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Abstract. This study examines the global trend in shifting university costs from na-

tional governments to individual students and families, with a specific focus on the
existing cost-sharing model in Australian higher education. The research examines the
manner in which the availability of income-contingent loans (through the Higher

Education Contribution Scheme, or HECS) enters into individual cost assessments and
evaluative frameworks during the university exploration and search process of low-
income Australian youth, and the resulting lessons that might be applied to other

national contexts. Semi-structured interviews with 16 participants addressed a broad
range of issues related to the development of educational aspirations, and how beliefs
and attitudes about cost influenced participants’ understanding and decision-making

regarding tertiary enrollment and post-graduate plans. A number of discreet and related
themes emerged from analysis of the interviews, including motivations for attending
university; pre-university cost considerations; self-assessments of skills, abilities, and
personal traits and characteristics; general financial orientation; pre-university experi-

ences and influences; and the role of others including family, peers, teachers and other
school staff. The author concludes that the Australian system is worthy of consideration
by other nations as a possible mechanism for enhancing access to higher education for

individuals who might otherwise not possess the opportunity to participate.
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Introduction

The rising cost of higher education is a significant and growing public
policy issue facing governments around the world. Many nations are
struggling with the conundrum of how to expand educational access in
an era of smaller governments, shrinking tax bases, and growing de-
mands on federal budgets. This is made more difficult given changing
beliefs regarding the relative mix of private and public returns to higher
education, and an increasing ‘user pays’ philosophy to match the
growing conviction that the individual is the primary benefactor of
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university-level study (Johnstone and Shroff-Mehta 2000; Marginson
1993, 1997; OECD 1998).

Consistent with this change is a global trend of shifting an increasing
percentage of educational costs from governments to individual stu-
dents and their families (Johnstone and Shroff-Mehta 2000; Vossens-
teyn 2001). Within this context, researchers and policy analysts are
devoting increasing attention to the growing worldwide use of student
loans to fund higher education and the various types of cost recovery
plans in use or under consideration in various countries, including
graduate taxes and income-contingent repayment.

The Australian system, known as the Higher Education Contribution
Scheme (HECS), is a relatively well-known and respected financing
model that is designed to help the federal government recover a portion
of instructional costs while helping to minimize the number of students
who are kept away from universities because of an inability to pay. The
scheme allows students to defer all tuition until after graduation, at
which point fees are repaid through an income-contingent tax. The
accumulated debt does not accrue interest but is subject to an annual
adjustment for inflation. Since its introduction in 1989, HECS has en-
abled the Australian government to significantly expand the number of
available student places in public universities without decreasing access
for individuals with fewer resources. While students from lower socio-
economic backgrounds continue to be underrepresented in Australian
higher education relative to their middle- and high-SES peers, their total
numbers increased by almost 30% between 1991 and 2001, a rate
comparable to the rise in overall undergraduate student enrollment
during the same period (DEST 2002).

The Australian system can serve as a source of insight and guidance
for policy makers who are seeking solutions to new or perennial issues
related to higher education access and equity. While HECS has been
criticized by student advocacy groups and others within Australia as
representing a financial obstacle to university participation for those
least able to afford it, numerous studies on the potential enrollment
effects of HECS have concluded that the system has had little to no
negative influence on access by the socioeconomically disadvantaged.

Most of the existing research on the impact of the Australian system
has utilized aggregate data from university applications and enroll-
ments, and relied primarily upon quantitative and econometric analyses
in determining the relative influence of HECS on student decision
making. This paper attempts to address a gap in the current literature
base by reporting the results of a qualitative study designed to assess the
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extent and manner by which HECS and related issues of cost serve to
influence the attitudes and behavior of low-socioeconomic students
attending Australian universities. Interviews with 16 students at four
institutions served as a mechanism for revealing insight into the fol-
lowing: How do perceptions of costs influence decision making about
university attendance in Australia? How does the prospect of significant
postgraduation debt affect the university application and enrollment
behavior of Australians? What is the realistic limit of HECS and related
educational fees? What can be learned from the experience of Australian
students to help promote class-based educational access and equity
objectives in other countries?

Conceptual framework

Ironically, while class inequality is seemingly one of the more intractable
problems in higher education, it is also one of the most extensively
researched issues affecting the academy. For example, studies conducted
in the American context have proposed that high cost, inadequate
financial assistance, poor school preparation, discrimination, motiva-
tional deficits, the lack of role models or encouragement in the home,
and a variety of other psychological, sociological, cultural, economic,
and structural variables all play a role in preventing greater numbers of
low-income students from attending university.

Australian researchers have similarly proposed that a variety of
factors influence the development of tertiary-level educational aspira-
tions of school students and contribute to the continuing socioeconomic
gap in university participation. For example, in developing the con-
ceptual framework for their study of rural and isolated students, James
et al. (1999) note that studies of the tertiary decision process in
Australia have collectively proposed that a combination of psychoso-
cial, socioeconomic, and personal factors influence the development of
individual attitudes toward higher education. James et al. draw heavily
upon the seminal work of Carpenter and Western (1984), who proposed
a causal ordering of the variables affecting student decision making
regarding higher education, beginning with a student’s social origins
and school experience and continuing with the influence of significant
others, self-assessments of one’s abilities and needs, an individual’s
future plans and aspirations, and one’s academic achievement.

