. Other respondents emailed 

the research site email address with further comments that on reflection they 

considered relevant to their answers. In this sense, the two way communication 

possibilities of the survey site did facilitate information gathering in a manner 

superior to a one-way mail survey. 

Further limitations were produced by the recruitment of a self-selecting 

sample, introducing the possibility that the respondents represented less than the 

entire range of possible perspectives. As the aim was to consider the range, the 

presence of a number of 'HECS positive' respondents suggested that at least in its 

basic design, the survey was not targeting the disaffected HECS debtor solely. With a 

healthy budget to fund a population study, and with the cooperation of the ATO, it 

would be possible to administer the survey as a mail survey to random or purposive 

samples of the debtor population extant on the database MIS07. As the database 

retains the HECS record even when the debtor has completed their repayment it also 

274 



contains the possibility of retrospective studies recruiting former as well as current 

HECS debtors. 

(ii) The size of the sample 

Within the time-constrained nature of doctoral research the 'snapshot' 

approach was employed in order to identify the informational factors shaping 

debtors perceptions of the HECS and its implications. An efficacy study of the 

scheme could improve on these indicative findings if it took the form of a 

longitudinal project tracking the HECS experience through debtors' educational 

participation and beyond. It would be interesting to follow through and assess the 

perceived impact of the HECS liability at different stages of the lifecourse. From the 

survey respondents comments, it is likely that at family formation stages, in relation 

to work patterns, and in terms of lifelong learning (return to study), the HECS would 

constitute a variable but significant consideration. 

The survey conducted in this research served as an experimental approach to 

discerning the informational adequacy of the HECS arrangement as perceived by the 

HECS debtors. The findings suggested that the individualising nature of the HECS 

arrangement implied that survey by sample while fruitful in providing a range of 

perspectives on the HECS experience, would inevitably overlook features of the 

scheme if they were only encountered by one HECS debtor, and if that debtor was 

not included in the sample. 

Approaching researching HECS comprehensively might require redesigning 

the survey as a population study. Successful implementation of such a survey would 

as noted require substantial support from the Australian Taxation Office. Their 

database, however, being designed to issue information statements would easily 

accommodate a recruitment flyer that could be sent to the entire population receiving 

information statements. Ideally it would be sent to the entire database. The advice 

from the ATO was that not every HECS debtor received a statement annually. In the 

context of this research this has been identified as a systemic flaw producing 

unnecessary informational deficits in the debtors' HECS awareness and thus 

detracting from the fair operation of the scheme, and would ideally be replaced by 

either a universal requirement to issue an information statement to all HECS debtors 
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or else to provide, as debtors suggested, an online debt management facility where a 

debtor could track their balance. 

The HELP system, through allocating students with a number that allows 

them to keep track of their learning entitlement ration already provides an online 

facility for current students. An online survey could easily be linked to this site and 

students having logged in to the database, could be directed to the survey. 

A final comment on the analysis of survey data is to acknowledge the 

complex interaction of variables that would be required in order to properly appraise 

the scheme and its impact on the population of HECS debtors. The analysis that was 

possible on the basis of the information collected reflects the changing social 

landscape and related factors that inhibit a straightforward analysis. Originally it 

was thought that collecting information about the debtors' HECS exposure, labour 

market position, and disciplines studied would provide some mechanism for the 

grouping of responses into discrete categories. However, this would be to assume 

that the survey respondents had followed what has been described in this research as 

the normative student experience. The variety of work and study combinations 

reported by the debtors acted against such a reduction. As the research progressed it 

became apparent that a survey approach while surprisingly successful as an 

interactive format, was less illuminating of the variable and complex interactions 

between work and study than had been anticipated. 

Uncertainty in the 'long run'  

While the HECS throughout its duration was represented as an essentially 

invariant structure ('income-contingent interest free'), close scrutiny of the 

operational details showed multiple points at which the arrangement could be 

varied. While these variations were presented as either equitable and justified by the 

individual benefit language game, or else as economic commonsense (annual 

indexation of HECS charges, annual indexation of the outstanding debt) the 

informational analysis demonstrated an absence of obligation on the part of policy 

makers to provide clear and intelligible information explaining the implications of 
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such variations, further supported by the absence of such information in official 

representations of the scheme. 

Further, the apparent economic commonsense attaching to such phenomena 

as indexation of outstanding debts was shown to be commonsensical only from the 

perspective of the Commonwealth as the lending party to the loan arrangement. As 

noted, if indexation of dollar values were universally applied and wages were 

subject to the same value preservation devices, then there would be a case for 

arguing the equivalence of value of the debt relative to the debtor's labour market 

value. However, in the light of legislative attempts to deregulate the price of labour 

through the Workplace Relations Act 1996 and subsequent amendments, the 

Commonwealth's assumption (and continued assertion) of a guaranteed labour 

market advantage accruing to university credentials is unsustainable as an 

assumption of the new social landscape. 

This forces consideration of the possibility that either policy makers are 

continuing to operate on 'old school' assumptions and are not aware of the 

implications of their current policy preferences for the simple association of human 

capitalism between educational credential and labour market position (that 

education equals self-investment), or else they are operating from 'old social 

landscape' assumptions as a deliberate rhetorical device in a language game that 

seeks to transfer the costs of participation to individuals without concern for the 

macro-social consequences that might ensue. 

(i) The Frog in The Saucepan 

This research has established that what constituted necessary and relevant 

information in grasping the consequences of entering into the HECS agreement as it 

was between 1989 and 2005, was complex and variable, and this was not reflected in 

official documentation and explanations. In the changing set of processes that the 

HECS was (and that the HELP builds on) the information and representations 

offered were inadequate to the various situations that might arise in relation to a 

HECS debt. This was the case for a substantial proportion of the sample of survey 

respondents, iterated by members of the Administrative Appeals Tribunal, and 

manifest in review of the official documentation. It was interesting to find that in the 
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midst of individualised and variable experiences, commonalities (an unexpected tax 

debt, the discovery and surprise of indexation) were manifest. 

A population study would be able to confirm that it was not only the 

experience of the sample, as would some mathematical-actuarial appraisal of the 

interaction of wages with repayment thresholds and gross deductions. 

The assumptions of perfect information in an arrangement that is 

characterised by variability in terms and conditions can be supported in the presence 

of ongoing mandatory information provision. Analysis of survey respondent 

characteristics indicated that 'deferrence' was an attitude that could be afforded by 

the high income earner whose financial and educational characteristics corresponded 

with the policy's assumptions of minimal education and high labour market return. 

For the remainder of the survey respondents, the situation can best be 

compared with that of the proverbial frog in the saucepan of cold water placed on 

the stove. Had the debtor been advised that possibilities of debt increasing above 

wages through indexation, low income repayments resulting in interest only 

servicing, this potential 'hot water' could have alerted them to the need to pay close 

attention to their subsequent situation However, had the debtor been availed of the 

information necessary to consider the implications of their decision to defer payment 

it is not clear that this would have had any impact on their educational decisions. The 

perception of university education as necessary to the attainment of some degree of 

income security has persisted as an orthodoxy of the new social landscape, even as 

the nature of the mechanisms of income security (i.e. work) and the nature of the 

university itself (market) have changed. 

This does not forgive an obligation on behalf of the credit provider to make 

explicit the terms and conditions of the HECS agreement, or at least to refrain from 

misrepresentation. 

(ii) A monitoring imperative 

"For the generation behind me, weigh up the costs versus the benefits. These days 
without a degree, you don't get a ticket to work. For the generation in front of me, I 
hope you enjoyed your free university education." (8306, BCom, HECS 2) 
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The capacity for the terms and conditions of the HECS arrangement to 

change, and the fundamental inadequacy of the extant HECS representations 

provided to debtors through the incarnations of the HECS, suggests that there is an 

ongoing need to inquire closely into and monitor - in an ongoing fashion - the 

structures, processes and conduct of the income-contingent loan function. It is 

insufficient to continue to cite an absence of evidence of HECS effects as connoting 

an absence of HECS effects. In market structures, perceptions become a source of 

information, especially where official information is unclear or difficult to find. The 

perceptions of 'betrayal' and 'misrepresentation' reported by survey respondents, 

even if based on 'factual' errors in their understanding, will form one source of 

information for future students contemplating university. A lack of 'consumer 

confidence' in the operations of the scheme would then have significant implications 

for this mechanism of financing the university system. 

(iii) Monitoring the monitors 

While there are existing institutions that in concert might be sufficient to 

monitor the ongoing operational (i.e. loan contracting and repayment) aspects of the 

scheme, the implications identified by (and for) persons with income-related 

liabilities - including SFSS loan holders as well as HECS debtors - are such that their 

impact might be better appraised by an authority that could accommodate the 

lifelong scope within its remit. 

It is suggested here that this responsibility might be appropriately accorded 

to an agency that stands independent of the debt contracting and repayment 

processes. While such a function would require the cooperation, data and input of 

the administering agencies of the HECS technostructure (universities, the 

Department of Education, the Australian Taxation Office) an appraisal that is not 

structured according to the interests of only one of the parties to the agreement 

would be best made by an external auditor. The recently created Inspector General of 

Taxation might provide a current example of a statutory body that stands at one 

remove from agencies over which it has monitoring oversight. This agency could 

oversee the income-contingent loan process (the setting of charges, the determination 

of repayment triggers) and play an active role in assessing the adequacy of 
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information accompanying such agreements. This however, would only be 

overseeing the 'front end' of the technostructure, whereas the wider social 

implications might only be manifest to an authority that could take a 

multidisciplinary and socially orientated perspective. 

In the absence of such an authority, and in the absence of evidence 

disconfirming the findings of this research, the assertion of equity attaching to the 

income-contingent loan remains an untested hypothesis. 

In the meantime .. a new market, a new product 

When this research was commenced in 2002, the Australian university system 

was not yet fully 'marketised'. The Nelson Episode, through enhancing the 

possibility of institutional competition that is essential to the concept of the free 

market, and through enabling the funding of that competition to be based on an 

increased capacity for universities to charge their students, has completed the 

reconceptualisation of the HECS as a form of Commonwealth scholarship, that 

commenced with HECS 2. 

As the market undergoes further liberation, more and larger income-

contingent loans are being extended to students. If the survey respondents are typical 

of the population, then not all recipients know how the loan works when they sign 

up. While an advocate of the policy might argue that is the price to be paid for the 

inevitable benefits to be reaped, the changing social landscape suggests that the 

uncritical reliance on assumptions of the old social landscape are disingenuous at 

best, and at worst, misleading. 
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Appendix 1: Becoming a HECS debtor, a reflexive account 

The following account is intended to illustrate the original impetus for the research 

in the researcher's experiences of the HECS. For the embedded researcher, as 

Bourdieu noted in Homo Academicus: 

When faced with the challenge of studying a world to which we are linked by all sorts 

of specific investments, inextricably intellectual and 'temporal', our first automatic 

thought is to escape; our concern to escape any suspicion of prejudice leads us to 

attempt to negate ourselves as 'biased' or 'informed' subjects ... in the pursuit of 

personal interests ... (Bourdieu 1988, 6). 

Bourdieu's argument was that the study of 'the social' required a vigilance 

over the construction of categories of inquiry more rigorous than the 

conceptualisations of a 'normal scientific' approach. To fail to 'break with' the 

commonsensical constructions of social relations would be to import assumptions 

into an inquiry that on closer examination might turn out to be unwarranted. While 

in his earlier work Bourdieu recommended 'objectivation of objectivations' as a 

means for achieving insight into the social constructions of fields of social interaction, 

in the last work published in his lifetime (Bourdieu 1999) he turned to the idea of 

testimony as providing a particular form of confirmation or illustration of a theory of 

social suffering (for a discussion of the 'provoked and accompanied interview' see for 

example Hamel 1997). The approach considered the practical consciousness with 

which social actors were endowed as constituting their testimony as representative of 

a particular theoretical case- the effects of debt and insecure work for example. 

The practical consciousness formed through the experience of acquiring a 

HECS debt as demonstrated throughout the research, varies significantly with the 

individual's resulting social position (in terms of income and employment tenure). 

The narrative testimony presented below, then, serves the end of exemplifying how 

the interaction of computers and agents in the HECS technostructure could create an 

operational error, which would be invisible if the official record were taken as the 

'fact of the matter'. While the researcher (in the words of survey respondent #1795) 



"..cannot undo past educational decisions" the present research, in inquiring into the 

quality and integrity of information processes of the HECS, sought to establish an 

ongoing need for simple and transparent feedback processes in order that debtors 

might contribute their practical insights ("testimony") to the policy system, and 

provide from their perspective a counterpoint to the repeated assertion by policy 

makers that the presence of an income-contingent loan was evidence of equity and 

fairness. 

In 1988 at the age of 17, the A75  arrived at the university of excellence to study 

philosophy and pursue the life of the mind. At the orientation week festivities the A 

encountered a table at which a group of students explained that education was about 

to become something one purchased. Unaware that this was 'the norm' in most other 

'developed' countries, the A determined that this was ungood (Orwell 1950) and 

engaged in collective actions protesting the policy. However, after watching (and 

participating in) the increasingly futile attempts on behalf of students to explain to 

federal politicians what might be wrong about introducing tuition fees (dismissed as 

'self-interest'), and witnessing a horse being treated inappropriately at a 

demonstration, the A withdrew to rethink the efficacy of political action in this form 

It was only later that the A had studied sufficiently to realise that the policy, as a 'top 

down' and 'coercive' policy (Davis and Bridgman 2003), was a fait accompli and that 

no amount of rational argument or protest would have caused the government to 

resile from its preference. 

Over the next seven years the A completed a degree in philosophy and social 

theory while working in various service industry positions. 

Living a non-standard work-study existence, the A was at times forced to withdraw 

from subjects after census dates, and accrued HECS for three years in which much 

was learned but little was attained. The A's consolation was that there was little 

chance of attaining above average earnings in a climate of fiscal contraction, and 

placed her faith in the vehicle of income-contingency. 

75  i.e. the author, the researcher. 



On the verge of graduating, and finding that there was an absence of demand 

for philosophers in the labour market, the A decided to embark on a more vocational 

course of study and enrolled in a Bachelor of Social Work in 1995. 

In 1996, the A returned to the relative safety of an honours year in 

philosophy, elucidating Nietzsche's concept of the will to power as a non-

metaphysical form of relational evaluation. 

This done, the A returned to social work in 1997, congratulating herself that 

she had enrolled in the social work degree prior to the HECS 2 reforms and at least 

would be paying the HECS 1 rates. 

Have there been any difficulties in your experience of the HEC scheme? 

-A technostructural 'glitch': 

After the census date the A found the university had charged her tuition fees 

at the HECS 2 rate. She notified the university in a telephone conversation and was 

assured that 'it would be fixed'. Some months later, the A's HECS information 

statement arrived and showed charges at the HECS 2 rate. 

When the A contacted the university again, it transpired that her previous 

telephone conversation had resulted in her HECS details being corrected on the 

university computer screen, but not amended with the taxation office. 

The administration officer she spoke with sent her screen dumps of the 

amended records and a section of the HECS: Your Questions Answered booklet 

explaining indexation, denying that she had ever been charged at the wrong rate. 

The record of the error no longer existed. Correspondence ensued. The A persisted 

until it appeared that the correct amount of charge had been reported. At the time the 

A wondered if this were 'a systemic issue', but could not find an authority that 

would consider the matter relevant with which to raise it. 

Has anything surprised you about the way the debt is going? 

In 2004, after some years in the low income wilderness, the A took steps to 

order her taxation affairs. This had the beneficial effect of prompting a HECS 

information statement to be issued, which reported the accrued debt from 2000 

onwards, with no details of the preceding years. The A remembered that her debt 



balance last time she had been aware of it in July 1999 had been around $16,000. In 

2005, the A's debt passed the $20,000 milestone. 

The A has yet to make a HECS repayment. 



Appendix 2: HECS Information - HECS Your Questions Answered, 1990, 

1997• Pa ment O . tions Declaration Forms PODF 1991 1997. 
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bout t is ®o let 
This booklet is about HECS. If you are doing a higher education 
course or are planning to, you need to read this booklet. 

HECS stands for the Higher Education Contribution Scheme. Under HECS, 
you have to pay part of the cost of your higher education. 

This booklet is in two parts. The first part gives you general information. The 
second part explains in more detail what to do when you have decided how 
you will pay HECS. 

If you don't know what to do after reading this booklet, you should contact 
your institution, any Tax Office or the Department of Employment, Education 
and Training. See pages 22— 24 to find out where to get more information. 
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Part 1: 
hat is 6hogher eist?iru'? 

Higher education means courses leading to awards offered at: 
■ universities 
■ colleges of advanced education 
■ institutes of technology 
■ institutes of higher education 
■ the Australian Defence Force Academy 
■ the National Institute of Dramatic Art 
■ the Australian Maritime College 
■ the Canberra Institute of the Arts 
■ the Australian Film, Television and Radio School. 

An award includes any degree, higher degree, diploma, associate diploma 
or certificate. 

g 'dB HEM? 
• HECS requires you to pay part of the cost of your higher education. 

HECS does not apply to any course or subject (in this booklet 'subject' also 
includes 'unit') you completed before 1 January 1989. 

Contents 
Part 1 
What is 'higher education'? 3 
What is HECS? 3 
Who pays? 4 
Who doesn't pay? 4 
How is your HECS calculated? 5 
What if you withdraw from a subject? 6 
What if you fail a subject? 7 
How do you pay? 7 
Can you change your payment option? 8 
Can you make a part payment? 9 
HECS is not tax deductible 9 
What if someone else pays? 9 
Part 2 
How do you pay now? 11 
How do you pay later? 13 
■ Paying back your loan 13 
■ The tax system 15 
• How else can you repay your HECS? 17 
■ Filling in your tax return 17 
• What if you die? 18 
• Objections 18 
■ How is your HECS debt indexed? 19 
• What if you are unable to continue your study? 21 
■ Can you postpone your HECS repayment? 21 
• Right of appeal 22 
Need more help? 22 
Where to find your Tax Office 23 
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`ho aye 

If you are enrolled in higher education you must pay HECS unless you are 
exempt. 

Wh dOM 9gpY? 

You are exempt from HECS if you are: 
■ an overseas student who 
❑is fully sponsored under a foreign aid program 
D pays full course fees, or 
❑ is subject to the Overseas Students Charge 

■ enrolled at 
❑Marcus Oldham College of Farm Management, or 
DAvondale College in a course not funded by the Commonwealth. 

Also, HECS is not payable for the following types of courses or subjects: 
■TAFE (Technical and Further Education) courses 
■ adult education courses 
■continuing education courses 
■ any approved 'industrial experience' subjects done as part of your course 

(your institution has a list of subjects which are classed as being 'industrial 
experience') 

■ a postgraduate course for which the institution charges a tuition fee 

■ a postgraduate or honours course for which you have been given a HECS 
exemption scholarship 

■ a postgraduate course for which you have been given a HECS teacher 

exemption scholarship 

ma 'non—award' course (a program of studies comprising subjects for which 
tuition fees are charged by the institution and which are not being 
undertaken as part of an award course) 

■ an approved 'bridging course' (your institution has a list of such courses) 
• subjects done as an approved 'supplementary course' (your institution has 

a list of such courses) 
■ an undergraduate diploma that provides an initial nursing qualification. 

If you think any of these exemptions apply to you, you must 
check with your institution. 

Ho is your HEM cakallabd 9 
In 1990 the HECS payment for a full-time student doing a standard program 
of study is $1882 ($941 for each semester). 

To calculate your HECS for a semester, your institution calculates the study 
load for the subjects you enrol in for the semester. Your study load takes into 
account the subjects you are doing. Some subjects carry a greater study 

load than others. 

If you are a full-time student doing a standard program of study in the 
semester, you will owe the standard HECS for the semester. If you are doing 
less than a standard program, you will owe less than the standard HECS for 

the semester. 

If you are doing a standard program plus extra subjects, you will owe more 
than the standard HECS for the semester. 



Your institution will send you a written notice advising you how much you owe 
for the semester after each census date. The census dates are: 
■ First semester: 	31 March 
I Second semester: 31 August 

■ Summer school: 	Date your studies commence. 

If you believe the notice is incorrect you have the right to have your 
institution check its calculation. You will need to write to your institution 
stating what the error is and give reasons why you believe it is incorrect. You 
must do this within 14 days of the date on the notice. 

What if you withdraw from a 
subject? 
If you decide to withdraw from a subject, it is very important to 
make sure you officially withdraw from it by informing your 
institution in writing before the census date for the semester, 
that is, before 31 March for first semester and before 31 August 
for second semester. Otherwise, you will have to pay HECS for 
that subject, for that semester. 

The census date may be different from the academic withdrawal date set by 
your institution. 

6 

hat if you f a au ct? 
If you fail a subject, you still have to pay HECS for that subject. 

How do you pay? 
When you enrol you must tell your institution how you will pay. You do this by 
completing the Payment Options form which is provided by your 
institution. If you don't fill in this form and return it to your 
institution, you will not be enrolled. 

You must choose one of the following methods: 

1— pay now 

You can make an up—front payment each semester. 

You pay 85% of your HECS for that semester to your institution 
as part of your enrolment and the Commonwealth pays the rest (i.e. you 
get 15% discount which you don't have to repay). 
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2— pay later 

You can pay later when your income reaches a minimum level 
(about average weekly earnings). 

The Commonwealth pays your HECS for the semester to your 
institution on your behalf. 

The amount the Commonwealth pays on your behalf is a loan 
which you are obliged to repay through the tax system. 
Repayments begin once your taxable income reaches the 
minimum level. For the 1989-90 financial year, the minimum level 
is $23 583. 

Your loan is indexed each year to take into account increases in 
the cost of living. Indexation ensures that people aren't disadvantaged by 
repaying their loan sooner, rather than later. The value of the loan stays the 
same for everyone, regardless of how slowly it is repaid. 

Can you ch nge your pay ant 
option? 
You can change your payment option before the census date for 
each semester. For example, you may decide to make an up-front 
payment one semester and to pay later in another. 

Your payment option remains in force until you change it by completing a 
new Payment Options form. 

Can you make a part yment? 
You can pay less than 85% of your HECS for the semester to your 
institution. However, you won't get any discount if you pay this way. Your 
institution will tell you the minimum part payment it will accept. 

If you make a part payment, you must pay the rest of your HECS for the 
semester by the pay later option. 

Example 
The amount Andrea owes for the semester is $500. 

