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1 Introduction

In 2000 the Controller and Auditor-General reviewed Publicly Available Accountability Information in relation to the Student Loan Scheme and expressed surprise at the absence of research into intended and unintended socio-economic outcomes of the Student Loan Scheme, including its impact on the labour market.  He made a number of recommendations to address this (Auditor-General 2000).

In early 2001, the National Advisory Council on the Employment of Women (NACEW) called for proposals to be funded out of their research fund.  The researcher put forward a proposal looking at gender, student loans and implications for employment policy, based on a literature review, discussions with key stakeholders and a small-scale focus group component.  NACEW commissioned this project in May 2001.  

After discussions with key stakeholders, particularly members of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs policy units, a decision was made to extend the ambit of the focus groups to also examine different impacts of the Student Loan Scheme on Maori and Pacifica students.  The Department of Labour, Ministry of Women’s Affairs and Ministry of Education contributed funding to this.  

The consequent expansion of the focus group component of the research altered the emphasis of the project.  The focus groups yielded so much data and encompassed such diversity that discussion of the focus group findings has become the central part of this report.

Since the commencement of this research, the Education and Science Select Committee has completed its Inquiry into Student Fees, Loans, Allowances and the Overall Resourcing of Tertiary Education (October 2001).  The Committee notes:

We are very concerned at the lack of availability of quality research in the area of tertiary education resourcing.  

Several ministries and government departments that we would have expected to have conducted extensive research in this area simply had not.  

(Education and Science Select Committee, 2001)

As a result:

We have very little idea of the potential disincentive effect of tuition fees and loans for those who may wish to participate in tertiary education but are discouraged by the cost.  Nor do we have any sense of the ways in which the prospect of incurring debt is changing student choice in terms of course, subject and possible career path.
(Education and Science Select Committee, 2001)

The Committee’s sole recommendation was:

That the Government undertake a significant, extensive and high-quality research programme into tertiary education resourcing to be conducted as a matter of priority by all relevant government agencies.

This work programme must provide in-depth analysis of the economic, social and educational implications of the current system...
(Education and Science Select Committee, 2001)

This research project, having been commissioned prior to that recommendation, is not integrated within a larger work-programme looking at tertiary education resourcing.  Nevertheless, it reveals insights into issues that concerned the Committee, and offers directions for further research. 

2 Key Findings from Focus Groups

The qualitative nature of the focus groups and small sample size means that caution must be exercised in extrapolating the results.  Nevertheless, the focus groups provided support for some of the assumptions and concerns expressed in the literature, as well as revealing some surprises.  A number of issues were highlighted that warrant further investigation.  

2.1
Meeting Living Costs 

· Many students experienced hardship as a result of trying to survive in Auckland on their entitlements.  Several students with children used the Course Related Costs component of their student loan for essential living costs.  

· Female students who lived at home expressed concern about the financial burden on their parents.  Several did all the household chores to compensate. Male students did not report these concerns.

· Students expressed high levels of concern about parental means testing of student allowances.  Several students received no parental support despite being ineligible for the allowance.  They noted that some students from asset-rich families could get the allowance. Students from large families felt they were penalised because no account was taken of siblings still in school in assessing eligibility for allowances. 

· A surprising number of students reported that one sibling got more parental support than others. This was not generally gender-related. 

2.2
Accessing Student Loans, Allowances and Other Assistance

· Students in all demographic groups reported difficulties with student loan and student allowance administration, including time delays and difficulties with applications and interest write-offs and over-charging.  This caused extreme hardship for some students.  Maori and Pacifica Waananga students requested a WINZ liaison person on site.

· Most Maori students were aware of funding available form Manaaki Tauira and Tribal Trusts.  Some had not been aware of these funding sources at the start of their studies.  Some – particularly mature women –did not apply for this funding out of pride, a reluctance to divulge whakapapa and financial information, an unwillingness to create reciprocal obligations, and uncertainty about the difference between grants and repayable loans.

2.3
Influence of Costs on Course Choice

· Fees were a key issue in determining the amount students had to borrow.  Medical students were particularly concerned about fees, but so were (non-medical) Pacifica students.  