In another important work in the Australian literature on higher
education choice and transition, Heyden and Carpenter (1990)
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proposed a person-interactionist theory to help explain the tertiary
decision and entry process. In their study of high school students in two
states, the researchers found that individual attributes such as academic
achievements and motivation, and situational characteristics such as the
home environment, school, peers, public policies and work opportuni-
ties, combined to influence the school to higher education transition.
The predictors of college or university enrollment that emerged from the
data included final school year academic achievement; encouragement
from parents and teachers for tertiary study; the postsecondary plans of
peers; parental wealth and education; and attendance at a non-Catholic
private school. Similar themes appeared in two recent studies sponsored
by the Australian Council for Educational Research (Lamb 2001; Lamb
and McKenzie 2001), in which it was found that individuals who
completed tertiary qualifications – including either a university degree
or a technical diploma – were more likely to be female, graduates of
private schools, from higher socioeconomic backgrounds, from urban
areas, and have parents with postsecondary educations.

Among the sociological factors that may prevent more low-income
students from attending university – in spite of the availability of
deferred tuition and income contingent repayment – is the general
unwillingness by some people to assume significant levels of debt to
fund their postsecondary studies. Researchers and student advocates
have suggested that certain individuals and groups may possess greater
levels of debt aversion, and thus exhibit hesitancy toward borrowing
large sums of money to invest in higher education. For example,
Hauser (1992) and Baker and Valez (1996) imply that in the United
States, African Americans and low-income families, respectively, are
less willing to assume financial risks, which leads them to avoid
incurring debt as a means of financing university study. However,
Andrews (1999) found that the prospect of significant future debt did
not serve as a discriminating factor influencing the academic choices of
potential university students in Australia, as individuals from lower
SES groups appeared to be no more debt averse than students of
greater financial means when examining patterns in applications for
mortgages and other personal loans. Andrews concluded his study by
stating

It appears that a possible reason why HECS appears to have had
little, if any, effect on the social composition of the student
population is that the primary reason underlying the low participa-
tion by low SES groups in higher education relates to values and
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attitudes toward higher education (emphasis added) and not financial
considerations (p. 25).

Johnstone (2001b) suggests that for low-income, rural, and ethnic
minority students, an aversion to debt may exist more as conventional
wisdom that as an empirically proven phenomenon, and that debt
aversion may represent less of a psychological barrier to participation in
higher education if the risks inherent in conventional, mortgage-type
loans are minimized. While further research into this critical issue is
clearly needed, a closer examination of the effectiveness and efficacy of
income contingent loans within the Australian context can provide
insight into how the unique program in existence in that country might
serve as a source of information and guidance for other nations con-
sidering such a mechanism to advance equity and access goals within
higher education.

The Australian context

The Australian higher education system consists of 42 degree granting
universities, the vast majority of which are public. The system is largely
federally controlled, with the national government playing a significant
role in setting student enrollment quotas, establishing tuition rates, and
providing institutional funding. While tuition varies by academic pro-
gram it is consistent across institutions, so that a student in an Arts
course, for example, pays the same tuition at any public university in the
country.

After a 15-year period where no tuition was charged in Australia
universities, the Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) was
introduced in 1989. HECS initially required most undergraduate stu-
dents to pay an annual fee of 1800 Australian dollars1 for their uni-
versity education. The Wran Committee on higher education had
argued for a student contribution related to the cost of undergraduate
instruction, eventually settling for a fixed rate of 23% of the average
course cost (Karmel 1999). In order to avoid disadvantaging individuals
of lesser means, the fee was deferred until students graduated from or
left the university. Students who were able and chose to pay the fee up-
front were given a 15% discount. Deferred fees did not accumulate
interest, but were annually adjusted by an amount equal to the rate of
inflation. Repayment was made through a HECS payroll tax and con-
tingent upon income. While no payment was required until a student
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earned over $22,000 annually, an amount of up to 3% of one’s total
income was deducted from his/her paycheck depending on the level of
earnings above the minimum payment threshold.