Andrea chooses the pay later option but decides to make a part payment of 
$300 now. She doesn't get a discount. She still must pay the remaining $200 
(i.e. $500 less $300) by the pay later option. 

However, if she had chosen the pay now option she would only pay $425 (i.e. 
85% of $500). 

HECS is n t toz d uctébie 
You can't claim any payment you make under HECS as a tax 
deduction — whether you pay up-front or by the pay later option. 

What if someone else pays? 
Your parent, employer or any other person can pay HECS on 
your behalf or reimburse you for it. However, any amount paid 
towards HECS can't be claimed as a tax deduction. 

8 	 9 



Part 2: 
Now do you any Cr  2 cm? 
You choose the up-front payment option on the Payment Options form 
provided by your institution. 

Your institution estimates your HECS for the semester. It is only an 
estimate because you may change your study load before the census date or 

your institution may not be able to calculate your study load accurately when 
you enrol. 

To pay up-front you must pay 85% of your estimated HECS for 
the semester to your institution. You must pay when required to 
do so by your institution and before the census date. 

After the census date, your institution will send you a notice setting out the 

actual amount of HECS for the semester. The amount on this notice will 
cover any changes you have made to your study load before the census 

date. 

If the amount you paid up-front when you enrolled is less than 85% of the 
amount shown on this notice, you must pay the balance to your institution. 

If the amount you paid when you enrolled is more than 85% of your actual 

HECS for the semester, your institution will refund the balance on request. 



If the amount you paid to your institution when you enrolled was 
85% of your actual amount of HECS for the semester, you 
completely wipe out any debt for that semester. The 15% paid by 
the Commonwealth for you is a discount that doesn't have to be 
repaid. 

Example 
For Semester 1 1990, Anthony enrols for four subjects. His institution 
estimates that Anthony owes $1000 for the semester. 

He pays 85% of this amount (i.e. $850) to his institution when he enrols on 
7 February 1990. 

So, he receives a discount of 15% (i.e. $150) which is paid for him by the 	. 
Commonwealth to his institution. 

On 20 March 1990, Anthony withdraws from one subject. 

After the census date (31 March) his institution writes to Anthony and advises 
that his actual HECS for the semester is $750 because he has reduced his 
study load. 

Anthony, in fact, only has to pay $637 (i.e. 85% of $750) because of the 
15% discount. 

Anthony should write to his institution as soon as he receives the notice and 
ask for a refund of $213 (i.e. $850 less $637). 

How do you pay kW? 
You can defer payment of your HECS for the semester by taking out a loan 
from the Commonwealth Government. You agree to do this by completing the 
Deferred Payment section on the Payment Options form. 

You start to pay back this loan through the tax system when your income 
reaches the minimum level, which for the 1989-90 financial year 
(i.e. 1 July 1989 to 30 June 1990) is $23 583. 

You are asked to quote your tax file number on your Payment Options 
form. If you don't have, or don't know, your tax file number, you must 
complete a Tax File Number Application/Enquiry form for students 
which is available from your institution. 

Your tax file number will only be used to advise the Tax Office of your HECS 
debt. 

Paying back your loan 
You will have to begin repaying your loan when your taxable income 
reaches the minimum level. For the 1989-90 financial year, the 
minimum level is $23 583. 

Usually, your taxable income is your total income for a financial year less 
any deductions you are allowed to claim (such as a gift to a charity). 
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Whenever your taxable income reaches the minimum level in any 
year, you must make HECS repayments for the year. The 
following table shows the repayment rates for the 1989-90 
financial year: 

For taxable incomes 	 % rate to be applied to 
in the range— 	 total taxable income 

$23 583 — $26 798 1% 
$26 799 — $37 518 2% 
$37 519 or more 3% 

These taxable income levels are adjusted each financial year in line with 
changes in the cost of living. 

How much your HECS repayment is for any year depends on your taxable 
income. Rates have been set so that repayments increase as taxable income 
increases — the more you earn, the higher the repayments. 

Examples 
If your taxable income for the 1989-90 financial year is $24 000, the most you 
have to repay for that year is —1 % of $24 000 i.e. $240. 

If your taxable income is $35 000, the most you have to repay for that year is — 
2% of $35 000 i.e. $700. 

If the repayment calculated in this way is more than your total HECS debt 
you pay only what you owe. 

You do not have to make a repayment for a financial year if your taxable 
income falls below the minimum level. 

The tax system 
If you earn salary or wages, your employer deducts a set amount from your 
pay and sends it to the Tax Office. These tax instalment deductions are 
held by the Tax Office until you lodge your income tax return for that financial 
year. When the Tax Office works out how much you have earned for that year 
and how much tax you have to pay, these tax instalment deductions are used 
to help pay your tax bill. 

Usually, the amount of your tax instalment deductions is enough to cover your 
tax bill. If your tax instalment deductions aren't enough to cover your tax bill 
plus your HECS repayment, you will have to pay the difference to the Tax 
Office. 

To avoid a tax bill caused by your HECS repayment, you can ask your 
employer to increase your tax instalment deductions (i.e. take more tax out of 
your pay). You will need to work out the extra amount yourself by following 
these steps: 

14 
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How much do you expect to earn for the year (say) 
	

$28 000 	 How else can you repay your HECS? 
Under the pay later option, you can make a voluntary payment of any amount 

Multiply your income by the repayment rate for that level of income 
	 to the Tax Office at any time to reduce your HECS debt. 

(2%-see page 14) 	 $560 

Divide $560 by the number of pay days left in the financial year: 

o if you are paid weekly and it is the start of the financial year, 
divide by 52 

a if you are paid fortnightly and it is the start of the financial year, 
divide by 26 	 $21.54 

In this example, if you are paid weekly and ask your employer to take out an 
extra $10.77 each pay of the financial year, you should be covered for your 
HECS repayment. 

Please remember, the amount you calculate is only an estimate. How 
accurate it is depends on: 

how close your estimate of your income is (including any other income you 
earn, such as interest on your bank accounts) 

o how many pay days there are left in the financial year after you ask your 
employer to increase your tax instalment deductions. 

If you have problems working out the extra amount, ask any Tax Office for 
help. 

You can pay in person or through the mail to any Tax Office. See pages 23 - 24 
for the addresses. 

If you had a HECS debt in 1989, the Tax Office will send you a notice 
showing your HECS debt as at 1 June 1990. This notice will not include any 
HECS for Semester 1 1990. The amount to show on your tax return is worked 
out by following these steps: 

HECS debt as at 1 June 1990 (as shown on the notice from the Tax Office) 

plus any HECS for Semester 11990 (as shown on the notice from your 
institution) 

less voluntary payments made after 1 June 1990. 

The Tax Office will process your return and send you a notice of assessment. 
This tells you whether you have a refund or a tax bill. Your notice of 
assessment will show you: 	. 
• the amount of your outstanding HECS debt 
■ the amount of your HECS repayment 
■ the amount of your refund or tax bill 
■ if you have a tax bill, the date by which you must pay it. 

Filling in your tax return 
$10.77 	 When you fill in your tax return, you must state your HECS debt. 
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Penalties may apply if: 
■ you do not lodge your return on time 
■you do not pay your tax bill on time 

y

▪ 

 ou give incorrect details about your HECS debt on your tax return. 

What if you die? 
Your HECS debt remains until it is repaid or you die. If you die, any HECS 
repayment shown on a notice of assessment already issued by the Tax Office 
must be paid from your estate, but the remainder of your debt is cancelled. 

Example 
Adrian died in October 1990. 

At the time he had a HECS debt of $2000. 

Adrian had been issued a notice of assessment requiring a HECS 

repayment of $250 for 1989-90. 

The $250 must be paid from his estate. The remaining debt is cancelled. 

Objections 
If you believe the HECS details shown on the notice of assessment from the 
Tax Office are wrong, you have the right to lodge an objection with the 
Deputy Commissioner of Taxation. This objection must be made in writing 
within 60 days after your notice of assessment is issued. 

If you are not satisfied with the Deputy Commissioner's decision you have the 
right to have it reviewed by the Administrative Appeals Tribunal or the 

Federal Court. 

How is your HECS debt indexed? 
An adjustment is made to the part of your HECS debt which remains unpaid 
for 12 months or more. The adjustment method is called indexation. 
Indexation ensures that your HECS debt maintains its present value by 
taking into account increases in the cost of living . Adjustments will be shown 
on the notices sent to 1989 students by the Tax Office after 1 June 1990. 

Example • 
Anna studied full-time during 1989 and chose to defer payment of HECS. 

She has accumulated the following debts: 

1989 Semester 1 $900 
1989 Semester 2 $690 

1990 Semester 1 $500 

Anna lodged a tax return in August 1989 for the 1988--89 financial year. She 
received a notice of assessment in September 1989 which included a HECS 

repayment of $120. 

Anna won $400 in Lotto. In December 1989, she went to the Tax Office and 
made a voluntary payment of $400 towards her HECS debt. 
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Anna's outstanding HECS debt is as follows: 

Semester 1 1989 debt 
	

$900 

less HECS repayments and voluntary payments ($120 plus $400) 	$520 

balance of amount to be indexed 	 $330 

$380 indexed by (say) 7% increase in cost of living ($380 plus $26) 	$406 

plus unpaid Semester 21989 debt ($690) 	 $690 

What if you are unable to continue your study? 
If special circumstances arise, such as serious illness, which prevent you 
from continuing with your studies after the census date, you are entitled to 
apply to have the amount you owe for the semester reduced or removed. To 
have your case considered, you must apply in writing to: 
Secretary 

Commonwealth Department of Employment, Education and Training 
GPO Box 9880 
Canberra ACT 2601 
Attention: 
HECS Section 
Higher Education Division 

balance shown on the notice from the Tax Office 
	

$1096 	 You must give full details and include supporting documents, such as a 
medical certificate. 

plus Semester 1 1990 debt 	 $500 

So Anna's outstanding HECS debt as at 1 June 1990 is 	$1596 

Only the unpaid balance of her HECS for Semester 1 1989 ($380) is indexed 
as this amount remains unpaid for 12 months. 

Anna does not need to make the indexation calculation. The Tax Office will do 
this and send her a notice in June showing the unpaid balance as at 1 June, 
that is $1096 ($406 + $690). 

If Anna lodges a tax return during 1990-91, she must add her Semester 1 
1990 debt ($500) to the amount shown on the notice and show this amount 
($1596) on her tax return. 

You can only apply after the census date and your application 
must reach the Secretary by 2 July for first semester and by 
3 December for second semester. 

If you paid your HECS up—front you do not have a debt with the 
Commonwealth and therefore the Secretary has no power to refund your 
HECS payment. If you believe the reasons why you discontinued your study 
justify a refund, you should write to your institution. 

Can you postpone your HECS repayment? 
If you are liable to make a HECS repayment and this would cause you 
financial hardship, you have the right to apply to have your HECS repayment 
postponed. You must apply to the Deputy Commissioner of Taxation at the 
Tax Office where you send your tax return. 
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Right of appeal 
If you are not satisfied with the decisions made by the Secretary or the 
Deputy Commissioner, you have the right to have the decisions reviewed by 
the Administrative Appeals Tribunal. You must put this request in writing and 
send a fee of $300 with it. The fee will be refunded if your appeal is 

successful. 

or help? 
Your higher education institution is the best place to explain: 

I what to do when you enrol in a subject or a course of study 
■ how your HECS for each semester is calculated. 

Your local Tax Office will be able to explain how the pay later option works, 

including how HECS repayments are calculated and how indexation works. 

The Department of Employment, Education and Training (DEET) 
can provide other information about the administration of HECS. You can 

call DEET on Canberra, (062) 76 7563. From 2 January 1990, you can call the 

DEET HECS Hotline on 008 020108. 

Payments are subject to an income test and, for AUSTUDY, to an assets test 
as well. The 1990 AUSTUDY and ABSTUDY guides and forms will be 
available from: 
■ some higher education institutions 
■ offices of DEET, including Commonwealth Employment Service (CES) 
Offices. 

Where tto find yaw Tog CMG 
New South Wales 
	

47 Rickard Road 
567 Smollett Street 
	

Bankstown NSW 2200 
Albury NSW 2640 
	

Telephone (02) 796 9550 
Telephone (060) 410555 

Victoria 
28 Railway Street 
	

14 Mason Street 
Chatswood NSW 2067 
	

Dandenong Vic 3175 
Telephone (02) 419 9999 
	

Telephone (03) 797 2222 

266 King Street 
	

350 Collins Street 
Newcastle NSW 2300 
	

Melbourne Vic 3000 
Telephone (049) 251111 
	

Telephone (03) 6081111 

You may also want to find out more about the financial assistance 	 130 Church Street 
	

280 King Street 
available to students. Financial assistance may be available, if you are 16 or 

	
Parramatta NSW 2150 
	

Melbourne Vic 3000 
over and a full-time student, through the AUSTUDY and ABSTUDY schemes. 	 Telephone (02) 633 8888 

	
Telephone (03) 608 9999 

7 Hunter Street 
Sydney NSW 2000 
Telephone (02) 210 2000 
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Western Australia 
1 St George's Terrace 
Perth WA 6000 
Telephone (09) 425 4111 

Tasmania 
188 Collins Street 
Hobart TAS 7000 
Telephone (002) 20 5011 

Australian Capital Territory 
Cnr Moore St & Barry Drive 
Canberra City ACT 2600 
Telephone (062) 76 3000 

Queensland 
320 Adelaide Street 
Brisbane Old 4000 
Telephone (07) 222 5011 

22 Walker Street 
Townsville Old 4810 
Telephone (077) 72 9011 

South Australia 
65 King William Street 
Adelaide SA 5000 
Telephone (08) 237 2911 

© Commonwealth of Australia 1989 
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APPENDIX A: Payment Options form 
Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) 

Payment options 

Please read these notes before you complete the form overleaf 

If you enrol in or undertake a course of study at this institution you must complete a Payment Options form. If you are 
exempt from liability under HECS, you must indicate overleaf how you are exempt (your institution can advise you 
whether you are eligible for exemption). If you are not exempt you must indicate overleaf how you wish to pay your 
Higher Education Contribution for the semester. Your institution can advise you about semester dates, enrolment dates 
and HECS census dates. 

The courses of study to which the scheme applies, the exemption categories and the payment options are explained in 
more detail in the HECS information ixooklet, which is available from your higher education institution. You should read 
the HECS booklet before you complete this form. 

You must complete a separate form for each separate course of study in which you enrol (for example, Bachelor 
of Arts and Bachelor of Dentistry). 

How to complete this form 

[Please complete ONE section only (either up-front payment or deferred payment or exemption declaration) 

If you are not exempt from liability, you must complete and sign the Up-front Payment section or the Deferred Payment 
section of this form to indicate your choice of payment option. Your choice wilt remain in force for later semesters of 
your course unless you change h. 'If you do decide to change, you must complete another Payment Options form. 

Up-Front Payment Option (Pay now) 

• complete, sign and date the Up-front Payment section overleaf Indicating your choice of the up-front payment option 
(in accordance with section 41(1)(a) of the Higher Education Funding Act 1988) 

• return your completed Payment Options form to your institution's Student Administration when required to by your 
Institution before the HECS census date (retain the Student Copy) 

• pay to your Institution, when required to by your Institution before the HECS census date, at least 85 per cent 
of your total liability for the semester. 

Deferred Payment Option 	(Pay later) 

• complete, sign and date the Deferred Payment section overleaf indicating your choice of the deferred payment 
option (in accordance with section 41(1)(b) of the Higher Education Funding Act 1988) 

• if you have a tax file number you should quote this number in the space provided 

• if you have a tax file number but cannot remember it you must complete a Tax File Number Application/Enquiry form 

• if you do not have a tax file number you must complete a Tax File Number Application/Enquiry form 

• return your completed Payment Options form and your completed Tax File Number Application/Enquiry form (If you 
have not quoted a lax file number) to your institution's Student Administration when required to by your Institution 
before the HECS census date (retain the Student Copy). 

Exemption Declaration 	(complete this section only if you believe you are exempt from liability) 

• complete, sign and date the Exemption Declaration section overleaf to indicate the basis of your claim 

• return your completed Payment Options form to your institution's Student Administration when required to by your 
institution before the HECS census date (retain the Student Copy) 

2.51-1 (Sop 90) 



   

Date of birth 

 

Name of course (block letters) 

   

Mate❑ Female❑ 

Name of institution (block letters) 	Student number (at this institution) 
Institution use only 
Course code 

Higher Education Contribution Scheme manual 3 

Student details (Please read the notes overleaf before completing this form) 
Surname (block letters) 	Given names (block letters) 

After you complete this form please retain the 'Student Copy' and return the other copies to your institution. 

I Payment option selection - please complete ONE section only 

I Up-front Payment Option J (Pay now) 

I have appliedior enrolment in the abovementioned course and request the Commonwealth of Australia, 
- if on the census date for the above course of study for any semester, I am undertaking the course of study, 

not as an exempt student; and 
- If I have paid at least 85% of the higher education contribution payable by me for that course of study for the 

semester, 

to pay to the above institution the remainder (if any) of the contribution in discharge of my liability for the semester. 
Signature 	Date 

Deferred Payment Option I (Pay later) 

I have applied for enrolment in the abovementioned course and request the Commonwealth of Australia, 

- if on the census date'for the above course of study for any semester, I am undertaking the course of study, 
not as an exempt student; and 

• If 1 have NOT paid at least 85% of the higher education contribution payable by me for that course of study 
for the semester, 

to lend me an amount equal to the unpaid part of the contribution and to apply that amount in discharge of my 
liability for the semester. 
I acknowledge that, if the Commonwealth complies with this request, I shall be liable to make payments to the 
Commissioner of Taxation in accordance with Part 4.4 of the Higher Education Funding Act 1988. 
I have either quoted my tax file number in the space below or attached a completed Application/Enquiry form. 

Tax file number 	Signature 	Date 

10 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

40 

so 

Do not complete an Application/Enquiry form if you have quoted your tax file number. 

❑

Exemption Declaration 	(complete this section only if you believe you are exempt frgm liability) 

I am claiming exemption from liability under the Higher Education Contribution Scheme because I: 

am undertaking a postgraduate course for which fees are charged in accordance . 
with Commonwealth guidelines 

Dam enrolled in an undergraduate diploma that provides an initial nursing qualification 

Dam a full fee paying overseas student but not sponsored under a foreign aid program 

❑am otherwise subject to the Overseas Student Charge arrangements 

Dam an overseas student fully sponsored under a foreign aid program 

n am enrolled In a recognised bridging or supplementary course f 
I I am enrolled in a recognised non-award course 

D have a HECS postgraduate exemption scholarship awarded by the above institution 
have a HECS exemption scholarship for the professional development of teachers 
awarded by an education authority 

Your institution will require proof that you are exempt. 
Signature 	Date 

?̂P 	Original 

  

r 

 

  

/ 	/ 

   

    

Institution use only 

TFN application f l 
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HECS BUDGET CHANGES 	 LIST OF TERMS USED FREQUENTLY IN THIS BOOKLET 

A number of changes to HECS were announced in the 1996 Budget. At the time 
this booklet went to press (November 1996), legislation to implement these 
changes was before Parliament. 1f passed. the changes will be introduced in 
1997.  The proposed changes are: 

lower compulsory repayment thresholds and rates (from the 1997-98 
income year) for all HECS clients including past students with an 
outstanding HECS debt, continuing HECS liable students and commencing 
HECS liable students. The 2% voluntary repayment arrangements will no 
longer be available. 

 1é Differential HECS contributions for students commencing a course of study 
in 1997. If you are commencing a course of study in 1997 the amount of 
HECS you pay will be based on the units of study you undertake. All units 
of study will be divided into three groupings. The amount of HECS you pay 
depends on which grouping your units of study fall within. 

In 1997 the HECS contribution for each discipline category is as follows. For 
students studying: 

Humanities (this includes Arts), Social Studies (this includes Behavioural 
Science), Visual/Performing Arts, Education and Nursing the HECS 
contribution will be $3,300 per year for a full time student. 

Mathematics, Computing, Health Sciences (other than Nursing, Medicine, 
Medical Science, Dentistry and Dental Services), Agriculture, (excluding 
Veterinary Science) Renewable Resources, Built Environment (including 
Architecture), Sciences, Engineering, Processing and Administration, 
Business, Economics the HECS contribution will be $4,700 per year for a 
full time student. 

Law, Justice, Legal Studies, Medicine, Medical Science, Dentistry, Dental 
Services; and Veterinary Science the HECS contribution will be $5,500 per 
year for a full time student. 

* the introduction of HECS exemption scholarships for undergraduate 
students commencing a course of study in 1997. 1,000 scholarships will be 
awarded in 1997 and will be allocated by universities on the basis of equity 
and merit. 

Census Dates 
	

Normally, there are two semesters in an academic 
year. In 1997, if you are enrolled on Monday 31 
March in first semester and/or Sunday 31 August 
in second semester, you have to pay HECS even if 
you are not attending your course. You should check 
with your institution for the census dates for 
summer schools, trimesters and other short 
courses. 

Payment Options 
	

You must complete one of these forms to indicate 
Form 
	

how you will pay your HECS. The options are 
'Deferred Payment' or 'Up Front' and are explained 
below. 

Deferred Payment 
	

You ask the Commonwealth to pay your HECS for 
Option 	 you. You start to repay your loan from the 

Commonwealth when your taxable income reaches 
the minimum threshold ($28,495 for the 1996-97 
income year.) 

Up Front Option 
	

You choose to pay 75% of your HECS contribution 
by the date set by your institution each semester. The 
Commonwealth pays the remaining 25% for you and 
you do not have to repay it. If you are an Australian 
permanent resident who has not become a citizen 
within one year of meeting residency requirements 
for citizenship, or a New Zealand citizen, you will 
be required to pay up front without a discount. This 
change will not affect permanent residents until 
1999. 

Safety Net 
	

If you have the choice to be an up front payer the 
Safety Net allows you to authorise your institution to 
change your option from Up Front to Deferred if 
something happens and you are unable to pay your 
HECS by the due date set by the institution. 

Further details of the changes are given in the relevant sections of this booklet. 
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Tax File Number (TFN) You must provide your Tax File Number if you 
choose the Deferred Payment option or tick the 
Safety Net box. If you do not have or do not know 
your Tax File Number, you must apply at your 
nearest Tax Office and provide your TFN to your 
institution by the census date, or your enrolment 
will be cancelled. 

Compulsory HECS 	You only have to make a repayment of HECS if 
Repayment 	 your HEC repayment income is high enough. The 

amount of your repayment is included on your 
income tax assessment notice from the Tax Office 
and is called a HECS repayment. 