· A majority of female Pacifica students reported that costs had a major impact on their course choice.  Most of these students undertook short (1 year full-time study) certificate courses that they hoped would quickly lead to stable employment.  They intended to continue studying to degree level while working full-time. 

· A minority of other students stated that costs were an important consideration in choice of tertiary course or institution. 

· Maori females believed that time constraints, guilt over not being there for their children, confidence and finding appropriate courses were greater barriers to tertiary study than financial costs. 

2.4 
Paid Work While Studying

· Most students undertook paid work while studying.  Several students were required to make repayments on their loans while studying due to their earning level.

· Several Maori males worked full time (or more) while studying in order to meet their financial responsibilities.  In contrast, most female Maori Waananga students did not take on paid work while studying, possibly due to childcare responsibilities or the availability of suitable work.  

· Female university degree students were more likely to state that they had taken on paid work in an attempt to minimise student debt than their male counterparts. Several reported failing or doing badly in their courses as a result of the amount of paid work they undertook.  

2.5
Current Impact of Debt

· Students with access to financial resources and sound financial advice were able to make money by taking the interest free student loan.  They could invest the money they had put aside for fees as well as those components of the loan they had direct access to, for the duration of their studies.  Both Pakeha male students did this. 

· Female university degree students who borrowed for living costs, planned to have children, were enrolled in Arts courses, had changed course, or wanted to pursue high-risk careers such as film, had high levels of anxiety about their student debt.  

· Female Waananga students (Maori and Pacifica) reported that although student debt had a big impact on them, they were not going to show it or allow it to put them off completing their qualifications.

2.6
Impact of Family Commitments

· Many Maori students stated that becoming role models for their children was one of the most important motivations for undertaking tertiary study.  The human capital model used for tertiary funding risks missing this factor due to taking little real account of intergenerational benefits of study as either a private or a public good. 

· Two of the three cases reported of students dropping out due to family responsibilities involved Pacifica males who had to provide for their families upon the arrival of a new baby.  The third involved a female Pacifica student. 

· Having to make loan repayments while studying caused particular hardship for students who undertook paid work in order to support dependants. The income threshold for repayments makes no allowance for the number of people being supported on that income.

2.7
The Brain Drain?

· All female university degree students intended to work overseas within a few years of finishing their studies.  Almost all indicated that repaying student debt was a major factor in this decision.  In contrast, four of the six male university degree students intended to work overseas soon after finishing their studies. But repaying student debt was a major factor for only two of them (another student said he would go overseas to repay his debt if he was unsuccessful in finding employment in New Zealand).  The Maori women studying for Bachelor of Teaching degrees did not plan to work overseas.  Few Maori or Pacifica certificate students intended to go overseas.

· All of the female Arts students planned to spend two years teaching English in Asia to repay their debt, before going on to post-graduate study, commencing a career, travelling (OE) or having children.  This was not seen as a career move or an ‘overseas experience,’ but rather as a necessity. 

2.8
Children and Life Plans

· Female medical students believed that student debt would delay life decisions, such as having children and getting a mortgage by about two years.  Added to the minimum of six years study these students undertake and the further training required to specialise, they may not be in a position to make the usual life decisions until a decade later than their contemporaries.

· Most female university students believed that it would be impossible or unwise to have children before paying off their student debt.  Some believed that if they had a partner when they had children, they could take time out of the workforce without their student debt impacting on them.  In a potential paradox, they envisaged keeping their finances separate from their partner’s and not taking responsibility for each other’s student debt (which would result in the partner’s debt decreasing as he earned, while hers would rise due to receiving only a partial interest write-off). 

· Most female Waananga students indicated that they had already finished their family formation.

· No male students anticipated student debt having an impact on their plans for family formation.  Male medical students believed that student debt would have greater impact on getting a mortgage than on having children.

2.9
Student views on the differential impact of student debt on males and females

· Female university degree students believed that they would earn less and have greater difficulty repaying their student debt than their male counterparts.  This awareness did not offer them viable strategies to deal with the issue. 

· University of Auckland degree students saw women’s child-bearing capacity as the major obstacle to women earning as much as their male counterparts.  Women who had children were considered likely to fall behind in income due to time spent out of the paid workforce.  Childless women were considered likely to be passed over for employment and promotions on the basis of their potential for childbearing.  Male students provided economically rational justifications for employers not hiring women (influenced in part by the mistaken belief that employers had to pay parental leave).  