Various adjustments in the HECS system have been made since its
introduction. The discount for paying fees up-front was increased to
25% in 1993. A number of changes were made to the system in 1996,
including the lowering of the income threshold for repayment; a max-
imum contribution of 6% of gross earnings; and the introduction of a
three-tiered differential fee structure, with student charges assigned to
individual courses based on instructional costs, the earnings potential of
graduates, and the general popularity of the course. HECS charges have
since been adjusted annually, with fees for the 2004 academic year
ranging from a low of $3768 for courses in the arts, humanities, social
sciences, education, and nursing, to a high of $6283 for law, medicine,
dentistry, and veterinary science. A middle band of $5367 exists for
students studying the sciences, mathematics, computing, other health
sciences, agriculture, architecture, engineering, and business. Graduates
begin repayment when their annual income reaches the minimum
threshold of $25,3482; individuals earning over $45,629 are subject to
the maximum HECS payroll deduction of 6% of gross pay (DEST
2003).3

Although HECS was ostensibly introduced partially as a means of
broadening access to higher education, the scheme has been and con-
tinues to be criticized as a possible barrier to participation in higher
education for persons of lower socioeconomic status, who have his-
torically attended university in much smaller numbers compared to
individuals of greater means. A number of studies have been conducted
over the past 15 years in an attempt to determine the extent to which
HECS has exerted a negative influence on enrollments (Andrews 1997,
1999; Bardsley 1989; Clarke et al. 1997; James et al. 1999; Ramsey et al.
1998; Robertson and Sloan 1990). Studies have generally found the
impact of HECS to be slight to negligible, with mature-age or non-
traditional students the mostly likely individuals to alter their decision
making as a direct result of HECS.

The experiences of Australian students

Much of the research that has been conducted in an attempt to
understand the class-based higher education participation gap is pri-
marily quantitative, and based on analyses of national or institutional
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surveys and other economic and financial data. At the same time, a
number of qualitative studies of low-income students at American
universities have attempted to gain insight into the particular and idi-
osyncratic factors and life circumstances of individuals that are best
captured through narrative, ethnographic, and phenomenological
inquiry (Caldwell and Trainer 1989; Eyermann 1995; Hossler et al.
1999; Institute for Higher Education Policy 2001; Lawrence 1996;
Levine and Nidiffer 1996; Macy 2000; McDonough 1997). The meth-
odology employed in these studies was used in the conceptualization
and design of an original research initiative conducted in an Australian
context and summarized in this paper.

The study was conducted during a nine-week, grant-funded trip to
Australia by an American researcher during the (northern) summer of
2001. Sixteen participants were chosen for the study – four from each of
four different universities. The particular institutions were chosen to rep-
resent the major forms or types of universities found in the Australian
higher education system. In addition to their diverse histories, missions,
and academic programs, the selected institutions have comparatively dis-
tinct student profiles, enrolling differing percentages of students from low-
socioeconomic backgrounds. The four universities are referred to in the
study as Established, Suburban, Regional, and New (McInnes et al. 2000).

Study participants were identified through purposive sampling tech-
niques (Patton 1990) with assistance from university staff associated with
equity and access initiatives at each of the four institutions. An applicant
was identified as having a low-socioeconomic background if he or she
qualified for government means-tested educational or family support
benefits both in high school and while at university, and if neither of his
or her parents had earned a bachelors degree. Selection of participants
was made with a desire for a broad representation of students by aca-
demic area, age, gender, and family status, consistent with Patton’s
(1990) recommendations for ‘intensity’ and ‘maximum variation sam-
pling’ to help insure an information-rich collection. The eventual pool of
study participants included nine women and seven men, of ages ranging
from 19 to 29. A summary of the participants’ institutional affiliation,
gender, age, and academic course(s) can be found in Appendix A.

Interviews were conducted using a semi-structured format, utilizing a
combination of pre-determined questions in order to generate specific
desired information from all of the participants, and unstructured dia-
logue that provided individuals with the opportunity to share their
experiences and tell their stories in unique and personal ways (Merriman
1998). Interviews lasted between 50 and 105 min in duration. All
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interviews were audio taped, with all but three transcribed by the
researcher. Copies of interview transcripts were sent to participants for
review and commentary.

Interview data was analyzed through a three-step process of
description, analysis, and interpretation (Creswell 1998) using the con-
stant comparative method and coding procedures commonly associated
with grounded theory research (Strauss and Corbin 1998). Information
from interviews was collapsed into progressively smaller pieces of data,
then categorized and analyzed for specific patterns. The resulting pat-
terns were then connected to larger themes, with the data being rec-
onceptualized in new ways to reveal insight into the meanings of
participants and to enable interpretation of the significance of individ-
ual lived experiences to members of the outside world. Transcripts were
coded, organized, and analyzed with the assistance of QSR NVivo, a
computer software package commonly used by researchers to assist in
the management of qualitative data.

Research Findings

The student interviews covered a broad range of issues related to the
development of educational aspirations and how beliefs and attitudes
about cost influenced participants’ understanding and decision making
regarding postsecondary opportunities, university search, application
and enrollment, and postbaccalaureate plans. Included in the interviews
were questions concerning cost awareness, about strategies employed to
successfully manage the financial element of university study, and
regarding participants’ specific experience with and perceptions of
HECS.

As would be expected, a number of discreet and related themes
emerged from analysis of the 16 interviews. In addition to the above
topics, patterns that appeared in the transcripts included motivations for
attending university; pre-university cost considerations; self-assessments
of skills, abilities, and personal traits and characteristics; general finan-
cial orientation; pre-university experiences and influences; and the role of
significant others including family, peers, teachers and other school staff.
However, given the total volume and scope of the interview data, only
those sections or themes that relate directly to the research focus of this
paper are described and analyzed below.