Certificate 	 If you have not received a Tax File Number and it is 
nearing the census date, the Tax Office may give you 
a certificate to prove to your institution that you have 
applied for a Tax File Number. 

HEC repayment income Your HEC repayment income is your taxable income 
for a financial year. From the 1996-97 income year, 
if your taxable income has been reduced by a net 
rental loss, the amount of rental loss claimed will be 
added back to your taxable income to calculate your 
HEC repayment income. The net rental loss is added 
to your taxable income only for HECS repayment 
purposes; you will not pay more tax as a result. 

Australian Permanent 	You are an Australian permanent résident if you 
Resident 	 hold a permanent visa. A permanent visa allows you 

to remain in Australia indefinitely. 

Australian citizen 	You may be an Australian citizen if you were born in 
Australia or have acquired Australian citizenship by 
formal application for grant of citizenship, 
registration of citizenship by descent, or otherwise. 

New Zealand citizen 	If you are a New Zealand citizen in Australia and 
have not applied for a permanent visa or Australian 
citizenship, you may hold a special category visa 
which allows you to remain in Australia. If this is 
the case you are not an Australian permanent 
resident. 

PART 1 - GENERAL INFORMATION 
The Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) is administered under the 
Higher Education Funding Act 1988. The information outlined in this booklet is 
consistent with the present legislation however, changes may be made to any 
provisions of the Scheme at any time with the consent of both houses of 
Parliament. 

WHAT IS HECS? 

HECS stands for the Higher Education Contribution Scheme. Under HECS, you 
have to pay part of the cost of your higher education. The Commonwealth pays 
the rest. The money collected is spent on the higher education system. 

WHO PAYS HECS? 

You must pay HECS if you enrol in a higher education award course which has 
been funded by the Commonwealth Government, and offered at: 

• higher education institutions; 

* the Australian Defence Force Academy; 

• the National Institute of Dramatic Art; or 

* the Australian Film, Television and Radio School. 

These award courses are degrees, diplomas and associate diplomas. HECS may 
also apply to graduate diplomas, graduate certificates, masters preliminary and 
masters qualifying courses. 	 • 
You must pay HECS if you are enrolled in such a course and you are: 

?k 	an Australian citizen; 

* an Australian permanent resident; or 

• a New Zealand citizen. 
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WHO DOESN'T PAY HECS? 

You don't pay HECS if you arc: 

* a TAFE student; 

* the holder of an undergraduate HECS exemption scholarship;* 

• enrolled in a postgraduate course for which the institution charges tuition 
fees; 

• a postgraduate student who has an Australian Postgraduate Award (that is, a 
scholarship) from a higher education institution; 

elE 	enrolled in non-award courses or programs or enabling courses for 
disadvantaged students;  

• 	

enrolled in a postgraduate or undergraduate course fully funded by an 
employer; 

* enrolled in a course not funded by the Commonwealth at: 

• 
	

Marcus Oldham College; 

• Avondale College; 

OR 

* an overseas student who: 

• is fully sponsored by a foreign aid program; 

• pays course fees; 

• is subject to the Overseas Student Charge; 

• is in receipt of an Overseas Postgraduate Research Scholarship 
(OPRS) or a Special Overseas Postgraduate Fund (SOPF). 

If you undertake any institution-approved work experience in industry units as 
part of your course, you will not pay HECS for those units. 

If you think any of these criteria apply to you, check with your institution 
and provide the necessary evidence. 

HOW IS HECS CALCULATED? 

In 1997 the HECS contribution for students continuing a course of study and 
undertaking a full-time study load, will be $2,478 for a full year which is 
$1,239 per semester. You pay HECS on a semester basis. Students who 
commenced or deferred, but did not complete a course before 1997 may still be 
regarded as continuing students if they transfer to another course at the same 
level or if they change university. 

If you are commencing a course of study in 1997 you will need to pay HECS 
at the new differential rates unless you fall into one of the following groups, in 
which case the rate for continuing students will apply. 

Continuing rates apply if:* 

you are admitted to a course after completing:the requirements of a 
'qualifying' or 'preliminary' course at the same course level or; 

lI` 	you are admitted to a course providing initial teacher training in the year 
after completing the requirements of a pre-requisite undergraduate course 
or; 

-1é 	you are admitted to an honours course after having completed the related 
pass course or; 

it you have undertaken a HECS exempt 'enabling course' prior to 
1 January 1997. 

Your institution will be able to tell you whether you will be required to pay 
HECS at the new differential rate. 

All units of study will be divided into three groupings. The amount of HECS 
you pay depends on which grouping your units of study fall within.* 

• Proposed change to HECS announced in 1996 Budget see page iv (subject to passage of 
legislation) " Proposed change to HECS announced in 1996 Budget see page iv (subject to parcage  of 

legislation) 
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In 1997 the HECS contribution for each discipline group is as follows.* For 
students studying: 

Humanities (this includes Arts), Social Studies (this includes Behavioural 
Science),Vtsual/Perfonning Arts, Education and Nursing the HECS 
contribution will be $3,300 per year for a full time student. 

Mathematics, Computing, Health Sciences (other than Nursing, Medicine, 
Medical Science, Dentistry and Dental Services, Agriculture, (excluding 
Veterinary Science), Built Environment (including Architecture), Renewable 
Resources, Sciences, Engineering, Processing and Administration, Business, 
Economics the HECS contribution will be $4,700 per year for a full time 
student. 

Law, Justice, Legal Studies, Medicine, Medical Science, Dentistry, Dental 
Services; and Veterinary Science the HECS contribution will be $5,500 per 
year for a full time student. 

HECS payments are calculated on a student's study load. If you undertake more 
or less than a full-time study load you will be charged the proportionate HECS 
contribution. 

Your institution can advise you of the exact amount of your HECS contribution. 

• Proposed change to HECS announced in 1996 Budget see page iv (subject to passage of 
legislation) 

HOW DO I PAY HECS? 

Most students have two choices. These are: 

+ paying your HECS up front and receiving a discount. You pay 75% of 
your HECS contribution directly to your institution and ask the 
Commonwealth to pay the remaining 25% for you 

OR 

?k deferring your payment by asking the Commonwealth to pay your HECS 
for you. You begin paying back the loan once your taxable income reaches 
the minimum compulsory threshold ($28,495 for the 1996-97 income year). 

if you are required to pay HECS up front you will not receive the 25% discount. 
(Further information detailing which students must pay their HECS contribution 
up front is contained in Part 2 of this booklet). 

HOW DO I SELECT MY PAYMENT OPTION? 

As part of your enrolment you must complete and return a Payment Options 
form by the date set by your institution. If this form is not completed and 
returned by the due date you will not be enrolled. 

The Payment Options form asks you to nominate a payment option. You are also 
asked to declare that you have read this booklet, and that you are aware of your 
obligations under the Scheme including the requirement for all withdrawals to be 
in writing to the central student administration at your institution. 

CAN I CHANGE MY PAYMENT OPTION? 

Yes, you can change your payment option by completing a new Payment Options 
form. You must submit the new form by the date set by your institution. 
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• If you accept a place at more than one institution, or more than one place 
at the same institution, you must withdraw in writing by close of business 
on the census date from the place(s) you are not accepting or you will owe 
HECS for those places as well as the units you are going to study. 

# If you are enrolled at more than one Institution and wish to withdraw from 
subjects at each, you must formally notify each institution in writing by the 
close of business on the census date. 

WHAT ARE THE CENSUS DATES? 

The census date is the last day for finalising HECS arrangements. If you are 
enrolled in a course of study on the census date in a semester you must pay HECS 
for the units you are enrolled in even if you are not attending the course. 

The census dates are: 

First Semester 
	 Monday 31 March 

Second Semester 
	

Sunday 31 August 

Summer schools, trimesters and other short courses: 

* if the course is less than six weeks long - the date on which you 
commence the course of study; and 

* if the course is six weeks or more in length - the fourteenth day after the 
date on which you commence the course of study. 

IF I WITHDRAW, WILL I STILL HAVE TO PAY HECS? 

6 	If you are enrolled at close of business on the census date you will owe HECS. 
If you complete your formal withdrawal from any unit with the university central 
student administration prior to or on the census date you will not owe HECS for 
that unit for that semester. But remember: 

* Because the census date falls on the,weekend for second semester in 1997, 
you must make sure your institution's central student administration - not 
the faculty - gets your withdrawal in writing no later than Monday 31 
March 1997 for first semester, and no later than Friday 29 August 1997 
for second semester. You should check with your institution for the census 
dates for summer schools, trimesters and other short courses. Allow time for 
delivery and processing. You should keep a copy of your withdrawal letter. 

* You should not confuse the HECS census date with the academic 
withdrawal date (the date set by your institution as the final day that a 
student can withdraw from a unit without incurring academic penalty, that 
is, a recorded fail grade) as these two dates are usually different. 

WHAT HAPPENS IF I FAIL A UNIT? 

If you fail a unit, you still have to pay HECS for that unit. 

IF MY WORKLOAD CHANGES, WILL THIS AFFECT MY 
AUSTUDY/ABSTUDY ELIGIBILITY 

To be eligible for AUSTUDY/ABSTUDY, students normally need to be 
undertaking 75% or more of a normal full-time student workload in each semester 
of a course. If you receive AUSTUDY/ABSTUDY and you are enrolled in a 
course for which you must pay HECS, you are required to have a study load of at 
least 0,375 for each semester. If you withdraw from some or all of your studies 
and your study load is less than 0.375, you will no longer be eligible for 
AUSTUDY/ABSTUDY. 
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PART 2 - PAYMENT OPTIONS 

DO I NEED TO PAY UP FRONT? 

You must pay your HECS contribution up front if you are: 

* A New Zealand citizen who is not also an Australian citizen and 
commenced your course of study on or after 1 January 1996. 

* A New Zealand citizen who, at enrolment is continuing in a course of study 
which commenced prior to 1 January 1996 and has been resident in Australia 
for a continuous period of less than two years. 

• A New Zealand citizen enrolling as an external student resident outside 
Australia. 

* An Australian permanent resident who will be resident outside Australia for 
the semester for a reason other than a requirement of the course. 

Note: Students who must pay up front will not qualify for the 25% discount. 

HOW DO I PAY UP FRONT? 

If you do not have to pay up front but choose to do so, there are six basic stages: 

I . You choose the Up Front option when completing the Payment Options 
form provided by your institution. 

2. If you are eligible to defer your HECS, you should also select the Safety 
Net provision on the form as this allows your institution to change your 
option from Up Front to Deferred if for unforeseen reasons you are unable 
to pay up front by the date set by your institution. You must quote your Tax 
File Number on the Payment Options Form if you select the Safety Net 
option. If the Safety Net is activated, you become a deferred payer for the 
current and future semesters. To return to the Up Front option you must 
complete and lodge a new Payment Options form. 

3. Your institution estimates your HECS for the semester. It is only an 
estimate because changes may be made to your study program before the 
census date. 

4. You pay 75% of your estimated HECS for the semester to your institution. 
Your institution will set the payment date which will be before the census 
date. If you don't pay by the due date and have not selected the Safety Net, 
your enrolment will be cancelled. 

5. After the census date, your institution will send you a notice setting out the 
actual amount of HECS for the semester. The amount on this notice will 
take into account any change that has been made to your study program 
before the census date. 

If you believe the amount is wrong, you have 14 days from the date of the 
notice to write to your institution asking it to check the calculation. 

6. If the amount you paid up front to your institution when you enrolled is the 
same as the amount the notice requires you to pay, you will have paid all 
your HECS for that semester. 

If you have paid less than the amount shown on the notice, you must pay 
the balance to your institution by the date your institution sets. 

If you have paid more than the amount shown on the notice, your institution 
will refund the balance, but only on request. 

If you withdraw from a unit or course before the census date you cannot 
transfer your Up Front payment to another semester or course. You should 
ask your institution to refund the appropriate amount. 
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If you are a student who must pay your HECS contribution up front, the same six 
stages apply, with the following differences: 

* 	you will not be able to select the Safety Net provision on the 
Payment Options form; 

• you must pay I00% of your estimated HECS for the 
semester to your institution. 

HOW DO I DEFER MY HECS PAYMENT? 

You may only defer your HECS if you are eligible (see page 8). You defer 
payment of your HECS by taking out a loan from the Commonwealth. You do 
this by completing the Deferred Payment option on the Payment Options form 
or when your Up Front payment option defaults to the Safety Net provision. 

You must quote your Tax File Number on the Payment Options form. Take 
your Tax File Number with you when you enrol. If you don't have or 
don't know your Tax File Number at enrolment, you have until the census 
date to either quote your Tax File Number or provide a certificate by 
that date, or your enrolment will be cancelled. As a TFN is usually 
provided within two weeks of application a certificate will only be issued 10 
working days prior to the census date. Your institution will only use your 
Tax File Number to advise the Tax Office of your HECS debt. 

* Note: If your personal details have changed since you last completed a 
Payment Options form, please advise your institution of your new details. 

* You can apply for a Tax File Number at your nearest Tax Office. 

• After the census date, your institution will send you a notice setting out the 
actual amount of your HECS debt for the semester. The amount on this 
notice will cover any change that has been made to your study program 
before the census date. If you believe the notice is incorrect you should ask 
your institution to check its calculation. You have 14 days from the date 
of the notice to write to your institution asking it to check the calculation. 

• The Tax Office cannot vary the amount of your deferred debt without 
written advice from your institution, detailing the amount of your adjusted 
HECS debt and the reason why your debt should be adjusted or varied. 

PAYING BACK YOUR LOAN 
After the census date, your institution reports the details of your debt for the 
semester to the Tax Office. 

You must begin repaying your loan when your HEC repayment income 
reaches the annual equivalent of average weekly earnings. For Income 
earned in the 1996-97 income year, the minimum threshold for 
compulsory repayment is $28,495. The HECS repayment thresholds are 
adjusted each year to reflect any change in average weekly earnings.* 

* When your HEC repayment income reaches the minimum threshold for any 
particular year, the Tax Office will calculate your compulsory HECS 
repayment for that year. The following table shows the repayment rates and 
income thresholds for income earned during the 1996-97 income year: 

Your compulsory HECS repayments increase as your HEC repayment income 
increases - the more you earn, the higher the repayments until your debt is repaid. 

" Proposed change to HECS announced in 1996 Budget see page iv (subject to passage of 
legislation) 
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HECS repayments are based on your HEC repayment income. This is your 
taxable income for an income year plus any amount your taxable income has been 
reduced by a net rental loss. 

CHANGES FOR INCOME YEAR 1997-98* 

From the 1997-98 income year the minimum income threshold for 
compulsory repayment will be lowered to $20,701. The lowering of the 
compulsory threshold means that the current discount for voluntary payment 
at this income level will be discontinued. The other thresholds will be 
lowered also to maintain the current relativity between them and the minimum 
threshold. The thresholds will apply to all HECS clients including past 
students with an outstanding HECS debt, continuing HECS liable students and 
commencing HECS liable students. The thresholds will continue to be 
indexed yearly, according to movements in average weekly earnings. 

The following table shows the repayment rates and income thresholds for income 
earned during the 1997-98 income year. 

REPAYING YOUR HECS DEBT THROUGH YOUR SALARY 

If you are a salary and wage earner and your HECS repayment income exceeds 
the minimum compulsory repayment threshold, you will have additional PAYE 
(Pay As You Earn) instalments deducted by your employer. This means you 
should have enough tax credits to cover your compulsory HECS repayment rather 
than pay a lump sum when you receive your income tax notice of assessment. 

• Proposed change to HECS announced in 1996 Budget see page iv (subject to passage of 
legislation) 
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If you have an accumulated HECS debt and you are employed, you are required to 
complete an Employment Declaration form advising your employer that you have 
a HECS debt. Your employer will deduct additional PAYE if your weekly income 
exceeds $540 in the 1996-97 income year. 

Nt For example, if you earn $554 per week in the 1996-97 income year, an 
additional S 16.65 will be deducted from your pay, and if you earn $762 per 
week in the 1996-97 income year, your additional deductions will be 
$34.35. 

# The additional PAYE is an estimate of your repayment for the year. Your 
actual repayment will not be calculated until you lodge your income tax 
return for the year. The additional PAYE credits will then be used to pay 
your compulsory HECS repayment which is included in your income tax 
assessment. PAYE deductions for HECS are not allocated to your 
HECS account until the assessment of your income tax return. These 
amounts will be included at Label E on the notice of assessment. Any 
PAYE credits not used at this time will be refunded to you. 

* If you have a holiday job and your weekly income exceeds S540, but your 
HEC repayment income for the year will remain below the minimum HECS 
threshold, there is no need to have additional PAYE deducted for HECS. 
You will need to apply at any branch of the Tax Office for a tax instalment 
variation certificate to give to your employer. 

You should only apply for a variation certificate if you are sure that your HEC 
repayment income for the year will be below the minimum compulsory HECS 
threshold. Provisional taxpayers will be advised by the ATO how much 
Provisional compulsory HECS repayment is payable when they receive their 
notice of assessment. 

IS THERE INTEREST CHARGED ON HECS DEBTS? 

There is no interest charged but the debt is indexed annually by adjusting it in 
line with the cost of living. The adjustment is made on 1 June each year and 
applies to the portion of debt which has remained unpaid for 12 months or more. 

The adjustments are automatically calculated by the Tax Office and are shown on 
the HECS Information Statements sent after 1 June by the Tax Office to people 
who have a HECS debt. 
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CAN I MAKE VOLUNTARY PAYMENTS? 

Yes, under the Deferred Payment option, you can make voluntary payments of 
any amount to the Tax Office at any time to reduce your HECS debt. 

When paying you should quote your name, address and Tax File Number and 
most importantly say you wish to make a voluntary payment to reduce your 
HECS debt. This ensures your payment is credited to your HECS account. 

If you wish to make a voluntary payment you will benefit from doing so before 
indexation is applied (1 June). 

If you make a voluntary payment of $500 or more, your HECS debt will be 
reduced by the amount of that payment plus a further 15% of that payment. That 
is, for every $1 paid, $1.15 is taken off your debt. 

If your outstanding HECS debt is between $436—$574 and you wish to make a 
voluntary payment, you may still take advantage of the discount offered as long as 
the outstanding debt is paid in full. If the amount of your final payment falls in 
this range, contact the ATO to determine the amount you need to pay. 

You can pay in person or through the mail to any Tax Office. 

14 CAN I DEFER THE COMPULSORY REPAYMENT OF MY HECS 
DEBT? 

If repayment of your HECS debt through the tax system would cause you serious 
financial hardship or there are other special reasons why you believe that you 
should not have to make a compulsory HECS repayment, you may apply to the 
Deputy Commissioner of Taxation in writing to have that amount deferred. 

Hardship. If you intend to apply to defer your compulsory HECS repayment as 
notified on your income tax notice of assessment, you will need to provide a 
detailed statement of your income and expenditure to the ATO to justify your 
claim. 

Other Special Reasons. If you consider that there are special reasons why you 
should not have to repay your compulsory HECS repayment as notified on your 
income tax notice of assessment, you should set out clearly the grounds and 
reasons for your claim. An example of 'other special reasons' would include a 
situation where the ATO amends your income tax notice of assessment for a 
previous year and raises a compulsory HECS repayment for a year in which you 
had not yet commenced your study. 

Any request for deferment of your compulsory HECS repayment must be in 
writing to the Deputy Commissioner of Taxation and can be made when you 
lodge your tax return, or as soon as possible after you receive your income 
tax notice of assessment. 

You may apply for deferment any time you receive an income tax notice of 
assessment which includes a compulsory HECS repayment. Further information 
on deferment can be obtained from any branch of the Tax Office. 

The Deputy Commissioner of Taxation will advise you whether your application 
is successful. If you are not satisfied with the decision, you may apply to the 
Administrative Appeals Tribunal or to the Federal Court for a review. 

WHERE CAN I GET INFORMATION ON MY HECS ACCOUNT 
DETAILS? . 

If you studied in 1996 and deferred your HECS or if you have a HECS debt and 
lodged a tax return, the Tax Office will send you a statement showing your HECS 
debt as at 1 June 1997. This is called a HECS Information Statement. The 
Statement will not include any HECS owing for Semester 1, 1997. 

If you misplace or do not receive your HECS Information Statement you should 
contact the Tax Office. The Tax Office is very strict about privacy and the 
following information must be supplied before you can get details of your HECS 
account over the phone: 
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For clients who do not lodge Income tax returns: 

• tax file number; 

* full name; 

* 	residential or postal address; and 

* name of institution. 

plus one of the following: 

* course code; or 

SIE 	amount of a specific semester debt; or 

* amount and date of payment of a HECS voluntary payment. 

For clients who lodge income tax returns: 

* tax file number, and 

* full name. 

plus one of the following: 

* assessment and sequence numbers from any notice of assessment 
issued in the last three years; or 

• tax agent's name and/or number; or 

• address for service of notice if different to residential address. 

If you have lodged a tax return, the Tax Office will process your return and send 
you an Income Tax Notice of Assessment. This tells you whether you have a 
refund or a tax bill. 

Your Income Tax Notice of Assessment will tell you: 

* the amount of your outstanding HECS debt prior to assessment; 

* the amount of your compulsory HECS repayment; 

• the amount of your refund or tax bill; and 

* if you have a tax bill, the date by which you must pay it. 

WHAT DO I DO IF I DISAGREE WITH MY COMPULSORY HECS 

REPAYMENT? 

If you believe the HECS details shown on the Income Tax Notice of Assessment 
from thèTax Office are wrong, you may lodge an objection with the Deputy 
Commissioner of Taxation. This objection must be made in writing within 
60 days of your income tax notice of assessment being issued. 

If you are not satisfied with a decision of the Deputy Commissioner of Taxation, 
you may apply to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal (AAT) or the Federal 
Court for a review. 

IS HECS TAX DEDUCTIBLE? 

Any HECS payment made by you or someone other than your employer is not tax 
deductible. If your employer pays your HECS, then your employer can claim a 
tax deduction although he or she would also have to pay Fringe Benefits Tax on 
the amount paid. 

WHAT HAPPENS TO MY HECS DEBT IF I DIE? 

If you die, any HECS repayment included on an income tax notice of assessment 
already issued by the Tax Office must be paid from your estate, but the remainder 
of your debt is cancelled. Your family would not be required to pay your 
MECS debt on your behalf. 
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PART 3 - REMISSION OF HECS DEBT 

WHAT HAPPENS IF, FOR SOME SPECIAL REASON, I CAN'T 
CONTINUE MY STUDY? 