· Waananga and AUT students were less likely to perceive student loans as having differential impacts on males and females.  These were predominantly Maori and Pacifica students.  Gender was seen as an issue only in relation to women’s childcare duties limiting the number of hours that they were available for work, not their chances for career advancement.  Maori and Pacifica students also tended to point out that some males take an equal role in child rearing.

2.10
Student views on the differential impact of student debt based on cultural background

· A majority of female Pacifica students indicated that their parents had a major say in what course they pursued.  Some indicated that parents might use physical coercion to reinforce their view.  They believed that parents choosing unappealing or inappropriate courses was a major reason why some Pacifica students failed.  It is the student who is responsible for the debt in these instances.  

2.11
Demographic differences

· There were very significant differences in the level of formal qualification held by parents of Asian and Pakeha students on the one hand (most had at least one parent with a tertiary qualification), and Pacifica and Maori students on the other (most of whose parents had no high school qualifications).  

3 Issues for further investigation

This research has raised a number of issues that would benefit from further investigation.  These include policy, social research, operational and legal issues:
3.1 
Labour Market Policy

· Ways to reduce inequitable impacts of student debt caused by gender pay disparities should be investigated, including addressing the misconception that employers are responsible for parental leave payment, and increasing access to subsidised flexible childcare.

3.2
Student Loan and Tertiary Funding Policy

· Means of ameliorating the negative effects of student debt on women (and men) who care for children should be investigated.  These could include raising the threshold for repayments and increasing interest reduction provisions for student loan holders who are caring for dependants.

· The intergenerational benefits of tertiary education should be investigated and assessed so that their value can be explicitly apportioned between private and public spheres for the purposes of deciding appropriate contributions to tertiary funding.

3.3
Social Research

· Research is needed into how student debt actually influences males and females after they have finished studying (existing research focuses on anticipated or theoretical impacts).  Former students who do not complete their qualifications should be included as well as successful graduates.  All participants in this study were optimistic about their chances of success, but many noted that the impact of the debt would be severe for those students who were not successful.  

· The extent to which young Pacifica students make autonomous informed decisions about tertiary study and student loans and, if they do not, what implications this has for debts they may be left with requires research. 

· The relative impacts of ethnicity, class and parental education level on access to tertiary education warrants further investigation. 

· The impact of caring for children on Maori participation in tertiary education and course choices should be further researched.

3.4
Operational Issues

· The feasibility of having a WINZ liaison person to deal with student loan queries on small campuses that have a high proportion of Maori and Pacifica students, such as Te Waananga O Aotearoa, Manakau Campus, should be explored.

3.5
Legal Opinion

· Clarification of whether student debt is considered matrimonial property in the event of a relationship break-up should be sought.

4 The Student Loan Scheme

The Student Loan Scheme, according to the Inland Revenue Department’s Student Loan web-site, was introduced to:

· provide tertiary education to everyone wanting it

· encourage a wider choice of tertiary education at all levels

· encourage tertiary services to meet needs of students and employers better

· improve the overall quality of the tertiary education system

(http://www.ird.govt.nz/studentloans)

More pertinently, the rapid increase in tertiary student numbers in the mid-1980s meant that despite state expenditure on tertiary education rising 36 percent in the course of the decade, it declined per student in real terms (Boston 1992).  The government responded by tightly targeting eligibility for student allowances based on personal and parental income. Tertiary institutions, meanwhile, dramatically increased fees to meet the shortfall in government funding. The Student Loan Scheme was introduced to mitigate the effects of these changes.

Anishka Jelicich argues that:

While the impetus for the New Zealand Student Loan Scheme appears to have been predominantly fiscal, its design and ex-post justifications have largely been couched in human capital terms.
(Jelicich 1997)

She explains that the human capital approach limits the social good component of education to returns through income tax:

The social rate of return to tertiary education measures the direct and indirect economic benefits to society of tertiary education.  The term “social rate of return” itself is rather a misnomer, as it does not include the external cultural and political benefits of education.  Instead, it is derived from private rates of return by adding the income tax revenue received by the Government from people with a tertiary education and the private benefits to the total costs of public and private education.