Although not specifically related to HECS or general costs per se, an
examination of the influences that participants reported on the
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development of their educational aspirations provides a good intro-
duction to their histories and social positions, which can in turn help to
contextualize later discussions about the role of cost in decision making.

Influences on university ideation

When asked when they first thought about attending university, many
of the participants struggled to identify a time or event when they were
convinced of the notion that higher education was a part of their future.
Even though most identified Year 10 of school as a key time when they
began to make specific plans to attend university, a number of students
stated that they ‘always knew’ they would attend, and that this sense
had existed within them from an early age. While for some this notion
was connected to aspirations for a specific vocation or career, for others
it was related more to a general love of learning or positive feelings
about the educational process. A number of students indicated that
university study was for them something of a foregone conclusion—that
it was taken for granted that one would go to college in order to be able
to secure a good job or otherwise achieve success in life.

Gail was one of the students who expressed that she ‘always knew’
that university studies were in her future. When asked where she
thought that notion had originated, she stated:

I don’t really know, because neither of my parents were big on
education. I’m not sure whether I got it from the school, from the
teachers, or just from myself. Like I’ve always had good, high goals
set in life that I want to get through and achieve. I don’t know, it’s
just always been one of those things. I’ve always enjoyed school, so
I’ve always had a good opinion of it, even if I don’t do well in some
things. I’ve never looked at it badly or anything like that. So I guess I
always knew. And I’m the first one in my family to go to University.

Wendy described how her parents, who immigrated from Vietnam,
pushed her to gain the experiences that were unavailable to them in their
country of origin:

They say they couldn’t, they really wanted to go to school in
Vietnam but because of family circumstances, they were poor, they
have to help out with their family, so they couldn’t attend, and
maybe that’s why they couldn’t get a good career, and that’s why
their life is poor, so that’s why they say you have to go to uni to get
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a good job, and then you get a better life. Yeah, that’s what they
always tell me.

Knowledge of cost and the influence on university planning and
decision making

Participants were asked when they first became aware that attending
university would involve costs, and how they determined that higher
education was within their financial reach. While some students pro-
fessed having a vague notion of required fees while growing up, the
majority indicated that the specifics were unknown to them until their
final years of high school, when they began to more intently read and
seek out information about higher education. The participants generally
expressed limited worry about being able to afford university, given the
option to defer HECS, and for many, the knowledge that they could
continue to live at home. Even when the specific costs were unknown,
students expressed a confidence that things would somehow work out –
that they could marshal the necessary resources to get by.

Students from country areas reported being concerned about the
potential costs associated with relocating for their education, particu-
larly if this meant moving to one of the major cities. Two students noted
that they chose to attend Regional University rather than an urban
institution partly because of the perceived higher costs of rent and
transport, a phenomenon that was also observed by James et al. (1999)
in their study of rural and isolated students. Alice noted how the cost of
living became a primary factor in her ultimate university choice:

The HECS didn’t phase because it was an option, it was never going
to be paid up front, it was always going to be deferred. Just the cost
of living in general I think really is what came into it, yeah . . . I
looked at the fact that I was going to have to fork out $90 a week
rent in (the city) compared to $40 in (regional town), and that’s a big
difference.

Richard had a very similar reaction to the possible costs faced in the
city versus those associated with Regional University:

Cost was, the actual cost of education and HECS wasn’t a concern,
it was more of the living expenses and travel. As I mentioned before I
didn’t really have a place to stay in (the city) that was close enough
to the campus . . . I didn’t have a car, I didn’t have enough money
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saved up, I didn’t have a job down there that I could go to, so that
was a major concern was the financial side of things, and that’s why I
did end up choosing (Regional University).

Advanced financial planning and strategy development

Participants were asked about the extent of thought and planning they
devoted to the task of securing the necessary financial resources to
attend university. A number of students indicated that in preparation
for university they began or continued to save money earned through
part-time employment and received through government support pro-
grams such as Youth Allowance. Others indicated that they felt they
could fall back upon their parents or other relatives for financial sup-
port in the event of need, even if the availability of such emergency
funds was never explicitly communicated.

Perhaps most intriguing were the students who expressed a faith that
everything would work out – that between their own resources, gov-
ernment support, and possible assistance from family, they could
accumulate the necessary funds to get by. Associated with this belief was
a conviction that university study was something of such value that one
would find a way to realize the opportunity, whatever that might
require. Linda communicated this value quite clearly in explaining how
she decided to obtain a significant personal loan to cover the cost of a
transitional program for students who were entering university after a
period of absence from formal educational systems:

It’s something I really, really wanted to do, and yeah, if I want
something I’ll do it. It was a bit scary getting a loan for that kind of
cash, but it’s worth it to me, to be able to go on and do what I want
to do and actually get a degree and have a profession and a career
and a life, as opposed to what I could do and just sort of like do, be a
secretary five days a week and do that every day for the next thirty
years, yeah I’m sure that would be fun, but (laughs), I’d rather do
this. I have strong personal goals and high expectations and I know
that I can do it, and if I didn’t do it then I just wouldn’t be happy
with myself.