Before the Census Date 

If you cannot continue your studies and withdraw from units before the census 
date, you will not have to pay HECS for those units. 

You must notify your institution in writing of the units or course from which you 
wish to withdraw. Your application must reach your institution's central 
student administration by close of business on the census date for your 
course. 

Allow sufficient time for your letter to reach the student administration area. You 
may wish to send your letter by certified mail so that you have a receipt. You 
should also keep a copy of your letter. 

After the Census Date 

1. 	If you have chosen the Deferred Payment option 

If, after the census date, you become seriously ill or other special circumstances 
occur and you are unable to continue your studies, you can apply to have your 
HECS debt for the semester reduced or removed. 

NOTE: There are legal time limits in which you can apply to have 
your debt remitted. Applications received outside these time 
frames cannot be considered. You do not need to wait for confirmation 
of your withdrawal from the course to apply for remission of your HECS 
debt. 

If you are in this situation you should: 

* advise the central student administration office of your institution in writing 
that you wish to withdraw from your unit(s) or course(s); 

* at the same time, obtain a copy of the `Guidelines for Remission of HECS/ 
OLDPS Debt in Special Circumstances' from the student administration 
office; 

?h complete the 'Application for Remission of HECS/OLDPS Debt' form 
which is attached to the Guidelines; and 

* send the form and supporting documentation to the Secretary, Department 
of Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DEETYA), 
GPO Box 9880, Canberra, ACT 2601 (Attention: Private Funding Section), 
to reach the Secretary by 1 July for first semester and by 
1 December for second semester. 

Applications for remission of HECS debt for summer schools, trimesters and 
other short courses must be received within 3 months of the census date for 
the course (see page 6 for census dates). 

If you are unable to apply within the 3 month period, you can still apply within 
15 months of the census date only if you are able to demonstrate that: 

* circumstances beyond your control prevented you from applying within the 
3 month period; or 

* your special circumstances for withdrawing became known only after the 
3 month period. 

Lack of knowledge or understanding of the requirements for applying for 
remission is not a valid reason for applying after the 3 month period. 

If you have completed a unit of study, you are not eligible to apply for a remission 
of your debt for that unit. 

It is most important that remission applications reach DEETYA by the due 
date. If you do not have all the supporting documentation ready, send In 
your application without delay. These dates are set by legislation and 
applications received after these dates cannot be considered. 

2. If you have chosen the Up Front option 

If you paid your HECS up front, you do not have a debt with the 
Commonwealth and therefore the Secretary of DEETYA has no power to 
refund your HECS payment. If you believe the reason you discontinued your 
studies justifies a refund, you should write to your institution. Your institution 
may decide, at its discretion and in accordance with its rules, to refund the whole 
or part of the payment made by you. 
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WHAT IF I'M NOT HAPPY WITH DEETYA'S DECISION ON MY 

APPLICATION FOR REMISSION OF MY HECS DEBT? 

You can apply to the Secretary of DEETYA for a reconsideration of the decision. 
If you are dissatisfied with the reconsidered decision you can apply to the 
Administrative Appeals Tribunal (AAT) for a review. The AAT will advise you 
of its procedures. 

u 

PART 4 - NEED MORE HELP 

WHERE CAN I GET MORE INFORMATION OR ASSISTANCE? 

Your institution is the best place to explain: 

* what to do when you enrol in a unit or course of study; 

* how your HECS for each semester is calculated and what amount it is; 

• how much HECS you will owe for your particular study program; 

* any changes made to the Scheme which may affect your enrolment; 

>* time limits and procedures for withdrawing from courses; and 

* time limits and procedures for applying for remission of HECS semester 
debt. 

Your local Tax Office will be able to explain how the Deferred Payment option 
works, including how HECS repayments are calculated and how indexation 
works. it can also tell you what your HECS debt is for previous years. 

The Department of Employment, Education,Tratning and Youth Affairs 
(DEETYA) can provide other information about HECS. 

A côpy of `HECS: Your Questions Answered 1997' is available on the Internet at: 
http://www.deetya.govau/ 

1800 020 108 	This number is available throughout the year between 
8.30am and 5.00pm Eastern Summer/Standard Time, 
Monday to Friday. 

The Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs can provide 
information about citizenship status. 

131 880 	This is the Citizenship Enquiry Line. 
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WHAT ABOUT STUDENT ASSISTANCE - AUSTUDY/ABSTUDY? 

NOTE: To be eligible for AUSTUDY/ABSTUDY, students normally need to be 
undertaking 75% or more of a normal full-time student workload in each semester 
of a course. If you receive AUSTUDY/ABSTUDY and you are enrolled in a 
course for which you must pay HECS, you are required to have a study load of at 
least 0.375 for each semester. If you withdraw from some or all of your studies 
and your study load is less than 0.375, you will no longer be eligible for 
AUSTUDY/ABSTUDY. 

AUSTUDY 

AUSTUDY provides financial assistance to eligible students in approved 
secondary and tertiary courses. Normally, students must be at least 16 years old 
and be studying full-time. AUSTUDY allowances are subject to income and 
assets tests. 

ABSTUDY 

ABSTUDY encourages Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders to complete 
secondary education and go on to tertiary studies. Financial assistance is also 
provided to adults returning to study and part-time students. Some ABSTUDY 
benefits are income tested, while others are not. There is no assets test for 
ABSTUDY. 

PENSIONER EDUCATION SUPPLEMENT 

The normal range of AUSTUDY and ABSTUDY income tested allowances are 
not available to students who get a pension or benefit for themselves from the 
Departments of Social Security or Veterans' Affairs. However, certain groups of 
pensioner students may be eligible for a non-income and non-assets tested 
Pensioner Education Supplement (PES). 

Under AUSTUDY, eligible pensioner students may get the PES of $30 a week. 
Some pensioners can receive the PES for part-time study as long as their 
workload does not fall below 25% of the normal full-time workload. Under 
ABSTUDY eligible pensioner students may receive either $30 or $60 per week, 
depending on the type of pension they receive. 

More information is available at your local Student Assistance Centre or CES 
office. 

AUSTUDY/ABSTUDY SUPPLEMENT 

Students may also be eligible for an interest free loan of up to $7,000 through the 
AUSTUDY/ABSTUDY Supplement. 

Tertiary students receiving AUSTUDY or ABSTUDY, can choose to trade in up 
to $3,500 of their AUSTUDY or ABSTUDY grant to receive a Supplement loan 
of twice the-amount. If you are not eligible for AUSTUDY or ABSTUDY you 
still may be eligible for a supplement loan of up to $2,000. 

You do not have to start repaying a Supplement loan for at least five years from 
the year you receive it and even then you do not start making repayments until 
your taxable income exceeds average weekly earnings ($28,495 for the 1996-97 
income year). 

Supplement loans are indexed by changes in the costs of living in the same way as 
HECS debts. 

You must apply for AUSTUDY or ABSTUDY before you can apply for a 
Supplement loan. If you are eligible for the Supplement, you will be sent more 
information and an application form. 

More information is available at your local Student Assistance Centre or CES 
office. 

NEED MORE INFORMATION? 

For more information on AUSTUDY read the booklet called AUSTUDY '97, A 
Guide to Student Finance and for ABSTUDY read the 1997 ABSTUDY Student 
Information Guide. 

APPLICATION FORMS 

1997 application forms are available at your local Student Assistance Centre or 
CES office. 
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FURTHER INFORMATION ON HECS AVAILABLE FROM THE 
AUSTRALIAN TAXATION OFFICE: 

HECS FAX INFORMATION SERVICE - Phone 13 2860 

The ATO has introduced a new service - MECS FAX. If you have access to a fax 
machine, you can ring 13 2860 for information sheets on the following topics 
relating to HECS: 

Information Topic 	 Index 

General Information on HECS 	 1001 

HECS and Tax Instalment Deductions (TIDs) 	 1002 

HECS Income Thresholds and Voluntary Payments 	 1003 

HECS and Provisional Tax 	 1004 

HECS and Indexation Information 	 1005 

HECS and Hardship 	 1006 

HECS Information for Group Employers 	 1007 

HECS Weekly Tax Instalment Deductions Supplement Schedule 	1008 

HECS Fortnightly Tax Instalment Deductions Supplement Schedule 1009 

HECS Monthly Tax Instalment Deductions Supplement Schedule 	1010 

SECS on the Internet 

The ATO has an Internet home page that offers access to a variety of Taxation 
Information including HECS. The range of material that is available by HECS 
FAX is also located there. The ATO Internet address is: 

ht!pt//www.ato.gov.au! (general) 

http://www.ato.gov.au/hecs/  (MECS) 

How do I contact the Tax Office? 

Ring 13 2861 for all your HECS enquiries. 

Written correspondence should be sent to: 

NEW SOUTH WALES AND THE AUSTRALIAN CAPITAL TERRITORY 

HECS Accounting Team 
Australian Taxation Office 

PO Box CC2 
PA,RRAMATTA NSW 2123 

VICTORIA AND TASMANIA 
HECS Accounting Team 
Australian Taxation Office 

PO Box 432 
CHELTENHAM VIC 3192 

QUEENSLAND 
HECS Accounting Team 
Australian Taxation Office 

PO Box 9888 

• CHERMSIDE QLD 4032 

SOUTH AUSTRALIA AND NORTHERN TERRITORY 

HECS Accounting Team 

Australian Taxation Office 
191 Pulteney Street 
ADELAIDE SA 5001 

WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
HECS Accounting Team 

Australian Taxation Office 

45 Francis Street 

NORTHBRIDGE WA 6803 
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a re marement of the mule 

Holders of Special Category Visas 
O a New Zealand dozen who, al enrolment. is ainmrr sting } go to 12 

a ootrso et study 
l_.I a New Zealand citizen who. at enrolment is o3ntnuing in 

a °arse of study 'Midi commenced prior to 1 January , go 10 12 
1396 and who has been resident in Australia for a 
continuous period d fess than two years 

-  a New Zealand âtizen enrcling as an aeon* student 
resident outside atonia 

N you are roar of those go ro 13 
12 You MUST pay your HECS contribution up trout and MI NOT reoetae 

the 25% discount. Nor Al you have access to the Safety Net. Please 
write your initials i►  this box to confirm that yea understand Itis. . 

 ‘.. —1
] ra 	 th now goto the Derationat 15 

13 Select our payment option  
UPFROIITPAYMENT—You pay7S% dyotxHCCSooiuribudonfor lick to 
this course for each eonioetiet le the institution, seen negated by the cltiaase  
institution end by he HECS census dale The Corr enam ulth parts 
the txs(, and you too not have to pay it bade to the Commonwealth. it 	 

i and SAFETY NET for Up Front payment — You authorise the 	gofc to 
in: Atoka to change your payment oplr.n to MEfeMEL) PAYMENT authorise 
should you tail to pay up front by the oaraus data Old d may prevent 
your emollient being cerceced because d non-paymeng 	C  
OR 
DEF£RAED PAYMENT — The Coolrttonosailh lands you the amount tick to 
d unpaid HECS con&butbn for this course for each semester and choose 
pat I to Che aube nicer You pay the Ccmarottwealtt bade later 	  

`urratgh the lax system when your nonne reactors a certain abouts. 	n 	 
Paß92 tryHEV 

WARNING: As required by the Hk7hor Education FandingAct r988 
you must either pay up front or give your Tax File Number (TFN) by 
the census date, or your enrolment will be cancelled. 

If you cannot quote your TFN at enrolmenL you should immediately 
obtain your TFN, or a certificate from the ATO slating that you have 
applied for one, and provide it to your institution by the census date. 
(Please note: Certificates will only be provided in the last to days prior 
to the census dale.), Your TFN is not maid by OEETYA` but is provided 
to the ATO Mach will protect it from misuse. 

15 Declaration 

• f declare that the Information I have given on this tom is 
canplete and oorreot and that 1 can prodtoe documents to 
verify it it required 

• 1 understand that information provided by me in hs fort 
may be shared between the ATO, DEETYA, and She 
Department of immigration and Mullicu Lural Affairs where 
required by taw or for program administration purposes, 

• If I selected the UP FRONT payment option at question 13 
and t pay al feast 75% of my HECS contribution for each 
semester by the census date. t request the Commoninealh 
to pay to the inst ulion the unpafrf part of my HECS 
ccanbution for each semester to discharge my liability for 
the semester. 

• ff 1 selected DEFERRED payment, I request the 
Commonwealth to lend me an amount equal to the unpaid 
part of the HECS contribution far each semester, and pay it 
to the institution to discharge my liab*ry for the semester. I 
understand that 1 wit have to repay this loan later through 
the ATO, in accordance with Chapter SA of the higher 
Education FtmdbrpAct 1989, when my taxable income 
reaches a certain amount. 

• I have read the HECS Year QuestionsAnsurwredbookiet. 
and f am aware of my obligtations under the Scheme and 
the requirement for all wilxfrawab to be iii writing. 

• f understand that I must either pay up front or provide my 
Tax, Fila Nuntber or a certificate from the ATO to my 
iistitution by the Harcus date, otherwise my enrotmort will 
be cancelled. 

• I understand that it I knowingly make any lase or 
misleading statements, I may be liable to prosecution 
under the Cj1.rnes Act 1914. 

Your signature 	Date 

1 	/ 

IMPORTANT. Under Commonwealth law. there are pantries 
for setlberatety making a rsrsse or na'sfearRng statement 

16 Lodging your form: 

Return this form to your institution's Student Administration when 
required by the institution and by the HECS census data. 

wa6 

goion 

Your surname 

Given names !
" _.._ .__.. _... 

    

! 114 Cave your Tax Fie Number 4 you DEFERRED f AYMENTor 
chose SAFETY NET 

    

    

     

       



Appendix 3: Repayment threshold triggers and  proportions of gross income 

required in compulsory repayment 1988-89 to 2002-03 

Year Repayment Rates (% of income) and Income Thresholds ($ pa) at which the Rates apply  

T'hold 	Rate 	T'hold 	Rate 	T'hold 
$ .a 	% 	$ .a 	% 	$ .a 

Rate 

% 
1988-89 1.0 22 000 2.0 25 000 3.0 35 000 
1989-90 1.0 23 583 2.0 26 799 3.0 37 519 
1990-91 2.0 25 469 3.0 28 942 4.0 40 520 
1991-92 2.0 27 098 3.0 30 794 4.0 43 113 
1992-93 2.0 27 748 3.0 31 532 4.0 44 146 
1993-94 3.0 26 402 4.0 30 004 5.0 42 005 
1994-95 3.0 26 852 4.0 30 516 5.0 42 722 
1995-96 3.0 27 675 4.0 31 450 5.0 44 030 

2.0* 20 594* 5.0 45 336 
4.0 32 382 

1996-97 3.0 28 495 5.5 47 719 
4.5 37 564 

3.5 30 050 6.0 51 293 

5.0 32 935 
3.0 20 701 4.0 23 525 

1997-98 5.5 34 666 
3.5 21 831 4.5 27 289 

6.0 37 263 	.. 

5.0 33 943 
3.0 21 334 4.0 24 245 

1998-99 5.5 35 727 
3.5 22 499 4.5 28 124 

6.0 38 403 

5.0 34 977 
3.0 21 984 4.0 24 983 

1999-00 5.5 36 815 
3.5 23 184 4.5 28 981 

6.0 39 573 

5.0 35 552 
3.0 22 346 4.0 25 394 

2000-01 5.5 37 421 
3.5 23 566 4.5 29 457 

6.0 40 224 

5.0 36 978 
3.0 23 242 4.0 26 413 

2001-02 5.5 38 922 
3.5 24 511 4.5 30 639 

6.0 41 838 

5.0 38 764 
3.0 24 365 4.0 27 689 

2002-03 5.5 40 802 
3.5 25 695 4.5 32 119 

6.0 43 859 

*2 per cent rate and threshold in 1996-97 were for voluntary repayments. 
Source: http://www  aph goy au/library/intguide/SP/HFCS htm 



Appendix 3: Repayment threshold triggers and proportions of gross income 

required in compulsory repayment 1988-89 to 2002-03 

Year Repayment Rates Co of income) and Income Thresholds ($ pa) at which the Rates apply 

Rate T'hold Rate T'hold Rate T'hold 
ok $.a % $.a % $.a 

1988-89 1.0 22 000 2.0 25 000 3.0 35 000 
1989-90 1.0 23 583 2.0 26 799 3.0 37 519 
1990-91 2.0 25 469 3.0 28 942 4.0 40 520 
1991-92 2.0 27 098 3.0 30 794 4.0 43 113 
1992-93 2.0 27 748 3.0 31 532 4.0 44 146 
1993-94 3.0 26 402 4.0 30 004 5.0 42 005 
1994-95 3.0 26 852 4.0 30 516 5.0 42 722 
1995-96 3.0 27 675 4.0 31 450 5.0 44 030 

2.0* 20 594* 5.0 45 336 
4.0 32 382 

1996-97 3.0 28 495 5.5 47 719 
4.5 37 564 

3.5 30 050 6.0 51 293 

5.0 32 935 
3.0 20 701 4.0 23 525 

1997-98 5.5 34 666 
3.5 21 831 4.5 27 289 

6.0 37 263 

5.0 33 943 
3.0 21 334 4.0 24 245 

1998-99 5.5 35 727 
3.5 22 499 4.5 28 124 

6.0 38 403 

5.0 34 977 
3.0 21 984 4.0 24 983 

1999-00 5.5 36 815 
3.5 23 184 4.5 28 981 

6.0 39573 

5.0 35 552 
3.0 22 346 4.0 25 394 

2000-01 5.5 37 421 
3.5 23 566 4.5 29 457 

6.0 40 224 

5.0 36 978 
3.0 23 242 4.0 26 413 

2001-02 5.5 38 922 
3.5 24 511 4.5 30 639 

6.0 41 838 

5.0 38 764 
3.0 24 365 4.0 27 689 

2002-03 5.5 40 802 
3.5 25 695 4.5 32 119 

6.0 43 859 

*2 per cent rate and threshold in 1996-97 were for voluntary repayments. 
Source: htt : /www.aph.gov.au/library/int  ,aide/SP/HECS.htm 



1,`  income 
trigger 

% of 
gross 

compulsory repayment 
threshold ($) Example income 

bottom 	top ô 
N $2

7,
0 0

0 â 0 
o 

0 m  
ô 0 ô 

°o 0 
6 en a v> 

1980-89 22000 1 220 	250 

25000 2 500 	700 500 540 600 

35000 3 1050 	NA 1050 1200 1350 1500 

1989-90 23583 1 236 	268 25(1 

26799 2 536 	750 510 600 700 

37519 3 1126 	NA 1200 1350 1500 

1990-91 25469 2 5(19 	5799  nil 540 

28942 3 868 	7 216 900 1050 1200 

40520 4 1(21 	NA 1600 2000 

1991-92 27098 _' 542 	616 nil nil 600 

30794 3 924 	1293 1050 1200 

431 1: 4 1725 	NA 1600 2000 

1992-93 27748 2 555 	631 nil nil 600 

31532 3 946 	1325 1050 1200 

44146 4 1766 	NA 1600 2000 

1993-94 26402 3 792 	900 nil ') 	Ill 900 

30004 4 1200 	1680 1100 1600 

42005 5 2100 	NA 2000 2500 

1994-95 26852 3 806 	915 nil 810 900 

30516 4 1221 	1709 1400 1600 

42722 5 2136 	NA 2000 7` 01 

1995-96 27675 3 830 	943 nil nil 900 



Year income 
trigger 

% of 
gross 

compulsory repayment 
threshold ($) Example income 

bottom 	top 

0 
ô 
If,' 
N 
ER $

2
7

, 0
0

0
 

0 
ô 
ô 
M 
H4 $

3
5
,0

0
0
 

$
4

0
, 0

0
0
 0 

ô 
ui 
eM 
EA $

5
0

,0
0

0
 

31450 4 1258 	1761 1400 1600 

44030 5 2202 	NA 2000 2500 

1996-97 20594* 2* 412* 	570k 500* 540* 

*=v01 28495 3 855 	901 nil nil 900 

30050 3.5 1052 	1133 

32382 4 1295 	1503 1400 

37564 4.5 1690 	2040 1800 2025 

45336 5 2267 	2386 

47719 5.5 2625 	2821 2750 

51293 6 3078 	NA 

1997-98 20701 3 621 	655 

21831 3.5 764 	823 

23525 4 941 	1092 1000 1080 

27289 4.5 1228 	1482 1350 

32935 5 1647 	1733 

34666 5.5 1907 	2049 1925 

37263 6 2236 	NA 2400 2700 3000 

1998-99 21334 :1 640 	675 

22499 3.5 787 	849 

24245 4 970 	1125 1000 1080 

28124 4.5 1266 	1527 1351) 

33943 5 1697 	1786 175(1 

35727 5.5 1965 	2112 

38403 6 2304 	NA 2400 2700 3000 

1999-00 21984 3 660 	695 

23184 3.5 811 	874 

24983 -1 999 	1159 1000 1080 

28981 4.5 1304 	1574 1350  ) 



Year income 
trigger 

% of 
gross 

compulsory repayment 
threshold ($) 

Example income 

o 000'0£S  

bottom 	top 
ô tr, 
N 2

î,
0C

  

ô 
M 

ô 
ô eN 

ô 
,t 

ô 
o IA 

fR EA EA Li'l (4i 

34977 5 1749 	1841 1750 

36515 5.5 2025 	2176 

39573 6 2374 	NA 2400 2700 3000 

2000-01 22346 3 670 	707 

23566 3.5 825 	889 875 

25394 4 1016 	1178 1050 

29457 4.5 1326 	1600 1350 1575 

35552 5 1777 	1871 

37421 5.5 2058 	2212 2200 

40224 6 2413 	NA 2700 3000  

2001-02 23242 3 697 	735 

24511 3.5 858 	924 ti75 

26413 4 1057 	1226 I ON) 1200 

30639 4.5 1367 	1664 1575 

36978 5 1849 	1946 

38922 5.5 2141 	2301 72011  

41838 6 2510 	NA 2700 3000 

2002-03 24365 3 731 	771 

25695 3.5 899 	969 

27689 1 1108 	1285 

32119 4.5 1445 	1744 

38764 5 1938 	2040 2000 

40802 5.5 2244 	2412 

43859 6 2632 	NA 2700 3000 

2003-04 25348 3 760 	802 nil 

26732 3.5 936 	1008 () I5 

28806 4 1152 	1337 1200 

33415 4.5 1504 	1815 1575 1800 



Year 
income 
trigger 

% of 

gross 
compulsory repayment 

threshold (S) 
Example income 

$
2
7
, 0

0
0

 o 
bottom 	top 5,

01
  

° ô .,- °  
cn u3 fn Fn  -r  r fn to 

40329 5 2016 	2122 

42448 5.5 2335 	2510 2475 

45629 6 2738 	NA 3000 

2004-05 35001 4 1400 	1559 nil nil nil 1400 

38988 4.5 1754 	1934 1000 

42973 5 2149 	2262 2250 

45233 5.5 2488 	2674 

48622 6 2917 	3159 3000 

52658 6.5 3423 	3603 

55430 7 3880 	4268 

60972 7.5 4573 	4875 

65000 8 5200 	NA 

2005-06 36185 4 1447 	1612 nil nil nil nil 

40307 4.5 1814 	1999 

44428 5 2221 	2338 2250 

46763 5.5 2572 	2765 2750 

50267 6 3016 	3266 

54440 6.5 3539 	3725 

57305 7 4011 	4414 

63063 7.5 4730 	5040 

67200 8 5376 	NA 

http://www.ato.gov.at  /individuals/content.asp?doc=/content/8356.htm. In calculations of amounts 
required in compulsory repayment, cents have been rounded (>5 up, <5 down) 



App 	 pp endix 4: Cases aearing before the Administrative Appeals Tribunal 

As noted in Chapter Eight, the following thematic review does not constitute an 

exhaustive account of appeals coming before the tribunal. Rather, and consistent 

with an informational focus, the following case summaries illustrate how while 

HECS processes assumed particular quasi-contractual configuration, at the same 

time operational obscurities cast doubt on the capacity for the debtor to be fully 

apprised of their responsibilities and rights. 