(Jelicich 1997)

Under this model, other potential benefits of tertiary education, such as psychological, social, spiritual and intellectual enhancement, better democracy, social cohesion or intergenerational effects are considered to be externalities, which Jelicich states ‘tend to be subjective and difficult to measure’ (Jelicich 1997).

Numerous changes have been made to the scheme since its inception, but the broad policy model has not changed.  

Currently, students are able to borrow their course fees if they are enrolled in a state provider (universities, polytechnics and some wanaanga) or up to $6500 of their fees if they are enrolled at a Private Training Establishment (PTE).  This money is paid directly to the provider.  They may borrow up to $1000 for course costs, but are expected to provide proof of these.  In addition up to $150 per week is available for living costs.  This amount is, however, reduced by any student allowance received (http://www.ird.govt.nz/studentloans). 

Students must reapply for loans for each year of study.  

While studying, students can have the interest on their loans written off.  In addition, people on an income of under $15,496 can apply to have their base interest written off.  Others can apply for an interest reduction if the base interest is more than 50% of their repayment obligation for the year.  

Loan holders are required to start repaying their loan once their income reaches a threshold (currently $15,496).  Early repayments are allowed.  Partners’ income is not taken into account for loan repayments (http://www.ird.govt.nz/studentloans).

5 Extent and Quality of the Literature 

The Select Committee Report summarises literature available on student fees, student loans, allowances and tertiary resourcing from New Zealand and international sources.  For this reason the following review is limited to literature that throws some light on questions of gender and the impact of student loans.

The relevant literature can be divided into the following types:

5.1 Government and Working Party Reports

The numerous Government and working party reports into the tertiary sector, such as the Todd Report and the Tertiary Education Review Green Paper, provide a useful outline of the intentions of the Government and its advisors in setting tertiary education policy (Ministerial Consultative Group 1994, Ministry of Education 1997). These reports indicate that gender issues were touched on, but were not central to the policy design.  Refinements of Government policy and the change of Government in 1999 mean that details of the Student Loan Scheme have altered, but the overall policy has not changed.   

The Auditor-General's report Student Loan Scheme - Publicly Available Accountability Information (2000) analyses the administration of the Student Loan Scheme and argues that although sufficient aggregate information is available on the financial position of the Scheme, there is a lack of information on intended and unintended socio-economic outcomes, a lack of strategic policy and research, shortcomings in data collection, analysis and exchange and in forecasting, a lack of responsiveness to change, and gaps in services to borrowers.  These failings make it particularly difficult to ascertain whether the Scheme is optimally designed for women, as they are likely to have more complex patterns of study, earning and unpaid work than men.  

5.2
NGO publications and reports

Organisations such as the New Zealand University Students’ Association (NZUSA) have a particular interest in the Student Loan Scheme as it directly affects the welfare of their members.  They have, therefore, invested in research on the issue to a greater extent than many other organisations.  Although the information has an explicitly strategic purpose, a considerable portion of the work has been carried out by independent analysts and researchers and is of high quality, for example the Student Income and Expenditure Surveys undertaken by CM Research for the Aotearoa Polytechnic Students Union (APSU) and the New Zealand University Students Association (NZUSA) (CM Research 1998). The Student Debt Casebooks model the average repayment times for male and female university graduates (Ashby, Robertson, Parata 1996, Choat 1999). 

The Association of University Staff (AUS) has also examined gender issues relating to student loans, although their interest is primarily in the impact of loans on those wishing to pursue higher degrees (AUS 1997).

5.3
Statistical Data

There is a significant amount of literature on tertiary participation statistics broken down by gender.  This includes age and ethnicity of students, subjects and types of course studied, and graduate incomes.  The Ministry of Education’s Profile and Trends reports on the tertiary education sector provide an overview of the sector (Ministry of Education 2000).  The OECD Report Education at a Glance: OECD Indicators (2000) provides extensive international comparisons.

5.4
Qualitative and Attitudinal Literature

As the Select Committee notes, much of the literature on the impact of student loans reports small-scale qualitative and attitudinal research.  This includes Nadine Metzger's thesis 'Reflecting Our Realities?  New Zealand Women and the Student Loan Scheme' (1997), Bruce and Judy Parr's  Investigation of the Plans of Seventh Formers (1995), the Victoria University Students Association Survey of School Leavers' Intentions (2001), and the AC Neilsen-MRL report Post Compulsory Education and Training – Barriers to Participation prepared for the Ministry of Education (1997).