Even when asked if the absence of a deferred payment system would
have caused them to make different choices, a number of participants
shared that they still would have done the required planning and made
the necessary sacrifices in order to acquire the resources to attend
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university. Students suggested that the existence of mandatory up-front
payments would have forced them to rely on parents or devote more
time to paid employment while in school, and/or to defer their studies
for one or two years in order to earn enough income to pay for uni-
versity. Gail was typical of the students who communicated this
‘whatever it takes’ perspective on university study, even when faced with
the prospect of not being able to defer her HECS:

I would have had to plan ages ago, like years working and just saving
for that and only that. I wouldn’t have had anything for extra.
Interviewer: Do you think you still would have gone to university?
I probably would’ve. I think I would’ve still made the sacrifice, saved
up and gone for it no matter what. It’s just the sort of person I am.
But I know lots of people that wouldn’t. Just depends on the person
that you are.

Influence of HECS on decision making

Much of the criticism of HECS concerns the extent to which an aversion
to debt prevents some individuals from choosing to attend university.
While this may be an issue for some prospective students, few of the
participants in the study indicated that the level of HECS charges or the
prospect of significant debt upon graduation was a particular worry.
One exception was Brian:

I think if it was so expensive to start off with, I would have thought,
there’s no way. Where I was and who I was when I began, I thought,
I couldn’t imagine myself in the end being the lawyer or being
whatever, and therefore it’s hard to imagine myself being able to
afford in the end, to pay the debt off in the end. So if it was too high
initially it quite possibly would have scared me off. Knowing that it
was in a reasonable range, I thought even if, even if I failed and I
didn’t end up being what I wanted to be, just a dull nine-to-five
whatever job, over a long enough period it would pay the debt off
anyway.

Alice distinguished between long-term debt and short-term expenses,
which were of more immediate concern:

It was always going to be deferred, I couldn’t dream of, four and half
thousand a year, or five thousand a year I think it is I mean for
HECS, I couldn’t even dream of having that much money to pay for
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it, yeah . . . I just thought, hmm, defer it, don’t worry about that,
(miscellaneous) fees are the things I’ve got to worry about.

As noted earlier, the 1996 HECS system was modified such that fees
were differentiated by course, with nursing, education, and arts in the
lowest band, medicine, law, and veterinary science in the high band, and
most other courses, including science and business, in the middle range
of costs. In no case did a participant indicate that he or she made a
decision to pursue a particular academic course because if its lower
positioning on the HECS scale. Rather, students consistently expressed
a conviction that university study in general, and in some cases a par-
ticular course or career goal, were of such importance that cost was of
limited concern, if not irrelevant. Some students admitted that they were
in fact unaware during the university search and application process
that HECS fees differed by course. In other cases, participants noted an
early desire to pursue a specific career or vocation and applied for
relevant courses without concern for their costs compared to other
options of study. Students pursuing more expensive courses expressed
general confidence that their education would lead to jobs that provided
enough income to enable the repayment of debt without difficulty.

Rachel described her thought process when trying to decide between
a course in biological science and one in nursing:

I always knew that becoming a doctor, lawyer, those sort of things
cost a lot. I didn’t really even think about the cost at all. If it was
something I wanted to do, I’d find my way to pay for it. I didn’t pick
nursing because it was cheap or it was expensive or anything like
that. That sort of didn’t go into it. I just knew that any course I’d do
I’d have to work to earn enough money.

Some students rationalized their choice to pursue more expensive
courses as investments, indicating their belief that the extra money being
spent on a particular program would pay off in the form of increased
professional opportunities and/or higher salaries. Gregg justified his
decision to pursue a double major in this manner:

All I thought was that it would take me an extra year. And I thought
that I’d be more suited to whatever I wanted to do, like more
qualified I guess. Like why do one, why do one degree and maybe
expose yourself to 50% or 70% of the jobs, when you can do two
degrees for an extra year and get 90% of the jobs, or exposed to
more? So the whole thing was, like I said before, opening myself up
to more things.
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Financial orientation and relationship to debt

A general theme of financial independence emerged for many of the
students in the study. In addition to communicating a general dislike for
borrowing money from parents, a number of students expressed a
general desire to avoid being indebted to others, while some specifically
noted their disapproval or even disdain for peers who lived lavish or
seemingly carefree lifestyles at the expense of their parents. Related to
this theme was an expressed sense of satisfaction or comfort with the
knowledge that one’s hard work and self-reliance would ultimately
prove to be beneficial, and serve as a learning opportunity to provide
participants with a better appreciation of their experience.

Rachel was one of the students who expressed a desire to exhibit
responsibility for her own finances rather than rely upon her parents for
support:

I don’t always like taking money from my parents. I’d rather do it
myself. In contrast to my friend who doesn’t get a lot of help from her
parents but gets more money from the government, and she hasn’t
had a job and stuff like that. I don’t know, I just feel like I should be
working to pay my way. But I don’t know where it’s come from.