"The spirit of the Act"  

In 1990, affirming a decision of the Secretary to not remit a debt (the applicant 

was dependent on bicycle to travel 10 kilometres between university, his residence 

and his employment in a regional Victorian university, seriously injured his knee and 

withdrew after the census date), the tribunal noted: 

Self supporting students face the risk of a change in financial circumstances which 

force them to give up a semester course. They accept reciprocal obligations. If students 

can withdraw from courses and avoid their repayment obligations whenever they face 

a change in financial circumstances, too much uncertainty would be introduced into 

the HECS. (Re: Timothy Henderson Tainish and Secretary DEET #16, Decision 

No V/90/771 AAT No. 7226). 

Early decisions by the tribunal emphasised the purpose of the HEFA as a 

mechanism for fee charging. Decisions were concerned not to undermine the 

purpose of the Act. 

The HECS technostructure: information provision, timing of notifications, reliance on 

oral advice 

In another case, the applicant initially received an offer for a course that was 

her second preference. She received a subsequent offer for her first preference course. 

She had been advised by the university admissions centre that it would be wise to 

enrol in the second preference course (in case she did not receive an offer for her first 

preference course) and that the second offer would automatically cancel the first 

enrolment (it did not). "It was only after she received a statement of fees and HECS 

liability after the 31 March 1993 Census date that she realised that she needed to elect 



to withdraw from the University of Adelaide course." (Jessica Kate Moore v DEET, 

#5). 

When it was suggested to the applicant that her signature on the approved form 

(PODF) indicated she was aware of her obligations to withdraw in writing: 

The Applicant's evidence was that although she had collected the HECS information 

booklet she had not read it. Because of the large number of students attending to have 

their enrolment processed she was waiting for three approximately three hours, but 

ultimately the enrolment process was completed in about five minutes. In the 

enrolment process, nothing was brought to her attention about HECS except that she 

was asked if she wanted to pay 'upfront' or 'defer'. She was not verbally directed to 

read the HECS booklet. Indeed, no opportunity was provided during the enrolment 

process for the HECS information booklet to be read by the student before signing the 

Payment Options form - the Applicant said that the HECS booklet was placed with 

other pamphlets and brochures which were available to be collected after the 

enrolment process had been completed. (Jessica Kate Moore v DEET, #9) 

Notwithstanding the fact that she had accepted an offer of a place in her first 

preference course and had assumed (on the advice of the admissions centre) that this 

had cancelled her enrolment in the second preference course, as the payment option 

declaration form had been signed stating the applicant had read the contents of the 

information booklet, the decision of the Secretary was affirmed. It was in fact (for the 

applicant) correct to assume that her enrolment had been cancelled, but it was not 

correct to infer from this that the HECS payment option form for the first course had 

been cancelled by the act of either enrolling in the second course or even the 

cancelling of her enrolment in the first course. 

The tribunal member presiding in this case noted that the applicant was in a 

situation where she: 

...was required to initiate her formal withdrawal from the course, albeit a course to 

which by then she had no offer or right to attend. While this distinction might make 

some sense to university administrators and officers of the Department of 

Employment Education and Training in their administration of the HEC scheme, I 

can sympathise with students, and indeed the population at large, who may fail to 



make the very subtle distinction between having their offer cancelled and 

withdrawing their enrolment from a course from which the institution's offer of 

enrolment had already been automatically cancelled. (Jessica Kate Moore v DEET, 

#12). 

In noting that the confusion between state admissions centres and universities 

for enrolling students might be a common misunderstanding, the member suggested 

that: 

.., it would be socially and administratively appropriate to take administrative action 

to streamline, clarify and simplify the process. Obviously universities act only as 

agents for the Department of Education Employment and Training in the 

administration of the HEC Scheme, and there is potential for confusion about the 

nature of that relationship. The process is confused further by one's perception or 

misperception of the relationship between (admissions centres) and the universities. 

(Jessica Kate Moore re DEET, #17). 

The member suggested applying to the Commonwealth Ombudsman but 

also noted that the Ombudsman's jurisdiction did not comprehend the actions of 

state admissions centres. 

The HECS technostructure (2): what is 'the system'?  

Jessica Kate Moore re DEET was referred to in 1998 in Carney Anne 

McManus and DEETYA AAT No 13535 (1998) AATA 947 (11 December 1998). The 

applicant's attendance at a tertiary institution was (for her) contingent on her 

receiving a scholarship. She had enrolled at one university (advised by the university 

that to be considered for a scholarship she must already be enrolled), was not offered 

a scholarship and subsequently enrolled at a different university offering her a 

scholarship. The applicant submitted she had assumed that 'the system' would 

recognise the impossibility of her being enrolled full time in two different states of 

Australia and that her second enrolment would cancel out the first. The tribunal was 

unable to find special circumstances and concluded that her liability was incurred 

because she had not familiarised herself with her obligations under the Act. The 

decision not to remit the debt was affirmed. 



In this case as in others where the applicant had assumed that their enrolment 

would be cancelled owing to their enrolment in a different course/university, the 

information statement sent by the university to the student after the HECS census 

date appeared to be the first indication to the applicant that there was a debt 

incurred. 

'Special Circumstances': precedents versus individual merits 

In the published decisions in which the Departmental decision was affirmed 

for the reason that the meaning of 'special circumstances' was not satisfied by the 

agreed facts and relevant legislation76, there was systematic reference made to the 

guidelines in their Secretarial elaboration as criteria that must be fulfilled. There was 

discussion amongst Tribunal members as to what constituted unusual, uncommon, 

and abnormal in an endeavour to flesh out the meaning of 'special' and there was 

disagreement between decisions as to where circumstances might reside on a 

continuum of control (beyond the control of the applicant). 

Notwithstanding the frequent reference by Members to the requirement of 

the Tribunal to consider each case on its merits, many of the reported decisions were 

cited in subsequent decisions for their setting of precedents in interpretation of the 

related legislation, and as such these decisions comprised defining moments in the 

assignation of responsibility for debt and in the interpretation of the application of 

provisions in the HEFA. 

In one of the tribunal's earliest decisions (Re Craig Patrick Moran and DEET 

No N89/1097 AAT No. 6433 23.11.1990), the applicant had withdrawn from his 

studies after the census date as he had been suffering trauma related to the loss of his 

fiancee and friend in a car accident of which he was the only survivor (in the back 

seat of the car) The tribunal accepted that the applicant was "still in mourning for his 

deceased fiancee" (#18), but also found that as he was in mourning "prior to the 

census date" and that his degree of mourning was "not sufficient to prevent the 

applicant from completing his studies" (he had subsequently re-enrolled and 

76This was strongly represented by the scenario in which, through contributing to a situa tion 
in which the debtor believed the situation had been resolved, the university or department of 
education had in effect misrepresented the state of affairs. 



satisfactorily completed study) the applicant's circumstances did not accord with the 

meaning of special circumstances as interpreted by the tribunal and the secretarial 

guidelines, and the Department's decision was affirmed. Re Moran was cited in 

subsequent cases and provided a illustration of the extent to which circumstances 

surrounding a student's withdrawal from study could be uncommon, abnormal and 

unusual but nonetheless failed to satisfy the criteria for remission. 

The stipulation by the Secretary of guidelines to consider when establishing 

whether 'special circumstances' existed in a particular case and the framing of 

criteria as contingent (i.e. not any nor either of the criteria, but all of the criteria, 

applied sequentially and cumulatively) thus shaped the Tribunal's capacity to 

interpret the meaning of the Act and in some cases limited the notion of 'special 

circumstances' such that situations which were uncommon or abnormal for an 

applicant were not acceptable (i.e. were not considered 'special') within the 

Tribunal's definitional remit. Tribunal members were moved to comment on this in 

many decisions. In DAB v DEET (No V94/830 AAT No 10141 20 December 1994, J 

Handley (Senior Member) considered the various meanings attributable to the 

phrase 'special circumstances' noting that: 

Much discussion has evolved in recent years concerning the relevance of Government 

Policy and Administrative Guidelines in both the interpretation of the intent 

underlying legislation and in the context also of consistency of decision making ... 

administrative guidelines are not a substitute for nor superior to the law. (DAB v 

DEET, #31). 

Handley affirmed the need to have regard to the specific statutory context in 

the assessment, and in reference to a defining case of the Full Federal Court (Beadle v 

Director General of Social Security 1985, (6) ALR 225) noted their view that while six 

months provision for making a claim was considered sufficient in the normal case, 

special circumstances 

...must include events which would render the six months unfair or inappropriate. 

For example where the delay beyond six months was due to the claimants being 

mislead by a departmental officer or was due to the negligence of a third party it 

might be thought ... that special circumstances had been shown which warranted a 



longer period. More difficult would be questions of ignorance, illiteracy, isolation, 

illness and the like. (cited in DAB v DEET #37). 

In DAB v DEET the applicant had withdrawn from a Bachelor of Science (honours) 

degree because of a conflict between his religious beliefs and aspects of the course 

requirements, and this was determined to be consistent with the meaning of 'special' 

so the decision to not remit the debt was set aside. 

Information provision 

In 1995, in Rodney Earl Berg y DEET (No Q94/603 AAT No 10247, 27 April 

1995), E.K Christie (Member) while affirming the decision under review noted that 

It may well be now appropriate for the Department of Employment Education and 

Training to examine standardised electronic procedures for all Australian 

Universities so as to ensure that any student has the potential means for immediate 

confirmation and verification of changes to enrolment, following written application 

to student administration ... In an era where students are responsible for payment of 

their higher education charges, equity demands that all Universities have in place 

appropriate technology for all students to have immediate access to their current 

enrolment ... to ensure the spirit of the Act, with respect to a student's HECS 

obligations, can be achieved 

(Rodney Earl Berg v DEET No Q94/603 AAT No 10247, 27 April 1995, #28). In 

Rodney Earl Berg v Secretary DEET the applicant incorrectly completed a change of 

enrolment form, offering the explanation that he suffered gout and that the 

medication he was taking interfered with his abilities, causing him to fail to 

withdraw from two subjects correctly and thus incurring a HECS debt. In 

commenting on this case in affirming the department's decision that Mr Berg's 

circumstances were not beyond his control, the tribunal member theorised a 'right to 

know' on behalf of the student: 

The Tribunal makes the following observations concerning the rights of any tertiary 

student to know effectively and expeditiously the results of any changes made to 

enrolment. This right should be paramount... (Rodney Earl Berg y DEET #26). 

In Lynne Sandra Martin y DEETYA no Q96/16 AAT No. 11268, 2 August 1996, 



The applicant said that she sought advice from the Student Administration Centre of 

the University about withdrawing from the two subjects; she was provided with the 

1995 HECS booklet. The Centre referred to this booklet as the 'bible'.( Lynne Sandra 

Martin v DEETYA #13). 

The applicant (whose late withdrawal from her studies was caused by a close family 

member's diagnosis of dementia, and the requirement that she become primary 

caregiver to the family member) had relied on the booklet's statement that 

supporting documentation must be sent with the application for remission of the 

debt, which delayed her application beyond the three-month limitation. 

In this case (the only case that could be found in the AUSTLII database that noted an 

'advocate' in attendance with the applicant), the advocate commented that 

... the Department acknowledged that whereas her circumstances were serious 

enough to prevent her from continuing her studies, the whole of the application was 

disallowed on the basis of procedure (Lynne Sandra Martin v DEETYA, #31). 

The Tribunal member ultimately set the department's decision aside owing to 

inconsistency of information in the application for remission of debt and the HECS 

information booklet: 

... the Tribunal concludes that the inconsistency in information as to the need for 

supporting documentation to accompany the application ... represents a source of 

uncertainty in preparing an application for remission of a HECS debt. It therefore 

represents a circumstance beyond the control of the applicant. (Lynne Sandra 

Martin v DEETYA, #52) 

In referring to the late discovery by the applicant that her appeal had to be sent 

interstate and could not be lodged at her state's Department of Education office the 

member stated "... Lack of standardised information and advice to the applicant on 

this point represented another circumstance beyond her control."(Lynne Sandra 

Martin v DEETYA, #53). 

The tribunal member concluded by suggesting a phrase 'as soon as 

practicable' be inserted into the Act in order to empower the tribunal to consider 

cases of legitimately special circumstances which are disallowed from consideration 

solely in virtue of having exceeded the statutory time limit imposed. 



In 1997-98, the AAT addressed the theme of information provision and 

process in its Annual Report highlights entitled When you don't know that you have 

enrolled at university until you receive your HECS assessment notice. In Samani and 

DEETYA (AAT No 12738 (1998) AATA 197 (24 March 1998), reported in AAT 1998, 49-

50) the applicant appealed the decision to charge HECS for subjects he was unaware 

he had enrolled in, at a university at which he was unaware he had enrolled. The 

situation was produced by the advice of an academic department to submit partially 

completed (but signed and dated) enrolment forms to the student administration at 

the university, which then advised the applicant to complete a payment option 

declaration form (which he did). The enrolment forms were missing departmental 

authorisation and subjects to be studied, which the applicant took to be indicative 

that he had not enrolled (this was supported by the advice from the academic 

department). The applicant subsequently heard nothing from the university, 

assumed the application had been declined, and enrolled at a different university. 

The university sent the applicant a letter after March 31 advising him of a debt of 

$1645.00. The Tribunal member commented: 

It is apparent that the applicant's reason for not withdrawing from the course ... was 

due to his not being aware that he was enrolled ... A student justifiably unaware of an 

enrolment could never be expected to attend class. That a person is enrolled and 

completely unaware of that fact nor, in the circumstances could they be expected to be 

aware of that fact is, of itself, quite extraordinary and unusual.(Samani and 

DEETYA, #25). 

The decision was set aside. 

In Boyd Blackley and DEETYA, AAT No 13225 (1998) AATA 667 (28 August 

1998) the applicant had sent enrolment and payment options declaration forms to the 

university. After receiving a confirmation of enrolment the applicant faxed the 

university a request for refund of student guild fees on the basis that he did not take 

up his enrolment at the university. The tribunal member in this case noted that 

77 It is a practice of annual reporting to include highlights, or 'decisions of interest'- notable 
cases for jurisdictions in which systemic or unusual circumstances present. 



The word 'enrol' is not defined in Chapter 4 of the Act (Hefa) and, indeed, is not used 

in that Chapter in any relevant sense. The Act instead refers to a student as a person 

who 'proposes to undertake a course of study' at an institution, providing that the 

debt arises 'in relation to' a course of study in which one is a student. (Boyd 

Blackley and DEETYA, #11) nor was 'withdrawal' defined in the Act (Boyd 

Blackley and DEETYA, #17). While the member found that the fax sent by the 

applicant did not legally amount to a withdrawal, 

It was reasonable for the applicant and his mother to believe that it did. It is 

reasonable for me to assume that the applicant had never before been enrolled at a 

University ... His ignorance of the intricacies of enrolment are therefore 

understandable. It is not so much that I am excusing ignorance of the law but, rather, 

I am excusing his lack of knowledge about the University's enrolment procedures. 

(Boyd Blackley and DEETYA, #27). 

The member finally suggested: 

Whilst it may be obvious to those who administer the HECS scheme or to people who 

work in Universities that although his enrolment was withdrawn without academic 

penalty he could still be liable for HECS in relation to that course, it would be very 

surprising if people with no experience of the internal mechanisms of Universities 

were to arrive at such conclusions independently. (Boyd Blackley and DEETYA, 

#31). 

The decision was set aside, as satisfying the definition of 'special circumstances'. 

The concept (special circumstances) was further considered in terms of the 

meaning of the word 'unable' — (owing to circumstances beyond the applicant's 

control and related to the three month restriction on application for remission). In 

1997, A.M Blow (A Former Student y Secretary DEETYA, No T97/43 AAT No. 12365 

#17) interpreted unable as meaning 'not reasonably able' rather than 'impossible': 

...I do not think the provision in question should be confined to situations where the 

applicant was in a coma, substantially mentally or physically incapacitated, held 

prisoner and kept incommunicado, or in some similar extreme situation. 

In 1997 (Hazan and DEETYA No 12456 3 December 1997, #20) affirming a, 

decision not to remit a HECS debt the tribunal member referred to 'HECS: Your 



Questions Answered' as if reading it were a compulsory requirement of forming a 

HECS agreement. As noted in Chapter Six, while the booklet strongly recommended 

that one read it, this would only be apparent to those people who turned over the 

front cover (in some editions the strong recommendation was printed on a fold out 

page behind the front cover) - in other words to people who were reading it already. 

Conversely, completing and signing the payment options declaration form 

was also agreeing to the statement 'I have read the HECS Information booklet, and I 

am aware of my obligations under the scheme and the requirement for all enrolments 

to be in writing' (this is from the PODF for 1995). 

Timing..  

In 1998 a tribunal member found no jurisdiction for the AAT to consider a 

case in which the applicant had had a stroke and withdrawn from the course of 

study after the Census date. The application to remit the debt was not made until 

fifteen months after the debt had been incurred, and the Secretary could not therefore 

consider the application. The AAT was only empowered to consider valid 

applications, that is, applications made within the fifteen month prescribed period 

and rejected by the Secretary on appeal. The member noted: 

It appears that the applicant may not have been informed of the need to apply in 

writing to the respondent Secretary for the remission of her HEC semester debt until 

after the 15-month limitation period imposed by s.106L (3) expired. In my view the 

time limit provisions in s.106L (1) and (3) are unnecessarily strict, and can 

sometimes result in injustices occurring. Parliament ought to consider relaxing those 

provisions. (Mary Ann Watts and DEETYA, AAT No 12524 (1998) AATA T97/26 

(23 December 1997, #11) 

HECS information 

One self-representing applicant submitted that: 

..the book (i.e. HECS Your Questions Answered) is complex and lengthy and that 

it is neither usual nor mandatory to have completely read and then recollect each of 

the matters contained within that Handbook. (Elizabeth Bowyer and DEETYA, 

AAT No 13339 (1998) AATA 770 (1 October 1998), #9a). 



The applicant had developed a medical condition after the census date for 

first semester 1997, and had applied for withdrawal without penalty, which was 

granted. Owing to the time consumed by the applicant attempting to have her debt 

remitted by the university (instead of the Department) the statutory limit was 

exceeded by the time the university sent her the approved form. The Department 

responded that the payment options declaration form that the student had signed 

indicated they had read the booklet and understood their obligations under the 

scheme, causing the tribunal member to give detailed consideration to the interaction 

between university advice and the approved forms. 

In that case the tribunal member noted that clause five of the PODF stated the 

applicant was aware of obligations including the requirement for withdrawals to be 

in writing. The member commented: 

It seems to me unfortunate that the declaration did not also refer to the requirement 

for applications for remission of HECS debts to be made in writing and within certain 

time limits. (Elizabeth Bowyer and DEETYA, #34). 

The member found that the university gave misleading advice in its letter to 

the applicant (the letter advised the debt would "remain as recorded", which was 

understood by the applicant to mean it was not further appealable). Importantly, the 

member further observed: 

There is nothing in the Act providing that lack of knowledge or understanding of the 

requirements for applying for remission cannot be relied on as the circumstance 

beyond a person's control which prevents the person applying within the specified 

period. There may well be circumstances where lack of knowledge or understanding of 

the requirements for applying for remission of debt could be a circumstance outside a 

person's control.. 

The Guidelines ... do not address the situation of a person who has been given 

incorrect or misleading information by the University administration, as to his or her 

rights and obligations in respect of remission of a HECS debt. and may thereby have 

been prevented from making further enquiries. (Elizabeth Bowyer and DEETYA, 

#41 - #42). 

Reviewing previous decisions of the tribunal the member found (quoting re Martin) 



"The HECS guidelines do not provide for institutional errors or omissions in 

the giving of advice/information to students", and that previous decisions relying on 

the phrase found in the HECS information booklet and the guidelines for remission 

of debt - 'Lack of knowledge or understanding of the requirements for applying for remission 

is not a valid reason for applying after the 3 month period' - had no justification by 

reference to the Act. 

The member concluded with some remarks about the university enrolment 

process and information provision: 

Mr Knowles [the Australian Government Solicitor representing the 

Department] in his submission said that DEETYA asks universities not to advise 

students about HECS. There was no evidence of that, but it would seem rather 

unhelpful and unrealistic. The evidence suggests that the university enrolment 

process is the point of contact where students sign ... and it seems ... that the 

universities act as agents of DEETYA in arranging for students to agree in writing to 

make their HECS payments. It is therefore reasonable for the students to expect to 

obtain accurate information about HECS from their university. It seems unreasonable 

that universities ... should be asked not to make reference to HECS when students ask 

about it. I suggest it would be much better to ask them to give accurate information 

and direct students to the appropriate pages of the HECS booklet. (Elizabeth Bowyer 

and DEETYA, #61) 

Comprehensive information? 

