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Education 

The Whitlam ALP Government abolished university tuition fees in 1974. In 1979 Cabinet 
considered ways of exacting some contribution from tertiary students towards the cost of 
their education. In May, Cabinet considered, but eventually rejected, the introduction of a 
student loans scheme. The issue was complicated by the fact that the Department of 
Education wanted the scheme to supplement existing student grants, whereas the Prime 
Minister’s Department and the Departments of Treasury and Finance wanted the loans to 
partially replace the grants. Also in May Cabinet received a Memorandum from the 
Departments of Education and Finance setting out arguments for and against the 
reintroduction of tertiary tuition fees. The arguments in favour of fees included the inequity 
of taxpayers paying for the education of people who could expect to command above-
average incomes, the expectation that paying fees would make students more diligent and 
the benefit of revenue from fees to the Budget. Arguments against fees included the fact that 
their reintroduction would be unpopular and break a 1977 election commitment. Fees were 
eventually reintroduced by the Hawke ALP Government in 1989 through the Higher 
Education Contributions Scheme (Memorandum 181; also Decisions 8600(Ad Hoc), 8664(Ad 
Hoc) and 8704, not printed here).  

In July 1979, Cabinet reviewed policy on overseas tertiary students. At any one time there 
were around 2,500 overseas students in Australia sponsored by their own governments or by 
the Commonwealth Government and around 9,500 private overseas students. The private 
students’ scheme was constrained by the requirement that students could only undertake 
courses not available in their home country, which affected both the number and quality of 
students. In addition, 73% of private students completing courses in 1978 had obtained 
permanent residence in Australia. Cabinet decided that the aim of the private overseas 
student program should be to advance Australia’s interests in the student’s country of origin, 
with priority being given to students from the ASEAN countries, Papua New Guinea, the 
South Pacific and the Middle East (Submission 3266; also Decision 9408, not printed here).  
On 25 September, Cabinet decided to set fees for private overseas students at the annual rate 
of $2,500 for higher degree students; $2,000 for undergraduate students in medicine, 
veterinary science and dentistry; and $1,500 for other undergraduate courses (Decision 9943, 
not printed here).  
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