In addition to her work ethic, Rachel noted that she had ‘‘always
been a saver’’. When asked where this trait developed, she stated:

I think not having much money as a family when we were younger.
So I decided to save. My mum’s always said, you know, save as
much money as you can. I get it from my grandfather as well, he’s
always saying ‘spend half, save half’, so I tend to do that, unless I
have to buy food and pay rent, then I don’t get to save much . . . if I
wanted to go to university I had to save up.

Bill described his feelings about having to work to support himself
while his peers were afforded the luxury of parental support:

I’d look around at my friends and other people that were going
there, and I’d just think, you don’t know what it’s like, because
they were doing really well but they could study every weekend, and
they could go home and do nothing basically, and their parents
would pay for everything, and that really used to piss me off . . .
what made me think it was all worth it was, hey I’m doing this for
myself, when I finish this I’ll come out of it not just with a degree
but with real life experience.
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A ‘Tipping Point’

When asked if there existed a ‘tipping point’ of sorts—a level of fees that
would cause one to reconsider if the benefits of university study were
worth the amount of costs incurred—students were generally of the
opinion that if higher education was important enough, one would find a
way to make it work. The fact that repayment would be made in rela-
tively small increments and contingent upon their earnings was an
important variable for a number of students in their assessment of the
relative affordability of university costs and payoff of their investment.
When pressed to identify what might constitute an ‘unreasonable’ level of
fees, students often struggled with the task, occasionally noting that the
non-tangible or ‘amorphous’ nature of the debt made such assessments
difficult. When able to offer a benchmark, students suggested limits in
terms of either dollars or in the time required to pay off one’s obligations.

When asked at what point he would begin to question whether HECS
was a worthwhile investment, Todd stated:

I reckon about probably double. If it was $4,000 a semester, you
would really start—like they’re starting to be big costs. You know,
you start thinking, what else could you do with that money, you
know? And yeah, you really would have to think, I’m getting . . .
almost $10,000 a year in debt. I think those sort of big numbers
really have an effect on people, when they think about those.

Rachel framed her response to the question by indicating what she
felt was an unreasonable timeframe for repayment:

Probably any more than five years or something. At this stage I’d be
able to pay it off by then. Any more than 10 years is ridiculous. Ten
years or more to have to pay it off. I guess the idea is that you save
up right from the start, and then you don’t have to pay anything at
all. At this stage I’m aiming for five years. Any more than that, I
don’t want to really look at.

Repayment of HECS debt

Students generally expressed little worry about the repayment of their
HECS. Most communicated a reasonably accurate understanding of the
process by which repayment is made, including the minimum earned
income threshold required before the government initiates collection,
and the relative percentage that is deducted from one’s pay. Some
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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 uni-
versity. Another student in this category expressed his faith that ‘‘pro-
viding 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.’’

One student who possessed experience paying back HECS after a
previous stint at university noted that the amount of the deduction was
relatively insignificant compared to the other income taxes that are
withdrawn from one’s pay. Other students suggested that since they had
little to no experience as full-time wage earners, and were accustomed to
having minimal disposable income, they would likely take little notice to
the HECS deduction from their pay. Alice was among those students
who indicated that they did not anticipate that paying back HECS
would be a problem, claiming ‘‘I’m going to be so rich when I start
working compared to what I am now’’ that her HECS payments would
barely be noticed:

It doesn’t phase you, it’s just that little extra bit, and when you stop
paying it you’ll think, oh, I’ve got a bit extra. But no, it doesn’t
phase me . . . I’ll be more financially stable then. Like, if I can find
five dollars a week now on such a tight budget to be able to pay off
my kitchen table and chairs, then earning $500 a week trying to find
$40 is much, much less, it’s like trying to find 20 cents now.

While most students expressed confidence that they would not be
overly burdened or encumbered by HECS debt upon graduation, Sus-
anna represented an exception:

I (thought) it was going to be probably around $20,000 by the time I
got out, but I think it will probably be more around the $10,000
mark, but that’s still a bloody lot of money. I was talking to one nurse
for I don’t know how many years, and he still hasn’t paid his off, so
it’s really scary . . . I’m just scared I won’t be left with a comfortable
wage after working so hard at uni, you know what I mean? I just have
to wait and see, or I suppose I could try and find out about it.

For a number of participants in the study, the notion of HECS
indebtedness was difficult to grasp. Drawing comparisons to consumer
debt such as mortgages and auto loans, students found HECS to be
rather amorphous, or ‘out of sight, out of mind’. One student laughed
while sharing that she would likely be in some form of debt for most of
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her life, and that a $12,000 HECS obligation was of little concern
compared to a $200,000 home loan. One student went as far as referring
to HECS as a joke, noting that to him and many of his friends, HECS
wasn’t seen as a ‘real’ debt compared to money borrowed for material
consumer purchases. Gregg suggested that HECS was an investment
comparable to other major life investments:

Five years of education is like $25,000, it’s a fair bit of money. So it’s
going to be a lot to pay off, but I guess it’s like personal assets, you
think you’ve got a car, a house, and you’ve got a university qual-
ification, it’s just one of the things that is kind of a prerequisite to
success in today’s society perhaps.