This literature is helpful in providing information about the emphasis school-leavers and students place on cost and debt in making decisions about tertiary study.   It is limited in its scope and robustness. The findings from relatively small samples would benefit from being correlated with statistical data that reveals overall trends in study decisions.  Nevertheless, qualitative research enables participants to raise issues and suggests linkages that may be missed from the statistical data, and so better define what the important factors for student debt and study decisions really are.

5.4 
Economic and Policy Analysis

Investing In Minds: The Economics of Higher Education in New Zealand by Sholeh A. Maani (1997) provides a highly technical analysis of post-compulsory education as a private and public investment.  Adam Warner's 1999 thesis, 'The New Zealand Student Loan Scheme – Analysis and Principles for Reform,' provides a thorough analysis of projected long-term impacts of the Loans Scheme.  Both of these works consider gender as one of the issues for analysis, although neither makes it a central point.

Analysis of the labour market is central to a consideration of the impact of student loans.  The New Zealand Institute of Economic Research’s report, Gender Wage Gap is particularly helpful (Cook & Briggs 1997).

The New Zealand Vice-Chancellors’ Committee reports on University Graduate Destinations, most recently released in 2000, provides information about income derived by university graduates, analysed by course and gender.  

Anishka Jelicich’s 1997 Master of Public Policy thesis examines the Student Loan Scheme from a human capital perspective.  She notes that equity reasons may present a valid motivation for government intervention in tertiary educational investment decisions (Jelicich 1997).

In contrast, Stuart Birks focuses on gender in his thesis, 'The Gender Wage Gap in New Zealand: Theory and Evidence,' (Summers & Birks 2000) and argues forcefully, although not always convincingly, that the evidence does not support further policy initiatives to promote women's participation in higher education or employment.

5.5
International Comparisons

The international literature reveals that other developed countries are grappling with similar issues of funding increased demand for tertiary education and promoting equity of access (for example, Guille n/d, OECD 1997, and Andrews 1999).  These are helpful in offering comparative information and posing possible alternatives to New Zealand's scheme, but the complexity of variables between different countries means direct comparisons cannot be made.

6. Findings from the Literature concerning Impacts of the Student Loan Scheme on Women, Maori and Pacific Peoples

6.1
Female Tertiary Enrolments 

Ministry of Education statistics show that costs are not preventing women from undertaking tertiary study in higher numbers than men:

By 2000, 57 percent of students in tertiary education were women.  

(Ministry of Education 2000)

This is spread across most course and institution types: 

Women were strongly represented in colleges of education, where 78 percent of students were women.  Women also comprised 56 percent of students in universities, 55 percent in private training establishments and polytechnics, and 60 percent in wanaanga.

(Ministry of Education 2000)

Females also outperform males academically (Watts 1999).

But this does not mean that access to tertiary education through student loans is equitable.  It has been hypothesised that the higher female enrolment rates and academic performance are because:

Women have wised up to the reality that they have to work harder than men to get ahead.  [Whereas] young men, by a similar token, realise that once they're working, where systems of promotion happen to suit men, they'll get ahead without having to work as hard.

(Alison Jones, cit. Watts 1999)

6.1
Gender Pay Disparities

The on-going existence of gender disparities in pay have been well documented.  The New Zealand Institute of Economic Research found that the gap between male and female average wages increased between 1995 and 1997 and was ‘unlikely to narrow over the next five years’ (Cook and Briggs, 1997).  They projected a slight increase in the gap due to the concentration of women in industries where the gap is widening, and above average growth in some sectors where women are underrepresented.

Graduate destination surveys conducted by the Vice-Chancellors’ Committee have shown that although the greatest pay differences for all university graduates arise from different areas of study, disparities between male and female pay rates exist independent of study area or time spent out of the workforce child-rearing.  Five years into their careers women graduates earn on average 15% less than their male counterparts.  The gender pay disparity is widespread with men earning more than women in 73% of all subject areas (Rivers 1997).