In Bryant and DEETYA (1999) AATA 117 (5 March 1999) the applicant argued 

that the absence of the word 'deferral' from the HECS information booklet meant that 

his circumstances (he misconstrued deferral of his studies as entailing deferral of his 

HECS liability and that it would be applied when he resumed his studies) were not 

comprehended by the booklet. The member (J.A Kiosoglous, MBE) commented on 

previous decisions: 

The Tribunal is troubled that in spite of such frequent references, it again finds itself 

in the position of expressing concern over the ambiguous and confusing advice 

available to students. Specifically in this case, there is concern expressed about the 

nature of the information provided in the HECS booklet, which the Tribunal finds 



both confusing and inadequate in dealing with withdrawal and remission of the 

HECS debt due to special circumstances. (Bryant and DEETYA 1999, #16). 

In the specific case, the applicant had received confirmation of his request to 

defer his studies from the university, and had taken reference to his student status as 

'active' to mean that his studies and his HECS liability had been deferred. The 

tribunal member found that the university had contributed to the applicant's 

misperception of having taken all necessary steps:- 

... the Tribunal finds that his failure to take active steps to clarify his position is 

directly related to the misleading and confusing information provided to him, and 

that this constitutes a circumstance beyond his control. (Bryant and DEETYA 1999, 

#30) 

Returning attention to the HECS information booklet the member found: 

... the booklet only serves to further confuse and mislead the applicant, in that it 

provides him with no specific reference to his situation, and is, therefore, of no 

assistance in being able to put him in a position where he should have been able to 

determine that active steps needed to be taken ...( Bryant and DEETYA 1999, #34). 

The Member concluded with the following statement: 

The Tribunal again expresses its concern about the reliance placed on this booklet, and 

the manner in which students sign the declaration that they have read the booklet 

during the course of enrolment, when it is highly likely that they have not in fact been 

given an opportunity to familiarise themselves with the booklet. (Bryant and 

DEETYA 1999, #37). 

The decision was set aside, with the member finding that misinformation provided 

by the university, in conjunction with the 'serious flaw' (#37) in the booklet's failure to 

mention what action was required in the event of deferral of studies, constituted 

circumstances beyond the control of the applicant. 

From this review an accumulating concern can be read in the tribunal's 

comments on the adequacy of HECS information, the processes by which debtors 

were advised about HECS processes (or not) and the Department's ongoing reliance 

on the debtors' signature on a payment options form as sufficient to enforce a HECS 

obligation. 



A endix 5: The National Surve of HECS Debtors: surve materials. 



National Survey of HECS Debtors 

The Higher Education Contribution Scheme was introduced in 1989 as a way for 

students to pay their higher education tuition fees. 
In the fifteen years since it was introduced, there has been little investigation of the 

ways it has affected people who become HECS debtors, in their experience at 

University and afterwards. 
As a part of my PhD research at the University of Melbourne I am conducting an 

online survey of the experience of HECS debtors. 

What is the survey about?  
The survey will take a snapshot of HECS debtors in 2004. It aims to collect 

information on the experience of becoming a HECS debtor and to look at how and 

what HECS debtors are doing after their time at University. 

If you would like to look at the questions that are being asked on the survey please 

dick here  

Are you or have you been a HECS debtor?  
The survey site is designed to collect data on your educational and occupational 

experience, and your thoughts on the Higher Education Contribution Scheme as a way 

of participating in higher education. 
Information about your current work situation, and your understanding of your 

HECS debt will be the focus of the study. 
No identifying data will be collected through the site. Your identity as a participant 

will not be disclosed. 
The survey will take a minimum of ten minutes to complete depending upon the 

amount of information you want to provide. 
The Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Melbourne has approved 

the research design. 

Would you like to participate in the study? 

if you would like to participate in the survey, please enter your name and email 

address in the space below. A link to the survey site will be sent to you by return 

email. This is designed to protect the security and anonymity of participants. Only the 

researcher will be able to identify your email address and your answers. 

To register for participation please enter your details below: 

Name 

Email 

     

      

      

      



Register 

Do you know anyone else who would be interested?  
If you know of any HECS debtors who may be interested in contributing to the study l 

would be grateful if you would forward this site address to them. 

Researchers:  

A Papadopoulos: a.papadopoulos2@pgrad.unimelb.edu.au  

Dr L.K. Harms: (03) 8344 9413 

If you have any concerns about this research please feel free to contact: Kate Murphy, 

Executive Officer Human Research Ethics, 

Phone: (03) 8344 2073 Fax: (03) 9347 6739 
If you have experienced any difficulties in registering please contact the researcher at 

the following email: 

i ∎ ec,sttith a Clleecaniedialittlit.com.au   
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1989 1993 ❑ 1997 ❑ 2001 ❑ 

1990 ❑ 1994 ❑ 1998 ❑ 2002 ❑ 

1991 ❑ 1995 ❑ 1999 III 

1992 ❑ 1996 ❑ 2000 ❑ 

(1) What is the name of 

the course(s) that you 

incurred your HECS debt 

doing? 

(la) Which university (or 

universities) did you 	Î 
attend? 

(2) Please tick the years 

you were enrolled in a 

course(s) for which you 

incurred HECS: 

(3)Did you receive 

austudy, abstudy or youth 

allowance for study in any 

lof the following years? 

(please tick) 

(3a) If you received 

another Commowealth 

allowance/pension/benefit, other payment 
please specify the name of 

National Survey of HECS Debtors 
Please Note: SURVEY DEMO ONLY: 
This page allows you to review the questions on the survey- if you want to register to 

participate in the survey please 

click ilti u 

These questions cover the period from 1989 - 2002 and are concerned with your experience of 

being a HECS debtor. They also refer to your current circumstances. 

Please try and answer all the questions from memory. When you have finished please press th4 

submit button at the bottom of the form. 

If you experience any difficulties in completing the survey please contact the researcher at the 

following email: 

the payment in the text 

box: 

(3b) If you received 

austudy, abstudy or youth 
Select... 



National Survey of HECS Debtors 

Thank you for registering for the HECS survey. You have been assigned a number 

which will be sent to your email address as a link within 24 hours. 
Please check your email, and click on the link given in the email or copy and paste the 

link into your browser address bar to login and complete the survey. 

Researchers: 

A Papadopoulos 

Dr L.K. Harms 



National Survey of HECS Debtors 

To enter the site and complete the survey please enter your email address below (you 

must use the email address to whiclhs link h .. een sent): 

Email 
Login 

If you have experienced any difficulties in logging in please contact the researcher at 

the following email: 

hecstipl\ (I  

Researchers: 

A Papadopoulos 

Dr L.K. Harms 



National Survey of HECS Debtors 

A registration for this email already exists. Please double check the email address you 
entered. 

(_li .  l : itufv 

If it is correct you may need to contact A Papadopoulos to reset your registration: 
heestuciv <a meccamcdiali2ht.com.au   

Researchers: 

A Papadopoulos 

Dr G.K. Harms 



National Survey of HECS Debtors 

These questions cover the period from 1989 - 2002 and are concerned with your experience 

being a HECS debtor. They also refer to your current circumstances. 
Please try and answer all the questions from memory. When you have finished please press t 

submit button at the bottom of the form. 
If you experience any difficulties in completing the survey please contact the researcher at th 

following email: 

could) :7  nit 'i(:1111111i':1!i 01t:!'1)111. :11!  

(1) What is the name of 

the course(s) that you 

incurred your HECS debt 

doing? 

(la) Which university (or 

universities) did you 

ttend? 

1989 ❑ 1993 ❑ 1997 ❑ 2001 0 
1990 0 1994 ❑ 1998 0 2002 0 
1991 ❑ 1995 ❑ 1999 ❑ 
1992 E 1996 E 2000 ❑ 

1989  n 1993 ❑ 1997 ❑ 2001 ❑ 

1990 E 1994 ❑ 1998 ❑ 2002 ❑ 

1991 ❑ 1995 ❑ 1999 ❑ 
1992 ❑ 1996 ❑ 2000 ❑ 

(2) Please tick the years 

ou were enrolled in a 

ourse(s) for which you 

ncurred HECS: 

3)Did you receive 

ustudy, abstudy or youth 

allowance for study in any 

of the following years? 

(please tick) 

(3a) If you received 

another Commowealth 

allowance/pension/benefit, other payment 

please specify the name of f 

the payment in the text 

box: 

(3b) If you received 

austudy, abstudy or youth 

allowance did you take a 

loan against your 

allowance through the 

Student Financial 

Select... 



Supplement Scheme? 

(4) Did you get the 

qualification(s)? 

(5) Did you fail any 

subjects/modules? 

(6) Did you repeat any 

subjects/modules? 

(7) Have you paid HECS 

twice for any 

subjects/modules? 

(8) Did you withdraw 

from any subject/modules 

after the official date on 

hich you are charged 

HECS? 

Degree - select... 	Degree 2 Select... 

(9) Please tick which 

months you think are the 

HECS census dates in 

each semester. 

(l0a) Are you working 

now? 

(10b) Are you working in 

an area to which your 

qualification is directly 

relevant? 

(10c) Which bracket is 

your (gross, before tax) 

income in? 

(10d) What terms are you 

employed on: 

(11a) Do you know how 

big your HECS debt is 

February ❑ March ❑ 	April ❑ 	May ❑ 	June ❑ 

July ❑ August ❑ September ❑ October ❑ November ❑ 

$1 - $6,000 

$6,001 - $21,600 

$21,601 - $52,000 

$52,001 -$62, 500 

$62,501 and over 

Contract casual 

❑ Contract,fulltime, time limited 

El Subcontract 

❑ Permanent, part time 

❑ Permanent, full time 

Self employed 

yes no 



now? 

(11b) If yes please indicate 
which range it falls in; if 

no please indicate the 

most recent balance/what 

you think it is: 

❑ 

L] 

$1 000 and under 

$1 000.01 to $2 000 

$2 000.01 to $4 000 

$4 000.01 to $6 000 

$6 000.01 to $8 000 

$8 000.01 to $10 000 

$10 000.01 to $12 000 

$12 000.01 to $14 000 

$14 000.01 to $16 000 

$16 000.01 to $18 000 

$18 000.01 to $20 000 

$20 000.01 to $30 000 

$30 000.01 to $40 000 

$40 000.01 to $50 000 

Over $50 000 

(12) Is your HECS debt 

fully repaid? yes 

• no 

• don't know 

(13) Please tick the 
following publications if 

you have received and /or 

read them: 

Received 

❑ 

11 

Li 

❑ 

Read Title: 

❑ HECS Your Questions Answered 1989 

❑ HECS Your Questions Answered 1990 

❑ HECS Your Questions Answered 1991 

❑ HECS Your Questions Answered 1992 

CI 	HECS Your Questions Answered 1993 

❑ HECS Your Questions Answered 1994 

❑ HECS Your Questions Answered 1995 

• HECS Your Questions Answered 1996 

❑ HECS Your Questions Answered 1997 

❑ HECS Your Questions Answered 1998 

❑ HECS Your Questions Answered 1999 

❑ HECS Your Questions Answered 2000 

• HECS Your Questions Answered 2001 

❑ HECS Your Questions Answered 2002 



(14) Please explain what 

you understand 

'indexation' of your 

HECS debt to mean in 

your own words: 

(15) Have there been any 

difficulties in your 

experience of the HEC 

scheme? 

(16) Has anything 

surprised you about the 

way the debt is going? 

(17) Do you have any 

general comments or 

questions about your 

HECS debt? 

(18) Reflecting upon what you now know about being a HECS debtor please indicate whether 

you agree or disagree with the 

(a) "I would do the same 

course(s)" 

(b) "I would recommend 

HECS as a financing 

option to someone 

contemplating University 

study" 

(c) "When I first enrolled 

at University I had an 

following statements: 

strongly agree 	agree • : neutral 	disagree _ strongly disagree 

strongly agree 	agree • _ • neutral 
	

disagree : • strongly disagree 

accurate idea of what 	strongly agree 	agree • neutral 	disagree 	strongly disagree 

tertiary study was about" 

(d) "When I first enrolled 

at University I understood 

the Higher Education 	strongly agree - ' agree 	neutral 	disagree • strongly disagree 

Contribution Scheme." 

(19) When you are reminded of your HECS debt please indicate whether you agree or 

disagree with the following range of responses: 

(a) "I try not to think 

about it" strongly agree • agree neutral disagree strongly disagree 



(e) "I feel anxious" 

ongly agree : agree 

(b) "I assume HECS is 

being paid off through my 

job" 
strongly disagree strongly agree ' agree 	neutral : disagree 

(c) "I have a financial 

plan to repay the debt" 

(d) "I expect I will never 

earn enough to repay the 

HECS debt" 

strongly agree r agree 	neutral 

strongly agree 	agree 	neutral 

disagree 	strongly disagree 

disagree 	strongly disagre 

neutral disagree strongly disa 

(20)Your year of birth: 

(21) Sex: 

'(22) Are you of Aboriginal 

or Torres Strait Islander 

background? 

(23) Current postcode: 

(24) Your current 

occupation(s): 

(25) Your father's 

occupation: 

(26)Your father's highest 

educational level (e.g. year 

twelve;PhD): 

(27) Your mother's 

occupation: 

(28) Your mother's 

highest educational level: 

(29) How did you hear 

about this survey? G I was contacted directly by the researcher 

Another HECS debtor told me about it 

C7 My University notified me about it 

El I saw it advertised 

El other (please specify») 

This purpose of this survey has been to find out the extent to which you are aware of the 

terms and conditions applying to your HECS debt. There are further aspects of being a 

HECS debtor that may be investigated through a more in depth interview. If you would be 

happy to participate in a further interview, please tick this box. 

CI Yes, I would be happy to participate in a further interview 

The tick will be related back to your contact details [known only to the researcher], and if 



me permits I will be in touch with you. 

this site design is © A.Papadopoulos 



National Survey of HECS Debtors 

Thank you for taking the time to fill in the survey. The results of the survey will be 

made available at a later date. 

Researchers: 

A Papadopoulos 

Dr L.K. Harms 
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Angelika Papadopoulos: The HECS in Australia. 

This paper considers transitional labour market concepts through the case of 

the Australian experiment with income-related, state-sponsored loans for the 

payment of tuition fees by individuals participating in higher education, the 

Higher Education Contribution Scheme (the HECS). The HECS was one policy 

response to changes in the form and function of Australian social institutions 

described in From risk to opportunity (Ziguras et al 2004) and elaborated in two 

volumes of Growth (Hancock et al 2000, 2001). 

Schmid and Schömann (2003:3) suggest the neologism 'flexicurity' (the 

combination of flexibility and security) may be attainable by 'managing social 

risks through transitional labour markets'. The HECS loan, combining as it does the 

features of deferrable, income-contingent payment and government 

underwriting, ostensibly promises flexibility in repayment obligations and 

security of university participation and its consequent benefits without the risks 

that typically accompany credit provision. It is tempting to argue for income-

related loans to be used as bridging finance for managing a variety of 

transitions between stages of the life-course, given their ostensible concordance 

with the principle of 'flexicurity'. 

Through a critical examination of 'flexicurity' in financing university 

participation, this paper attempts to draw lessons from the Australian 

experience of the HECS for policy ideation, realisation and evaluation 

(Bridgman and Davis 2004: 22) in the new social landscape as described by 

transitional labour markets. 
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Angelika Papadopoulos: The HECS in Australia. 

The question guiding this analysis as regards transitional labour market 

concepts is: does the HECS as a policy instrument achieve 'flexicurity', that is, 

does it allow for the management of social risk, and the related question how 

would we know? 

Through relating key scenes from the policy episode (Considine 1994) to 

transitions occurring in industrial relations policy the following argues that in 

the light of information asymmetries generated by policy shifts in both 

university funding and workplace relations the capacity of an individual to 

manage their human capital contract is diminished. In this sense the flexibility 

of the policy instrument can undermine claims that the policy mechanism 

provides security. 

This paper draws on doctoral work in progress which is concerned with the 

experience of acquiring a HECS debt, explored through the first national survey 

of HECS debtors in Australia conducted in 2004. 

An outline of the HECS: scenes from the policy episode.  

The HECS (the scheme) was introduced in 1989 as a mechanism to finance the 

expansion of the capacity of the university system through requiring a 

contribution from the student'. As an institutional financing arrangement it has 

enabled two transitions: 

(1) the transition of individuals into university without requiring them to pay 

fees at enrolment, and 
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Angelika Papadopoulos: The HECS in Australia. 

(2) the transition of the structure of the Australian university system from 

public institutionalism to part-privately financed educational market2 through 

normalising the imposition of individual charges and fixing a price for service 

delivery. 

In the operational lifetime of the scheme two major reconceptualisations have 

occurred - in 1996 when the federal government changed (HECS 2), and again 

in 2004 as a consequence of the review process Higher Education at the Crossroads 

(HECS 3)3. 

The one feature of the scheme that has been preserved through its three 

incarnations is the provision of loans with income related contingency in 

repayment (although the parameters of contingency have themselves shifted as 

discussed below). Students deferring payment of their fees sign a form 

committing to pay a proportion of their future income+ to the Commonwealth in 

exchange for the Commonwealth paying the university. This allows for the 

financing of university participation without the potential deterrent effect of 

having upfront charges. 

It also created a new category of economic subject in the society - the HECS 

debtor. At June 20025 there were over one million HECS debtors with a debt the 

total value of which exceeded eight billion dollars. 

The ' atewa ' theor of . rice fixin and arameters of contin enc 

In the case of the HECS, once the fee charging policy was introduced, it was 

possible to commence a process of incremental adjustment which has 
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culminated in a policy system in contradiction with the original justification 

and intent of the Scheme. 

For example, once it was accepted that higher education was a source of 

advantage or privilege and that individuals ought contribute to that from which 

they drew their (social) advantage, it was then possible to argue that relative to 

anticipated future income they weren't contributing enough, that they weren't 

repaying the loan quickly enough, that they were taking too long in study, that 

it was unfair to prevent domestic students from buying full-fee paying places, 

and that it was inequitable not to offer loans to students for this purpose (once 

we offer credit to one form of student we have to offer it to another, except 

international students6). 

These arguments were invoked in 1996 when the change of government saw in 

HECS 2 — which amended the original charge (HECS 1 1989-1996) from a flat 

rate to a three-band rate, in the case of some courses more than doubling the 

pricey. More significantly, the second major change in HECS 2 was the 

reduction of the first compulsory repayment threshold trigger to an income 

some eighteen thousand dollars below average earnings for that time. Parallel 

decreases saw the uppermost threshold drop from approximately fifty 

thousand dollars to thirty-seven thousand dollars. The impact of this alteration, 

which affected all HECS debtors, is described in the Crossroads review overview 

paper: 

'Between the financial years 1996-97 and 1997-98 revenue from repayment of debts 
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through the tax system increased from around $260 million to over $470 million. In 

1999-00 repayments contributed over $532 million'.8  

Thus HECS 2 (1997-2004) demonstrated that flexibility in repayment can be a 

two-way street. After Crossroads, the government announced the Higher 

Education Loans Program ('HELP'), which commenced in January of this year as 

a part of the policy plan Backing Australia's Futures. HECS 3 (a series of fee 

ranges which may exceed the 2004 HECS rates by up to twenty five percent) is 

the 'Commonwealth supported' component of the HELP system. For the first 

time, the amount of time a student can spend at university enjoying 

Commonwealth support has been restricted ('student learning entitlement') 

although should the student exceed the time allowed they will have access to 

unsupported places at 'full-cost' recovery prices, accompanied by the provision 

for deferred repayment income-related loans up to a debt limit of fifty thousand 

dollars'°. The number of places for full-fee paying domestic students has been 

increased to 35% over and above allocated HECS 3 places. 

These changes are accompanied by a rebasing of the first repayment threshold 

to thirty-five thousand dollars, some ten thousand dollars below where it 

would have been at this stage had the repayment obligations remained pegged 

to average earnings. 

While the policy system has changed so as to require a new Acte the 

government maintains that the new arrangements are equitable simply in virtue 
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of students having access to deferred repayment income related loans: 

'New arrangements for student financing will encourage lifelong learning, and ensure 

equity of access to higher education - no eligible student will be required to pay 

their fees up front when they enrol at an eligible higher education institution. '12  

Consequences?  

On the one hand, the HECS was introduced as a means to provide for enhanced 

access to educational opportunity and its benefits, on the other, a price was 

exacted for participation13. This was controversial in an Australia acclimatised to 

'free' university education and much concern was aired as to the potential of 

the HECS to deter people - especially people who were typically under 

represented in university participation figures - from pursuing this form of self-

improvement. Largely owing to misunderstanding of the difference between a 

tuition fee and a HECS liability, research into the impact of the scheme has to 

date focused on the extent to which university participation might be affected 

by the existence of the HECS14. 

The HECS has been correctly described (Ziguras et al 2004, 9) as a life-course 

approach to financing participation and as such it has the potential to have 

ramifications well beyond a person's university participation. This is why it is 

somewhat surprising to find an absence of systematic longitudinal research into 

the impact of the liability subsequent to university participation. 
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The HECS has been pronounced a success as a financing mechanism on the 

basis of minimal monitoring and estimation of its implications across the life-

course's. This apparent success has led to the proposal of a 'HECS style scheme' 

for financing a variety of policy areas such as short term drought relief for 

farmers16; paid maternity leave,  2; financing affordable housing18; collection of 

outstanding fine-infringement penalties19; and the training of elite 

sportspeople20. In 2002 a 'HECS style scheme' was introduced to finance 

postgraduate coursework fees in Australian universities (PELS) and the 

apparent success of the HECS in Australia has been a factor in governments in 

New Zealand and England introducing similar schemes for their university 

students21. 

Chapman and Ryan (2002, 9) nominate two potential impacts of HECS as 

critical for policy assessment- the effect of levels and streams of revenue to the 

government and '...the implications of the scheme for access to higher education of the 

socially disadvantaged.' 

Given the uniqueness22 of the policy instrument, I would add the effects of the 

policy on HECS debtors subsequent to their participation as a third 'critical' concern. 

Silo convergence-divergence  

The difficulty is that the HECS debtor, having left the university system, is no 

longer a proper object of interest to the Department of Education, and is of 

interest to the Australian Taxation Office only to the extent that HECS 

repayments are a part of income tax obligations. There is no statutory authority 
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charged with the monitoring of the life-course impact. Apparently the debt is a 

purely matter of individual responsibility and the discharging of the debt more 

so to the extent that we find that while debtor responsibilities are stipulated, 

there is no reciprocal statement of obligations on behalf of any of the 

administering bodies. 