Discussion of student interviews

Students who participated in this study expressed little to no worry
about the debt they would incur through HECS, indicating in most
cases that the prospect of indebtedness was generally not significant in
their decision making about higher education. Participants expressed a
general confidence that the required payments would not be burden-
some given the minimum salary threshold built into the system and the
relatively low percentage of their incomes that would be deducted by
their employers for HECS purposes.

Related to the sense that HECS was affordable was a notion com-
municated by the majority of participants that HECS was in some ways
amorphous, lacking the feel of a ‘real’ debt. For some students, this was
due to the fact that nothing of material substance had been purchased
or received in the process, unlike the debt incurred when one buys a
house or an automobile. For other students, HECS lacked temporality –
their graduation and concomitant repayment obligations were far
enough in the future to render HECS relatively meaningless to one’s
present state of affairs.

The lack of a physical, tangible, or otherwise visceral experience of
currency or value exchange has been identified as a weakness of the
current HECS system by individuals who propose that Australia move
to a ‘voucher’ system that might also be accompanied by a granting of
authority to individual universities to set their own tuition rates. These
two conditions, it is argued by voucher proponents, would benefit
universities and students by introducing traditional market forces into
higher education, allowing prospective students to be more savvy con-
sumers of educational products through the ability to shop around for
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the best prices and the ‘best’ courses, and forcing universities to devote
much greater attention to cost control and to providing more efficient,
higher quality programs and services.

In keeping with the theme of the ‘amorphous’ nature of HECS, many
participants also admitted lacking detailed knowledge, past or present,
about the specifics 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 in itself is an issue worthy of further exploration, partic-
ularly if inaccurate information or misunderstandings about HECS is a
contributing factor to the continued socioeconomic gap in Australian
universities.

Many of the students shared that while HECS was a minor or even
non-issue during their university search and exploration process, they
were quite concerned about the affordability of related costs of study,
specifically the amount of money required for accommodations and
other living expenses. This was a particular concern for individuals from
rural and outstate areas, for whom living costs can be a significant factor
in the college decision process, affecting choice of institution and even
the more basic question of whether or not to pursue higher education.

Since the universities of generally perceived higher quality and
greater overall prestige are located almost exclusively in capital cities, it
is possible that the concern about living costs is contributing to the
perpetuation of social stratification within Australian society by keeping
lower-SES individuals in second- and third-tier institutions. Universities
can begin to address this issue by communicating with students more
clearly regarding the specific costs they can expect to incur for housing,
including those associated with different options for accommodation in
and around university campuses. Scholarships to allow rural and low-
income students to live in university colleges and halls of residence, and
increases in government rent assistance, might also help to address the
reluctance of disadvantaged students to travel to capital cities for their
education due to the perceived unreasonable cost of living.

Aside from the cost of housing and related living expenses, many
participants in the study expressed a lack of prior knowledge of the
general panoply of fees and expenses discovered upon enrolling at uni-
versity. Students require much better information regarding student
union charges, service fees and other costs typically incurred at university
so they can better plan to cover such expenses and reduce any surprises
they might otherwise experience. While a number of students reported
having managed to build savings for university through employment,
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government benefits, or other means, others arrived on campus with little
to no money to cover immediate expenses. While some expressed confi-
dence that parents or other relatives would come through with financial
assistance if needed, not all students possessed such a backup. In addi-
tion, many students reported barely getting by while in school, indicating
that their resources from paid work and maintenance payments were
hardly enough for them to manage without having to beg or borrow
money from other sources.While one strategy to address the gap between
student needs and student resources would be to expand eligibility for
Youth Allowance, another would be to allow students to receive a certain
amount of income at the beginning of each semester that would be added
to their overall HECS debt. In this way, students would have access to
the cash needed at a time when multiple expenses are incurred (fees,
books, parking permits, concession cards, supplies, etc.). This also would
allow students to avoid the penalties of interest associated with bank
loans, credit cards, or existing government-supported loan programs.

Limitations of the study

A common approach to the study of the tertiary decision and enroll-
ment process is to focus on the ‘success stories’ – those students who
manage to overcome poverty and various other social and structural
barriers to attend university. The study discussed in this paper is to
some degree consistent with the ‘success story’ genre in its focus on
enrolled students. This approach has limitations in that it focuses only
on those students who are already at university – those who possess the
requisite combination of skill, motivation, and luck, and have therefore
‘made it’ (Orfield 1992). While the study of success stories is important
in gaining an understanding of how to help others in similar circum-
stances, this line of research provides limited insight into those who
have been excluded from the higher education system, either by finan-
cial restraints, sociocultural forces, or psychological variables that di-
rectly or indirectly influence their decision to pursue options other than
university. An important follow-up to the research reported in this
paper would be to interview a group of individuals similar to the
participants in this study but who pursued paths other than higher
education, in an attempt to identify the variables and themes that
influenced their postsecondary planning and decision making.