A study by Philippa Black, of the University of Auckland Geology Department found that:

The paradox is that after people have been in the workforce for a while, the difference in the genders' academic performance becomes irrelevant - men soon start earning more than women. 

(Watt 1999)

6.3
Maori and Pacifica Tertiary Enrolments

Maori and Pacific peoples are less likely to attend tertiary institutions than members of other ethnic groups.  The Ministry of Education reports,

The proportion of tertiary education students who are Maori increased from 14.3 percent to 16.1 percent from 1997 to 2000.  Similarly, the proportion of Pacific students increased from 4.2 percent to 4.8 percent over the same period. 
(Ministry of Education, 2000)

It is unclear how much of the disparity in enrolment rates is linked to Maori and Pacifica populations’ lower socio-economic status. The University of Auckland  Taskforce for Improving Participation in Tertiary Education found that:

In 1997 … only 8% of students entering New Zealand universities were from low decile schools, compared with 52% from high decile schools … Furthermore, the gap is increasing, not declining.  Over the past 4 years, there has been a 20% decline in the proportion of students from decile 1-3 schools across the country, with a particularly steep decline in some areas.  
(University of Auckland 1999)

What growth there is in Maori and Pacifica tertiary enrolments may also be partly a result of growth in their overall populations.  

Maori and Pacifica students are much more likely to study in private training establishments than other students, making up 27 percent and 8 percent respectively of students enrolled in PTEs.  They also tend to undertake shorter courses of study.  One commentator has commented: 

The most pertinent consideration, particularly in the case of Polynesian students, is not so much the crude rate of access to tertiary education but the quality of that access.  In other words, what courses and programmes are these students admitted to and how successful are they at completing them?
(Nash 2000)

If courses are not of a high quality, or are not successfully completed, students may be left with high debts without being able to secure the kind of income needed to repay them.

6.4
Mature students

Twenty percent of first time degree entrants in New Zealand are over 27 years old.  This is one of the highest percentages in the OECD (OECD 2000).  Across the tertiary sector 50 percent of all students are aged 25 years or over. This rises to 58 percent of Maori students and has implications for repayment of student loans, as mature students will average less years in the workforce following graduation (Ministry of Education, 2000).  

In addition, mature students are more likely to have family responsibilities while they are studying and in the years immediately following graduation, with implications for their financial needs while studying, their ability to take on paid-work while studying, their ability to successfully undertake courses with large or variable workloads (such as medicine) and their ability to focus on repaying student debt following graduation. 

6.5
Repayment times

The literature indicates wide-ranging concerns about the social and economic effects of long student debt repayment times.  Student debt is thought to have effects on family formation, home ownership, saving for retirement and children’s education (Jelicich 1997).  Concern has also been expressed about the affects rising fees and student debt have on decisions to undertake tertiary study, course and career choice (Education and Science Committee, 2001).  

The NZUSA/APSU Student Debt Casebooks highlight differences in expected student debt repayment times for different groups of students.  The latest casebook estimates that changes to the Student Loan Scheme mean that today's male university degree graduates will repay their debt in an average of 15 years, while women will take 29.  Looking at all students taking out loans (including non-university and short-course students), the Ministry of Education estimates that it will take 12 years for the average female student to repay her loan compared to 8 years for the average male student.  Maori students are expected to take 10.1 years compared to 9.7 years for European students.  Students of other ethnicities are expected to take 12 years (Ministry of Education 2002).  

Anishka Jelicich argues that modelling done by the Ministry of Education in 1996 showed:

That gender was more likely to have a significant impact on repayment period than ethnicity.  Women tended to take longer to repay their debts than men.  For example at age 44, while only 54% of Pakeha females and 43% of Maori females would have fully repaid their debts, 82% of Pakeha males and 63% of Maori males would have fully repaid their debts by the same age.  These long repayment times result in women repaying more that men over the life of a loan.  Concomitantly, they receive a greater amount of assistance through the interest write-off provisions.  

(Jelicich 1997)

This, she explains is intrinsic in the design of the Scheme:

The longer repayment times for women are a natural consequence of the income-contingent nature of the scheme.  They are due to the lower average earnings of women and the fact that women are more likely to have time out of the work force for child-rearing.  