In this brief overview of the HECS in Australia it can be seen that the HECS 

loan is a policy instrument that facilitates participation (transitions) in 

university education. This is its virtue. However, the policy levers (namely, the 

setting of contribution levels, and the setting of repayment threshold triggers) 

have been so flexible as to allow the HECS to normalise the idea of mutual 

obligation (a 'contribution') and to serve as a 'gateway' for the introduction of 

full fees and the reconstruction of the HECS as a form of scholarship, all the 

while eluding any systematic longitudinal evaluation. 

It has also achieved an individualisation of policy consequence that makes it 

largely invisible. HECS is an economic metaphor for and material 

implementation of personal responsibility. Given the contractual form of the 

HECS loan, and the individual responsibility of the debtor, access to accurate 

information about the conduct of the loan (its terms and conditions) is an 

essential feature of the fairness of the contract. The next section considers 

information asymmetries operating in the HECS arrangement. 
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Information asymmetries  

The concept of how markets can be affected by asymmetrical information was 

introduced through the work of George Akerlof (1970), and extended in the 

contributions of Joseph Stiglitz and Michael Spence24. Information asymmetries 

are just that - a differential between parties to an exchange in terms of what is 

known about the object of exchange. Akerlof (1970) introduced the concept 

through the example of the used car market demonstrating that the integrity of 

exchange can be diminished and damaged by the presence of differential 

quality in the object of exchange if there are information asymmetries between 

the buyer and the seller (in his terminology, 'lemons' in the second hand car 

market can drive out quality vehicle sellers if there is no way for a buyer to 

determine the quality of any vehicle) which in the worst case can result in the 

collapse of the market. In introducing this concept to economic theory Akerlof's 

concern was principally the survival of markets and institutions. Similarly 

Spence and Stiglitz, in their respective writings on signaling in labour markets 

and the costs of information search were also focused on the firm and its 

continuity in the absence of perfect (complete) information. 

In this analysis the concept of information asymmetry elaborates difficulties 

produced by enthusiastic embracing of transitions in the absence of attention to 

destinations. 
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'Government attempts to enhance the quality of higher education through the 

encouragement of market forces are based on an assumption that students are informed 

consumers making rational choices of higher education courses and institutions/25  

Examples of information asymmetry that can be identified in the market for 

university education include the asymmetry between what the student knows 

about the university experience and what the provider knows about the 

university experience; and the asymmetry between what the student knows 

about the operation of the HECS and what those responsible for the HECS 

know about it. (It is necessary to say 'those responsible' as the administration of 

the HECS — with the charge being determined by the Department of Education, 

levied by the university, and (as a debt), being collected by the Australian 

Taxation Office (for some debtors this also involves an employer making 

deductions) distributes operational responsibility across agencies ('new public 

management'), although the debt is ultimately considered the responsibility of 

the individual debtor). 

Perhaps the clearest point at which information asymmetries can be assumed in 

educational markets is at the point of entry (enrolment) for the student26. The 

commencing student at enrolment has no idea of the quality of the course they 

are about to pursue. The student has a (vague) expectation as to the potential 

reward their education might bring in terms of their employment prospects. 

The potential for this to preclude an accurate evaluation of the quality of a 

course can be expressed in the paradox that it is only until one has completed 
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one's education that one might be in a position to be able to evaluate it. The 

student has certainly internalised the orthodoxy that university education 

confers labour market advantages, whether or not this forms an influence on 

their decision as to course and university. 

The student further will have an understanding that they are required to make 

a contribution to the costs of their education, and that they can defer this charge 

at enrolment through signing a payment options declaration form and 

providing their tax file number. While the student is signing their informed 

consent to the HECS obligation there is no formal assessment of their 

understanding. In some university enrolment procedures, the student receives 

the booklet containing the relevant information after they have signed a 

payment options declaration form (which form states that they have read the 

booklet)• 

'..if i knew the extent of debt i would end up with and the true implications I would 

have reconsidered - however I was only 19 when i was making that decision.'(HECS 

debtor #220 29 

Accountability for policy outcomes and the generalisability of positive 

evaluations of the HECS depend on the correction of these asymmetries. Given 

the policy shift from HECS 1 to HECS 3 it is not clear that this is actually 

possible. 

A third asymmetry will form in a future in which the employment contract has 

become individualised such that it is solely a matter for the employer and the 
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employee (this is the preference enshrined in the Workplace Relations Act 1996 

and subsequent proposed amendments). This is the asymmetry between what 

an individual is earning, and what every (any) body else is earning. 

Where's the Labour Market?  

'The HECS we owe is not necessarily in anyway rewarding us financially, because an 

undergraduate degree is almost a minimal qualification for most of the work nowadays 

(that's why I keep going back to study and owe more HECS).' (HECS debtor #117). 

'The objective of full employment has been eclipsed by the promise of 'full 

employability'. 'Flexibility' now ranks equally with (if not greater than) fairness in 

industrial relations and wages policy. Whereas once the labour movement aimed to 

discipline the market, the current fashion of competition policy and 'deregulation' 

indicates a preference for enlarging the areas of social life disciplined by market forces'.30 

The 'wage earner's welfare state' that had as one of its characteristics full 

employment also incorporated protections for industries and a structural 

mechanism for the collective negotiation and setting of the terms and 

conditions of work (the award system). In transitional labour market terms this 

structure could be seen as an example of a cooperative approach towards the 

negotiated compromise between capital, the state and labour — and provides an 

indication of the potential consequences of such negotiation in conditions of 

ongoing economic uncertainty. Briggs and Buchanan (2000) provide a critical 

assessment of labour market 'deregulation' arguing that this form of labour 
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market flexibility has the potential to lead to increased social inequality and 

lower productivity in contrast to advocates of increasing liberalisation. 

The income component of work (a 'living wage') was an important part, but 

only a part of the social security implied by the phrase coined by Francis 

Castles. Other aspects of (what was formerly known as) industrial relations that 

can be considered a component of the social security/stability of the wage 

earner's welfare state included centralised wage fixation and an effort to 

determine what forms of employment would be sufficient to support workers 

and their families. The conditions as well as the terms of employment constitute 

a dimension of social security- and that security has been offered through 

stability of tenure in employment. 

In 2002 the Australian Bureau of Statistics announced that one in five employed 

persons describe their employment as 'casual' 31.  Within this population women 

(59%), and persons aged between 15-24 years (42%) dominate. Interestingly 

(and as a complementary consideration to the idea of job tenure as conferring 

social security) the same publication states that 5% of self-identified casuals had 

been with the same employer for more than ten years. The increasing use of 

casual forms of employment requires that it be considered and accounted for as 

a separate phenomenon to part-time work (which carries the potential for more 

occupational benefits and security in tenure). 

The outcome of the era of protectionism is a series of positive associations 

between features of our social systems which may owe their veracity more to 
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the social structural supports that were a part of the macro environment than to 

the inherent qualities of the social structures (institutions). This would entail 

that in the re- (de-?) structuring of institutions the associations formerly taken 

as inherent become an orthodoxy (i.e. believed dogmatically but with no basis 

in reality). The example for the purposes of considering the beneficence of the 

HECS arrangements is the positive association between credentials (university 

qualifications) and 'private returns' (estimated as expected income) — what is 

referred to colloquially as the 'graduate wage'. 

'With the reconfiguring of key labour market outcomes such as wages and hours of 

work, and rising levels of inequality, we see a redefinition of 'standard work' both at the 

top and bottom of the labour market'.32  

The new regulatory environment of 'workplace relations' poses challenges to 

the assumption of labour market advantage attaching to those with university 

credentials, and (with the increase in non-standard forms of employment) to the 

monitoring and evaluation of the efficacy and equity of a financing mechanism 

such as the HECS. 

Certainly if the very instrumental conception of university education as self-

investment for labour market advantage is going to continue to be used for 

various policy interventions into the operation of the HECS then the 

determination of such an advantage can no longer be conceived in the standard 

terminology of 'average wages' reliant as they are on homogeneity in 

employment conditions within occupations. 
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In the reshaping of the labour market that is the current program of the 

incumbent federal government there is a preference for individualisation of the 

employment contract. The responsibility for wage determination thus 

decentralised, the previous protection function of awards under the industrial 

relations act structures has been reconceived as the provision of safety net 

minima. 

One function that awards served is that of an institutionalised means of 

correcting the information asymmetry between prospective employee and 

employer. Individuals who have grown up with the casualised employment 

structures that characterise contemporary youth employment will not 

necessarily be aware that they are entitled to conditions of employment beyond 

what they have experienced. As Australian Workplace Agreements come to 

predominate over awards as the mode of employment contract the idea of an 

average wage will become less and less meaningful. 

Higher education is less like a car or frock than an 'intervention'  

Akerlof proposed that information asymmetries could be ameliorated through 

the existence of institutions of quality assessment —control, which is fine when 

we are considering determining the difference between vehicles, however the 

diversity of courses and teaching modes that are offered by universities raises 

the question prima facie of who would be best placed to make assessments of 

quality and what this would mean (in for example the context of an arts 

degree). 
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Institutions have taken on the role of (attempting) information provision - for 

example the publication of graduate employment survey statistics by the 

Graduate Careers Council. Their publications give an indication that the 

position of graduates entering the labour market is declining (if we accept that 

commencing median wages and proportions of graduates in full time work/ 

searching for full time work are indicative of this), although this is masked in 

overall workforce figures by the apparent decline that is also happening in 

employment for persons without non-school qualifications. 

Accountability 

'..the concept of transitional labour markets leads to a complete paradigm shift in 

empirical analysis: in future, the focus of attention in labour market analysis must be 

turned away from stocks towards flows, that is transitions between various employment 

statuses, whether across regions or sectors or over the life course of individuals.' 

(Schmid and Schömann 2003:18) 

We have partially resolved the difficulty in Australia by nominating one hour 

in the reference week as sufficient to attract the description 'employment' when 

releasing official estimates;? (although there are few people for whom one hour 

a week would suffice for subsistence). 

The 'paradigm shift' in conceptualising indicators of well being (or simply 

labour market outcomes) includes re-evaluation of the basic assumptions of 

labour market participation in the light of new employment arrangements- for 

example - that employment will provide sufficient income for an individual and 
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her family, that further education will improve her employability and income, 

that full time education is not necessarily best combined with full time work. 

Methods by which non-standard labour markets are monitored will need to 

factor in the proliferation of wage earning through subcontract and casual work 

(not originally anticipated as a core characteristic of the labour supply), as well 

as the differential wage parameters that may be produced by individualised 

wage agreements. 

While the publication of statistics demonstrating average graduate wages and 

forms of employment provide a description of current employment conditions 

for beneficiaries of the university educational system, they cannot form a 

reliable basis for future expectations of students currently engaged in study. 

From the graduate destination figures presented in Gradstats it appears we 

might need to add another transition to the five identified by Schmid (1998, 10-

22) — a transition from higher education to more higher education. If since 1999 

between twenty and twenty-five percent of graduates were enrolled in further 

full time study four months after they have completed their degree then it 

would appear that a substantial proportion of the graduate population is either 

continuing on to postgraduate study or else commencing a new undergraduate 

course79. They are certainly not complying with the 'initial injection of human 

capital' that is an assumption of the old social settlement (Ziguras et al 2004, 2) 

and that is also an assumption of the calculations of labour market returns to 
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graduates (Borland 200240) and of estimates of HECS repayment patterns-

(Harding 1993). 

'I am currently seeking full time employment and am loath to accept a position paying 

less than $45(k) per year as I now find I have to pay the usual rate of PAYE plus repay 

my HECS debt, AustStudy loans and help my 17 year old (youngest) son through 

University commencing 2006. What hope is there for him to have a decent start now he 

will be forced to pay HECS fees that are 25% higher than the one I already owe??? I am 

now 50 years of age and every dollar of debt I carry is related to the cost of obtaining my 

tertiary qualifications over the past 7 years (almost $20,000 worth of debt).' (HECS 

debtor#268) 

As the new HELP system unfolds there is no evidence to suggest that the 

structures which would allow an evaluation of its potential aftermath are being 

put in place. Rather, the credit that the HECS has earned in its fifteen years 

seems to have produced a confidence that -so long as there is a deferral 

mechanism- it matters not what the terms and conditions of the educational 

contract are, nor how often they change. 

Not risk, but uncertainty  

'That which will most influence and inform our future, is not what we know — but what 

we don't.' Dr B Nelson The Hon 44 
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'There isnt enough explanation 'up-front' about the risk you take when taking on a 

HECS debt. There are real differences between fees for different courses, again very little 

up front explanation at the time of enrolment. The main risks are changes made by 

future governments that change repayments, indexing etc. This is not explained or 

transparent when you're 18 and enrolling at University' (HECS debtor #45). 

The process of making human capital contracts between individuals and the 

state might take into account the disproportionate resources of the parties to the 

contract. The state has the capacity to control the terms and conditions of the 

educational contract expressed by the HECS, and has demonstrated a facility 

for changing the arrangement as cash flow or commercialisation require42. Barr's 

(2001, cited in Ziguras et al 2004,13) distinction between risk and uncertainty 

separates known probabilities (risk) from unknown probabilities (uncertainty). 

Accepting this delineation, we can see that the HECS arrangement produces 

considerable uncertainty for the debtor as in operation it has demonstrated that 

it contains possibilities (probabilities) which could not be anticipated by the 

individual debtor. 

'I am not a lawyer and have never felt moved enough, or that it was worth it, to consult 

one, however 1 am pretty sure I signed what was effectively a contract at the start of uni 

which outlined the terms of my HECS debt to the government. However before I had 

even finished uni they were changing those terms and continued to do so over my 

career. While the changes, always about making you pay back faster thus more of your 

20 



Angelika Papadopoulos: The HECS in Australia. 

income each year, never caused me harm I imagine that someone in a tighter financial 

situation could well have been harmed. So my question has always been is it legal for 

the government to change the terms of the HECS "contract" at will after the debt is 

incurred?'(HECS debtor #78) 

From this review of the inception of the HECS several points of interest arise for 

the application of transitional labour market principles (at least) in the 

Australian context. 

(1) Too much flexibility in the policy mechanism can enable incremental 

changes to be made which bring the operation of the policy system in conflict 

with the original objective of the mechanism. 

This is manifest in the structural transition from public institutional framework 

to market like framework, and is expressed in the discursive transition from 

HECS 1 -partial cost recovery ('HECS, after all, is fundamentally a cost recovery 

scheme.'93) to the bargain basement talk of HECS 2 (' A HECS student (Band Three 

dentistry) who makes up front contributions will pay just over $17,000 for a degree 

that's worth $100,000 in the market. That's a BMW degree for the price of a used 

Commodore') to the global competition talk of HECS 3 ('We must appreciate that 

these changes are driven by a world of higher education in which increasingly the only 

benchmarks that count are international ones. Australian universities are on a long-

term collision course with mediocrity that can only be avoided by embracing change 

now.'45). 
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While policy change has been justified in the main by reference to factors 

external to the policy system, the decisions as to the form and operation of 

policy interventions remain within the sphere of responsibility and agency of 

the state. As such, policy changes are generative of information asymmetries 

between debtors and the state, as regards the extent to which the understanding 

of the scheme the debtor signed their consent to accurately reflects the terms 

and conditions of their educational funding contract. 

(2) A policy system containing life-course obligations cannot be accurately 

assessed in isolation from policy areas with which it intersects and is 

interdependent (for example labour market policies, income security policies). 

Perhaps the policy complex is the appropriate unit of analysis, and it would 

require a different approach to the determination of relevant information and 

the collection of data. 

(3) The convergence of life-course stages can be observed in the increasing 

numbers of students who are working substantial hours while they are 

studying (Long and Hayden 2001). As mentioned above a significant 

proportion of graduates are in transition from higher education to more higher 

education. A life-course analysis must be careful not to reproduce the 'policy 

silos' that are current at its inception, and cannot be conducted on the basis of 

static or linear conceptions of transitions. 

(4) While the 'life-course financing' approach to university participation 

implemented through the HECS may be preferable to the presence of up-front 
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tuition charges, the commitment to a (potentially) lifelong liability through the 

HECS mechanism carries substantial risks the amelioration/exacerbation of 

which are largely contingent on the will of policy makers. 

(5) It would appear that the main objection to the successful creation of (good) 

transitional labour markets might be the long-term liberalisation and 

competition agenda of the current federal government. 

This analysis has highlighted the existence in Australia of transitions occurring 

at the level of the institution (the solids are still melting) and at the level of 

mechanisms put in place to guarantee the continuation of the institutions (while 

simultaneously their purpose and structure alter and are altered), and in so 

doing has attempted to point out that the transfer of fiscal obligation to the 

individual serves as a potentially lifelong reproduction of the uncertainty that 

has been created in the Australian post-welfare state. 

The individualised liability will not necessarily be experienced in any standard 

form- as such the techniques of econometric modelling may be inappropriate to 

determine how the policy operationalised works. 

In the absence of any form of longitudinal appraisal of its life-course impact the 

assertion that the HECS is equitable and successful relies solely on the capacity 

to defer payment at point of entry+. As the labour market alters according to the 

policy dictates of the new workplace relations, the idea of university 

participation as a means of self-advancement may be found to be a hangover 

orthodoxy of the old social settlement. If this transpires47 much of the original 
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rationale offered for the introduction of the HECS will lose its force. As a 

financing mechanism that is potentially transferable to many policy areas, the 

way in which the HECS actually operates in the experience of HECS debtors 

will provide information essential to a proper evaluation of the policy 

instrument. The lack of attention to this aspect of the policy system can be 

understood in part as a product of 'old social settlement' assumptions (namely 

that university participation confers social security through the enhancement of 

individual human capital leading to 'standard' full-time work), in part because 

of the distribution of operational accountability for the HECS, and in part 

because of the novelty of the instrument. 

Some of the information asymmetries identified in this paper may be corrected 

through information provision (for example the understanding that HECS 

debtors have at enrolment), but there are others that will only be realised 

through the direct experience of the policy. If the appropriate mechanisms for 

monitoring the experience of the scheme and providing feedback for HECS 

debtors had been put in place in 1989 then at this stage we would have fifteen 

years of information on which to base claims about the operation of the scheme 

and the beneficial nature of the policy. As it is, this last information asymmetry 

stands as a deficiency in the policy form. 
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HECS 1 Price (perEFTannum) Upfront with discount* 

1989 $1800 $1530 

1990 $1882 $1600 

1991 $1993 $1694 

1992 $2250 $1913 

1993 $2328 $1746 

1994 $2355 $1766 

1995 $2409 $1807 

1996 $2442 $1832 

HECS 1** Price(perEFT annum) Upfront with discount 

1997 $2478 $1859 

1998 $2520 $1890 

1999 $2560 $1920 

2000 $2600 $1950 

2001 $2644 $1983 

2002 $2702 $2027 

2003 $2764 $2073 

2004 $2830 $2123 

Appendix A: overview of policy shifts expressed in HECS charges: 

'HECS 1' (1989- 1996)— a flat rate charge regardless of course of study. 

Repayments to commence at 'average earnings' (see Appendix B). 

*discount= 15% until 1993, then 25% 

** continuing (enrolled before Jan 
1997) 
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HECS 2 : students commencing after 1 January 1997 

Year 

1997 

1998 

Group 1 

($ pa) 

Up front 25% 

discount 

Group 2 

($ pa) 

Upfront 25% Group 3 

($ pa) 

Upfront 25% 

3 300 2 475 4 700 3525 5 500 4125 

3 356 2517 4 779 3584.25 5 593 4194.75 

1999 

2000 

2001 

2002 

3 409 2556.75 4 855 3641.25 5 682 4261.5 

3 463 2597.25 4 932 3699 5 772 4329 

3 521 2640.75 5 015 3761.25 5 870 4402.5 

3 598 2698.5 5 125 3843.75 5 999 4499.25 

2003 3 680 2760 5 242 3931.5 6136 4602 

Group 1: arts and humanities; justice, legal studies; social science and behavioural science; visual 
and performing arts; education; and nursing. 
Group 2: mathematics and computing; other health sciences; agriculture and renewable resources; 
built environment and architecture; science; engineering and processing; and administration, 
business and economics courses. 
Group 3: law; medicine and medical science; dentistry and dental services; and veterinary science. 
(from htty://www aph gov au/library/INTGUIDE/SP/hecs htm , with discounted rates added) 
[accessed 24/01/05] 
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Appendix B: HECS Repayment Rates and Thresholds, 1988-89 to 2002-03 

Year Repayment Rates (% of income) and Income Thresholds ($ pa) at 
which the Rates apply 

Rate 
%O 

T'hold 
$ pa 

Rate 
% 

T'hold 

$ pa 

Rate 
% 

T'hold 
$ pa 

1988-89 1.0 22 000 2.0 25 000 3.0 35 000 
1989-90 	s  1.0 23 583 2.0 26 799 3.0 37 519 
1990-91 2.0 25 469 3.0 28 942 4.0 40 520 
1991-92 2.0 27 098 3.0 30 794 4.0 43 113 
1992-93 2.0 27 748 3.0 31 532 4.0 44 146 
1993-94 3.0 26 402 4.0 30 004 5.0 42 005 
1994-95 3.0 26 852 4.0 30 516 5.0 42 722 
1995-96 3.0 27 675 4.0 31 450 5.0 44 030 

1996-97 2.0 20 594 4.0 32 382 5.0 45 336 
3.0 28 495 4.5 37 564 5.5 47 719 
3.5 30 050 6.0 51 293 

1997-98 3.0 20 701 4.0 23 525 5.0 32 935 
3.5 21 831 4.5 27 289 5.5 34 666 

6.0 37 263 
1998-99 3.0 21 334 4.0 24 245 5.0 33 943 

3.5 22 499 4.5 28 124 5.5 35 727 
6.0 38 403 

1999-00 3.0 21 984 4.0 24 983 5.0 34 977 
3.5 23 184 4.5 28 981 5.5 36 815 

6.0 39 573 
2000-01 3.0 22 346 4.0 25 394 5.0 35 552 

35 23 566 4.5 29 457 5.5 37 421 
6.0 40 224 

2001-02 3.0 23 242 4.0 26 413 5.0 36 978 
3.5 24 511 4.5 30 639 5.5 38 922 

6.0 41 838 
2002-03 3.0 24 365 4.0 27 689 5.0 38 764 

3.5 25 695 4.5 32 119 5.5 40 802 
6.0 43 859 

Note: the 2 per cent rate and threshold in 1996-97 were for voluntary repayments. 
This table is from: http://www.ah.gov.au/library/INTGUIDE/SP/hecs.htm   
[accessed 24/01/05] 
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I The reintroduction of individual charges followed a period of 'fee free' education (1974-1987). 
2 see Marginson (1997) . 
3  The Australian Parliamentary Library maintains a chronology of the Scheme at 

http://www.aph.gov.au/library/INTGUIDE/SP/hecs.htm.  
Appendix A shows the main policy adjustments as reflected in HECS charges occurring at the 
transition points. 