As with most qualitative research, this study is designed to illuminate
the perceptions, beliefs, and lived experiences of a specific group of
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individuals within a particular temporal and situational context. The
‘results’ are not designed to be generalized to a larger population, nor
should the voices of the 16 individuals in this study be viewed as nec-
essarily representative of all low-SES and/or first-generation university
students in Australia. Rather, the themes that emerged from the stories
shared by the participants are meant to be illustrative of the types of
phenomena that exist in the lives of some individuals of low-socioeco-
nomic status as they consider, plan for, enroll in, and experience higher
education. However, the findings from this study can also be utilized to
help design larger-scale research initiatives regarding low-SES individ-
uals and the university decision process, perhaps through informing the
construction of a survey designed to be a more comprehensive measure
of the issues and concerns facing low-SES school students as they
consider the option of higher education.

Conclusion

As has been shown through a review of related literature and an in-depth
qualitative study of the experiences of students in Australia, a HECS-
type system can result in numerous benefits to both national govern-
ments and participants in higher education and can be used as a model
for countries that are trying to address problems related to inequitable
access to higher education. While a number of particular economic,
political, and cultural factors enable the system to work effectively in
Australia, these variables may not exist in the same form in other na-
tions. A number of critical issues would need to be addressed before a
system similar to the Australian HECS model could be implemented in
countries possessing the required resources and necessary infrastructure.
These include the role of private financial institutions in student support
programs; the potential scope and cost of an income-contingent loan
scheme, and the opportunity to conduct pilot studies, perhaps in a single
or small number of states, provinces, or universities.

Governments must devote serious consideration to the limits of
financial strategies to address sociocultural problems related to higher
education. As discussed in the conceptual framework for this paper, the
continued socioeconomic gap in university enrollments is a function of
numerous and wide-ranging factors. While a lack of adequate financial
resources undoubtedly keeps millions of otherwise qualified and capable
individuals out of universities, many other psychological, sociological,
cultural, and structural variables also are involved in maintaining, if not
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exacerbating, class inequality in higher education. For example, debt
aversion and related sociological barriers to higher education will likely
not be solved through the implementation of an income contingent loan
scheme. Rather, these issues require additional and varied uses of time,
talent, and financial resources to discuss, research, and problem solve for
the long-term benefit of society.

Given the role of education in promoting economic development and
social mobility, it is important to more fully understand the process by
which certain individuals decide that the benefits of a university degree
outweigh the various costs of attendance. Additional research can assist
a wide variety of individuals who help shape the educational aspirations
and opportunity structures of youth – parents, teachers, and school
guidance and careers counselors among others – to better recognize and
understand the needs and concerns of adolescents and the various forces
that influence thinking about future plans and goals. This knowledge
can enable those who teach, counsel, encourage, mentor, and motivate
youth to do so in a manner that communicates empathy and under-
standing while expanding students’ views of what is possible and
achievable. University admissions and promotion officers might apply
the insight gained from research to the development of more effective
educational outreach initiatives. Research might also assist public policy
makers in creating programs that more successfully target talented,
lower income youth and promote access to various forms of educational
opportunity. These efforts are necessary to help reverse the trend of
talent wastage among the low-income youth of many nations, to
improve the lives of individuals by removing obstacles in the pursuit of
their goals and aspirations, and to promote stronger, more cohesive
societies for future generations.
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Notes

1. The rate of currency exchange as of 19 February, 2004 was A$1.00 ¼ US $0.791 ¼
0.622 euros. All monetary figures are listed in Australian dollars.

2. For comparison purposes, the average annual earnings of full-time workers in
August 2003, extrapolated from average weekly earnings, was $50,663 (Australian
Bureau of Statistics, 2003).

3. The repayment threshold is scheduled to rise to $35,000 in 2005 and $36,184 in 2006.
4. The recently passed ‘‘Higher Education Support Act of 2003’’ will result in a number

of significant changes to enrollment, cost, and repayment structures within the uni-
versity sector, including the expansion of ‘full fee’ student places, an increase in the

HECS repayment threshold, additional support for rural students, an expansion of

Appendix. List of participant pseudonyms, age,
academic course, and affiliated University

Established University

Aaron 27 Law; Arts

Andrea 21 Science

Brian 28 Law; Arts

Gregg 19 Science; Arts

New University

Adam 21 Science

Gail 21 Education

Melissa 29 Science

Wendy 19 Business

Regional University

Alice 19 Nursing

Richard 19 Arts

Sharon 21 Nursing

Todd 27 Computing

Suburban University

Bill 25 Computing

Grace 19 Nursing;

Science

Linda 24 Education

Rachel 20 Nursing
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loan programs for graduate students and expanded institutional authority set tuition

levels. The controversial legislation has been targeted by leaders of the Australian
Labor Party, who have promised significant changes if it returns to a majority in
Parliament as a result of the federal election slated for late 2004.
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