4  Originally compulsory repayments were to commence at thresholds set above (commencing at) 
'average weekly earnings', with repayments increasing at subsequent thresholds. See Appendix B. 

5 This date is used as subsequent population figures include debts incurred for postgraduate study 
through PELS. The Department of Education noted: 'As at 30 June, 2002 the accumulated HECS debt 
stood at an estimated $8.7 billion.' (DEST 2002, 6) 

6  Arrangements concerning international students are too complex to be considered here but a 
comprehensive policy analysis attending to the differential treatment of students would need to 
consider international students as a limit case of commercialisation (i.e where equity has become a 
residual consideration in policy). 

7 In fairness, the new prices applied to students commencing from January 1997, although there have 
been cases where universities have applied post-1997 rates to pre-1997 students. 

8  Nelson 2002, 53. Appendix B shows repayment thresholds and proportions of gross required in 
compulsory repayment of HECS liability. 

9  see http://www.backingaustraliasfuture.gov.au. In the policy documentation HECS 3 is referred to as 
'HECS-HELP'. 

10  This form of assistance is called 'FEE-HELP'. These loans carry a twenty percent surcharge. 
u The Higher Education Support Act 2003. 
12  Backing Australia's Future: reforms (http://www.backingaustraliasfuture.gov.au/reforms.htm)  

emphasis added 
13  The term 'participation' rather than 'completion' must be used as the price is paid regardless of whether 

or not a qualification is obtained. 
14  See for example Andrews (1997, 1999), Robertson Sloan and Bardsley (1990). 
15  A notable exception to this were the attempts by Professor Harding to estimate the potential 

repayment patterns debtors might expect to experience, and to estimate the potential impact of the 
1997 HECS 2. (see Harding 1993, 1996). Two other studies — a survey of undergraduate financing 
conducted by Long and Hayden (2001) for the Australian Vice-Chancellor's Committee and the 
lifepattems project (described in White and Wyn 2004) offer potential models for real impact life-
course assessments. 

t6  Chapman, Bruce and Botterill, Linda and Egan, Michael (2004) 'Income related loans for drought relief'. 
Technical Report Discussion Paper no.472, CEPR, RSSS, ANU.; Chapman, Bruce and Botterill, Linda 
(2002) 'Developing equitable and affordable government responses to drought in Australia'. Technical 
Report Discussion Paper no.455, CEPR, RSSS, ANU; Botterill, Linda Courtenay; Chapman, Bruce 'An 
income-related loans proposal for drought relief for farm businesses' Australian Journal of Public 
Administration, September 2004, vol. 63, no. 3, pp. 10-19(10) 

Chapman, B (2002) "Maternity Leave: Affordable HECS alternative, or Top Up" The Australia Institute 
news release 23 September 2002. 

18  Powall, M and Withers, G. (2004) National Summit on Housing Affordability Canberra June 2004. 
http://www.housingsummit.org.au/media/resource_paper.pdf  

19  Chapman, B; Freiberg, A; Quiggin, J; Tait, D 'Using the tax system to collect fines' Australian Journal of 
Public Administration, September 2004, vol. 63, no. 3, pp. 20-32(13) 

20  Denniss, R. (2003) "Funding Sport Fairly: An income-contingent loans scheme for elite sports training" 
The Australia Institute (www.tai.org.au) 

21 see Chapman and Ryan (2003) 'The Access Implications of Income Contingent Charges for Higher 
Education: Lessons From Australia', Centre for Economic Policy Research ANU 

22  Chapman (1997, 742-3) 
23  Before it became residual to the governance framework of the state such a concern may have been 

considered appropriate to the social security jurisdiction 
24  For an overview of each of their contributions see : 

htt ://nobelprize org/eeonomics/Iaureates/2001/ecoadv.pdf  
26  Baldwin, Gabrielle& Richard James (2000). While their comment is made in relation to quality of 
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education, the same criticism applies to the HECS debt contract. 
26  This discussion refers to the prospective student entering the university system — whether this be 

subsequent to their completing their final year of secondary school or whether they be 'second chance' 
mature aged enrollees. 

27  This applies whether or not the student is a rational calculator as per the assumptions of neoclassical 
economics, further, the manifest quantity of policy shifting and reformulation suggests that utility 
calculations based on assumptions at time T may be thwarted by policy changes at time T2. 

28  Since the vogue in providing a URL to a document instead of the document has commenced, some 
universities do not provide the booklet unless it is requested. The 'relevant information' is in (from 
1989-2003) "HECS: Your Questions Answered", for 2004 "HECS Information" some of which are 
available at: http://www.hecs.gov.au/pubs  archives.htm  

29  In this paper quotes from HECS Debtors refer to persons who participated in the National Survey of 
HECS debtors conducted 2004-05 as a part of the author's PhD research. The quotes in this paper are 
some responses to the question: 'Do you have any general comments or questions about your HECS 
debt?' They are intended to be indicative of some perspectives on the HECS. 

313  Buchanan and Watson 'Beyond the Wage Earner Model' (2000, 1) in Hancock et al 2000. 
31  see ABS Ausstats 6359.0. This is compared with 17% in 1998. Further information regarding the 

prevalence of casual work including the rise of "full time casual" employment can be viewed at 
http://www.actu.asn.au/data/files/general/casual  and insecure forms of employment background.rtf 

32  Buchanan & Watson 2001,16 
33  See 'Principal objects of the Act': http://scaleplus.law.gov.au/html/pasteact/0/70/0/PA000080.htm   
34  As described in Siegfried and Round in Miller and Pincus (1997:55) when considering differential 

pricing for units of study as a means for distinguishing quality. 
35  Gradlink 2002, 2003, 2004, The Gradfiles (accessed http://www.gradlink.edu.au/content/view/full/24  

16/01/05) 
36  In Marginson (1995, 75) the critique of the atomistic conception underlying associations between 

credentials and income shows that advantages can only be demonstrated through relative comparison, 
and that if all groups are declining equally the relative advantage may be preserved and we have an 
explanation as to '...how advanced education — even an education of high and improving quality- is more and 
more likely to be associated with lower paying jobs.' This supports a reconceptualisation of the 'labour 
market advantage' associated with qualifications as consisting of a lesser likelihood of unemployment- a 
different conception to positive advantage. 

37 See Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004) Labour Statistics: Concepts, Sources and Methods. 
http://www.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/abs@.nsf/66f306f503e529a5ca25697e0017661  f/4abd6bbc8485b030ca256e 
f9000c208a!Open Documen t 

38  Buchanan & Watson 2001, 3 
39  Gradlink 1999-2004 The Gradfiles- see endnote 35. 
40  http://eprints.unimelb.edu.au/archive/00000087/01/wp2002n14.pdf  
41  Nelson, B. (2002) preface 
42 The state is also the only agency that would be in a position to collect data relevant to an assessment of 

the situation of HECS debtors from the agencies across which this information is dispersed. 
43 Chapman (1997,739) 
44  Senator Vanstone (1997) media release V55/97 13 April 1997 'University Fees Highlight the Bargain To 

HECS students.' in which Senator Vanstone argues that the true value of the HECS is highlighted by 
the comparison with full-fee charges 

45  Education Minister Brendan Nelson Backing Australia's Future "Minister's Message" preface 
46 It must be noted that the HECS charge is already an upfront fee for those persons who exceed the first 

repayment threshold trigger (for example through combining work and study). 
47  Mitchell, Murray & O'Donnell (in Hancock et al 2001) 'Labour Law and a New Social Settlement' 

outline the progress of labour market fragmentation. Macdonald and Holm (in Hancock et al 2001) 
'Employment For 25- to 34-year-olds in the Flexible Labour Market: A Generation Excluded?' 
demonstrate the emerging loss of labour market purchase experienced by persons aged 25 — 34 in 2001, 
the 'vanguard' cohort of the new social settlement. This cohort is over-represented in the population of 
HECS debtors. 
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1. Number of debtors by gender. 
GENDER 
Male 
Female 
TOTAL 

2. Number of debtors by year of birth. 
YEAR OF BIRTH 

DEBT AMOUNT DEBTORS 

	

$3,444,094,148.13 	432258 

	

$4,416,166,789.05 	607255  
$7,860,260,937.18 1039513  

DEBT AMOUNT DEBTORS 
0 $378,904.00 104 

1891 $7,145.00 1 

1900 $113,108.00 28 

1901 $19,210.00 5 
1902 $3,108.00 2 
1904 $23,576.00 4 
1906 $4,287.00 2 

1907 $787.00 1 
1908 $2,237.00 1 

1909 $125.00 1 

1910 $5,571.00 4 

1911 $5,938.82 4 

1912 $9,959.84 9 

1913 $34,765.00 7 

1914 $24,894.00 12 

1915 $44,309.00 19 
1916 $98,884.00 24 
1917 $109,977.00 28 
1918 $135,501.54 36 
1919 $161,518.71 41 
1920 $182,874.85 50 
1921 $253,603.00 69 
1922 $293,865.33 74 
1923 $327,846.24 82 
1924 $472,999.92 121 
1925 $428,265.36 117 
1926 $550,290.72 144 
1927 $699,882.22 172 
1928 $737,825.41 185 
1929 $871,946.09 212 
1930 $1,054,994.74 238 
1931 $945,574.31 246 
1932 $1,204,250.31 295 
1933 $1,301,038.24 325 
1934 $1,579,850.52 374 
1935 $1,799,670.28 477 
1936 $2,105,010.09 511 
1937 $2,657,521.09 634 
1938 $3,039,586.23 723 

1939 $3,628,627.97 823 

1940 $4,265,013.59 962 
1941 $4,908,289.97 1067 
1942 $6,345,351.84 1341 

1943 $7,368,807.70 1607 
1944 $8,609,023.44 1825 

1945 $10,124,993.35 2116 
1946 $12,569,040.02 2636 
1947 $14,965,727.86 3202 



TOTAL 

1948 	$16,528,660.15 	3400 
1949 	$18,115,382.52 	3817 
1950 	$20,874,966.56 	4333 
1951 	$21,998,108.04 	4606 
1952 	$25,615,985.81 	5236 
1953 	$27,590,281.06 	5671 
1954 	$31,304,750.05 	6410 
1955 	$33,544,698.88 	6802 
1956 	$37,355,706.65 	7562 
1957 	$39,044,944.37 	8002 
1958 	$43,672,617.30 	8655 
1959 	$45,700,339.65 	9059 
1960 	$49,985,118.80 	9838 
1961 	$53,289,819.56 	10390 
1962 	$56,879,345.96 	11153 
1963 	$60,316,798.91 	11676 
1964 	$64,336,049.52 	12290 
1965 	$71,675,379.24 	13454 
1966 	$80,796,329.67 	14990 
1967 	$98,208,348.88 	17737 
1968 $129,021,249.91 22624 
1969 $176,380,494.25 29025 
1970 $244,626,591.81 37070 
1971 $315,664,347.22 45397 
1972 $352,098,746.41 49786 
1973 $374,647,965.53 51198 
1974 $420,491,534.31 55551 
1975 $451,441,359.37 57786 
1976 $500,230,981.43 61472 
1977 $561,704,507.31 65117 
1978 $721,030,750.95 68498 
1979 $853,392,678.54 71078 
1980 $751,125,253.74 70834 
1981 $570,039,709.59 69314 
1982 $331,737,119.02 59678 
1983 $113,408,471.65 28614 
1984 	$1,465,733.00 	352 
1985 	$106,021.00 	24 
1986 	$42,758.00 	10 
1987 	$24,287.00 	3 
1988 	$20,520.00 	5 
1989 	$65,536.00 	7 
1990 	$66,921.00 	13 
1991 	$15,470.00 	2 
1993 	$27,089.00 	4 
1994 	$6,004.00 	' 2 
1995 	$32,909.00 	2 
1996 	$2,688.00 	1 
1997 	$17,082.00 	1 
1998 	$12,252.00 	1 
1999 	$1,178.00 	1  

$7,860,257,417.22 1039512  

3A.Number of debtors by state (using residential address records). 
STATE CODE 	 DEBT AMOUNT DEBTORS 



Not Stated/Overseas $1,135,379,555.74 173420 
ACT $208,031,574.47 24549 
NSW $1,969,408,972.06 256108 
NT $60,436,875.79 8942 
QLD $1,254,258,211.60 166756 
SA $496,215,845.62 62767 
TAS $137,206,976.95 17825 
VIC $1,964,143,340.91 244763 
WA $630,341,023.18 83261 
Total $7,855,422,376.32 1038391 

3B.Number of debtors by state (using postal address records). 
STATE CODE 	 DEBT AMOUNT DEBTORS 
Not Stated/Overseas $45,851,992.10 6572 
ACT $223,949,548.29 27473 
NSW $2,315,939,276.52 309201 
NT $64,699,196.56 9825 
QLD $1,450,016,632.45 197538 
SA $588,380,507.06 76561 
TAS $163,671,408.58 21681 
VIC $2,284,856,690.23 292383 
WA $722,895,685.43 98279 
Total $7,860,260,937.22 1039513 

4. Number of debtors by occupation. 
OCCUPATION CODE DEBT AMOUNT DEBTORS 
0  $3,921,716,034.33 442370 
1  $3;760.00 1 
2  $12,771.00 1 
9  $25,285.00 2 
19 $12,775.00 1 
25 $8,797.00 1 
39  $14,009.00 2 
42 $3,429.00 1 
49 $6,624.00 1 
50 $3,670.30 1 
78 $8,359.00 1 
81  $25,596.00 2 
99 $3,938,419,827.56 597129 
TOTAL $7,860,260,937.19 1039513 

5. Number of debtors who have never made a repayment. 

Clients 	 624738 

6. Number of debtors who have paid their debt in full. 

Clients 	 538419 

7. Average age of debt (as at 04/08/2005). 



Average number of days 	 Number of Cases 
2599 	 794239 

8. Number of debtors who also have a SFSS liability. 

Clients 	 Total 
77053 $625,745,671.27 



Number of Clients Total Outstanding Balance 
6941 

543096 
25891 
36965 
44715 
40892 
38810 
44176 
32518 
55789 
40322 
42243 
48152 
29144 
28460 
29363 
37630 
31787 
34111 
29693 
29562 
30565 
30753 
32830 
24401 
20747 
18343 
17011 
16272 
15465 
15987 
16273 
16676 
10971 
9338 
7416 
6345 
5879 
5043 
4549 
4225 
4218 
5191 
3303 
2649 
1948 
1823 
1443 
1301 
1181 
900 
807 
854 
681 
522 

-$623,588.93 
$0.00 

$7,523,937.33 
$27,826,424.16 
$56,438,037.92 
$72,244,286.72 
$87,948,962.29 

$119,693,600.23 
$105,359,332.24 
$206,341,493.90 
$171,512,074.27 
$201,232,800.34 
$250,028,816.11 
$167,436,026.70 
$177,853,169.63 
$198,229,960.71 
$272,159,861.24 
$246,120,015.97 
$280,952,266.91 
$259,847,548.78 
$273,663,980.20 
$298,105,549.69 
$314,429,169.72 
$353,346,821.50 
$274,377,832.66 
$243,585,626.33 
$224,556,319.25 
$216,780,272.94 
$215,717,762.75 
$212,609,561.15 
$227,946,147.25 
$239,971,494.32 
$254,165,603.79 
$172,684,566.23 
$151,600,418.48 
$124,130,364.13 
$109,417,918.35 
$104,347,977.29 
$92,006,581.27 
$85,289,952.67 
$81,286,390.93 
$83,314,507.71 

$105,218,258.51 
$68,493,653.33 
$56,248,400.03 
$42,338,712.53 
$40,545,822.14 
$32,825,233.47 
$30,219,744.73 
$28,047,044.17 
$21,816,017.51 
$19,964,407.53 
$21,565,088.89 
$17,530,457.03 
$13,692,730.01 

Outstanding Balance Ranges 
CREDIT BALANCES 

ZERO BALANCES 
$0.01 TO $499.99 

$500.00 TO $999.99 
$1000.00 TO $1499.99 
$1500.00 TO $1999.99 
$2000.00 TO $2499.99 
$2500.00 TO $2999.99 
$3000.00 TO $3499.99 
$3500.00 TO $3999.99 
$4000.00 TO $4499.99 
$4500.00 TO $4999.99 
$5000.00 TO $5499.99 
$5500.00 TO $5999.99 
$6000.00 TO $6499.99 
$6500.00 TO $6999.99 
$7000.00 TO $7499.99 
$7500.00 TO $7999.99 
$8000.00 TO $8499.99 
$8500.00 TO $8999.99 
$9000.00 TO $9499.99 
$9500.00 TO $9999.99 

$10000.00 TO $10499.99 
$10500.00 TO $10999.99 
$11000.00 TO $11499.99 
$11500.00 TO $11999.99 
$12000.00 TO $12499.99 
$12500.00 TO $12999.99 
$13000.00 TO $13499.99 
$13500.00 TO $13999.99 
$14000.00 TO $14499.99 
$14500.00 TO $14999.99 
$15000.00 TO $15499.99 
$15500.00 TO $15999.99 
$16000.00 TO $16499.99 
$16500.00 TO $16999.99 
$17000.00 TO $17499.99 
$17500.00 TO $17999.99 
$18000.00 TO $18499.99 
$18500.00 TO $18999.99 
$19000.00 TO $19499.99 
$19500.00 TO $19999.99 
$20000.00 TO $20499.99 
$20500.00 TO $20999.99 
$21000.00 TO $21499.99 
$21500.00 TO $21999.99 
$22000.00 TO $22499.99 
$22500.00 TO $22999.99 
$23000.00 TO $23499.99 
$23500.00 TO $23999.99 
$24000.00 TO $24499.99 
$24500.00 TO $24999.99 
$25000.00 TO $25499.99 
$25500.00 TO $25999.99 
$26000.00 TO $26499.99 



$26500.00 TO $26999.99 490 $13,096,660.29 
$27000.00 TO $27499.99 475 $12,935,497.07 
$27500.00 TO $27999.99 355 $9,847,203.05 
$28000.00 TO $28499.99 334 $9,433,329.21 
$28500.00 TO $28999.99 310 $8,915,466.11 
$29000.00 TO $29499.99 226 $6,608,048.23 
$29500.00 TO $29999.99 235 $6,987,491.65 
$30000.00 TO $30499.99 146 $4,415,774.01 
$30500.00 TO $30999.99 107 $3,289,766.90 
$31000.00 TO $31499.99 98 $3,062,478.29 
$31500.00 TO $31999.99 86 $2,732,996.58 
$32000.00 TO $32499.99 90 $2,899,867.31 
$32500.00 TO $32999.99 59 $1,930,679.05 
$33000.00 TO $33499.99 57 $1,894,874.91 
$33500.00 TO $33999.99 57 $1,923,140.10 
$34000.00 TO $34499.99 39 $1,336,148.06 
$34500.00 TO $34999.99 40 $1,390,241.45 
$35000.00 TO $35499.99 26 $916,135.31 
$35500.00 TO $35999.99 24 $857,596.34 
$36000.00 TO $36499.99 21 $760,545.65 
$36500.00 TO $36999.99 13 $477,081.83 
$37000.00 TO $37499.99 13 $484,666.24 
$37500.00 TO $37999.99 15 $566,745.93 
$38000.00 TO $38499.99 11 $420,884.77 
$38500.00 TO $38999.99 16 $620,034.84 
$39000.00 TO $39499.99 4 $156,480.78 
$39500.00 TO $39999.99 3 $119,490.00 
$40000.00 TO $40499.99 4 $160,758.00 
$40500.00 TO $40999.99 3 $122,398.00 
$41000.00 TO $41499.99 6 $247,212.32 
$41500.00 TO $41999.99 3 $124,889.00 
$42000.00 TO $42499.99 1 $42,232.00 
$42500.00 TO $42999.99 1 $42,805.00 
$43000.00 TO $43499.99 1 $43,056.00 
$43500.00 TO $43999.99 4 $174,746.00 
$44000.00 TO $44499.99 2 $88,627.00 
$44500.00 TO $44999.99 0 $0.00 
$45000.00 TO $45499.99 0 $0.00 
$45500.00 TO $45999.99 0 $0.00 
$46000.00 TO $46499.99 0 $0.00 
$46500.00 TO $46999.99 1 $46,922.00 
$47000.00 TO $47499.99 0 $0.00 
$47500.00 TO $47999.99 0 $0.00 
$48000.00 TO $48499.99 0 $0.00 
$48500.00 TO $48999.99 0 $0.00 
$49000.00 TO $49499.99 0 $0.00 
$49500.00 TO $49999.99 0 $0.00 

$50000.00 AND OVER 4 $498,964.00 
Total 1589550 $7,859,637,348.29 



Number of debtors who have never made a repayment. 

	

As at: 	Clients 

	

31-Dec-02 	639687 

	

31-Dec-03 	651481 

	

31-Dec-04 	638440 

	

. 31-Dec-01 	624738 

Number of debtors who have paid their debt in full. 

	

As at: 	Clients 

	

31-Dec-02 	613562 

	

31-Dec-03 	686636 

	

31-Dec-04 	777496 

	

31-Dec-01 	538419 

Number of debtors who also have a SFSS debt. 

Total HECS 
Outstanding 

	

As at: 	Clients 	 Balance 

	

31-Dec-02 	85436 	$743,072,753.84 

	

31-Dec-03 	92921 	$871,855,058.04 

	

31-Dec-04 	97660 	$982,985,531.66 



NOTE: These results reflect the number of clients who have incurred a PELS debt and the total 
amount of that debt for the periods stated. It is not reflective of a client's total HECS debt - only 

the PELS component initially incurred. 

Calendar Year: 
Period - 01.01.2002 to 31.12.2002 
Number of clients: 24099 
Total PELS debt incurred: $107,481,153.50 

Period - 01.01.2003 to 31.12.2003 
Number of clients: 39429 
Total PELS debt incurred: $187,700,587.42 

Period - 01.01.2004 to 31.12.2004 
Number of clients: 38632 
Total PELS debt incurred: $132,226,779.34 
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