(Jelicich 1997)

This makes enhancing the gender equity of the scheme difficult.  Jelicich believes measures external to the scheme itself are needed:

Attempts to address inequities in this area are best done through providing income assistance to low-income borrowers (for example, by increasing the write-off provisions) or by attempting to improve the labour market status of women.  Providing a general subsidy to all women would be inappropriate and have high dead-weight costs. 

(Jelicich 1997)

7. Focus Group Methodology

7.1
Aims

Focus groups were run with students who currently had student loans to examine the extent to which their experiences and attitudes concerning the Student Loan Scheme matched the assumptions of the literature and policy makers.  The focus was on gender or cultural differences between students.

The research investigated 

· Whether costs and the need to get a student loan influenced course choice or planned careers,  

· What other sources of support students had access to,

· What impact student loans currently had on students,

· What impact student debt had on future life plans, such as family formation, migration overseas, home ownership and further study, and

· Whether students themselves perceived gender or cultural disparities in the impact of student loans and, if so, how this affected their decision making.

7.2`
Focus Group Composition

Students who had loans and attended the University of Auckland, Te Waananga o Aotearoa, Manakau Campus and Auckland University of Technology (AUT) were approached to participate in focus groups.  Forty-two students eventually participated (27 females and 15 males). 

The participants were a very diverse group.  This was partly a result of the decision to approach students from three different tertiary institutions and to include students from long professional courses (such as Medicine), non-career specific courses (such as Arts) and short courses (such as Police Recruits).  

The diversity also reflects the diversity of tertiary students in New Zealand, in an environment where different types of courses, institutions and students are (in general terms) not differentiated in relation to access to student loans.  This one-size-fits-all approach has strengths and weaknesses.  For researchers and policy makers it means that it is necessary to grapple with a wide variety of variables in assessing the overall effectiveness of the Student Loan Scheme.  

The ethnic make-up of the focus groups was designed to ensure sufficient Maori and Pacifica students participated for meaningful analysis to be undertaken in relation to them.  For this reason, the ethnic distribution does not reflect the ethnic distribution of the entire tertiary population or of New Zealand society as a whole. Sixteen students were Maori, fifteen were from Pacifica backgrounds, eight were Pakeha and seven were Asian.  (Many stated multiple ethnicities).

Including students from Te Waananga O Aotearoa allowed the research to incorporate students participating in a model of tertiary institution that has been mooted as increasingly important for the future, along with university degree and under-graduate certificate students.  

The original intention was to interview only students in the final year of undergraduate qualifications.  In the end, second year Bachelor of Teaching students from the Waananga were included because that programme has not yet reached its third year.  In addition, one AUT student was in the second year of her three year degree.  

The medical students were in the third and final year of their Bachelor of Health Sciences degree.  But, in their own words this ‘doesn’t qualify us for anything.’  They were universally intending to go on to a further three years of study to qualify as doctors.  

Students’ courses ranged in length from eighteen weeks (Police Recruits) to six years (medicine).  The majority of students interviewed were pursuing career-specific courses such as engineering, medicine, security and teaching.  This may reflect a researcher bias towards looking at vocationally ‘useful’ courses.  

The distribution of students between courses very roughly reflected the make-up of those courses.  For example, it is not surprising that no male Bachelor of Teaching students participated, given that the female participants reported that there was only one male in their class. 

Most of the focus groups were single sex.  The exceptions were the University of Auckland ‘male’ focus group that included one female student, and a small mixed group held at AUT. 

A separate focus group for Pacifica women was run at AUT.  It had been intended to run groups for Maori and Pacifica Waananga students separately from each other, but it became apparent that this was logistically impractical and inappropriate within the culture of the campus, especially as many participants identified as both Maori and Pacifica. 

The students ranged in age from 19 to 40+ years.  On average the Maori students were significantly older than the other students.  The majority of them had children.  Only one other student did.  

All participants were provided with oral and written information about the nature of the research prior to taking part, and gave written consent to the information being used for this report.  In addition, participants were asked to provide long-term contact details if they were prepared to be contacted should a follow-up study be conducted.  Thirty-six participants did this.

Fig. 1 

Current Course of Study
Female
Male

Bach of Health Science (Medicine undergraduate)
4
2

Bach of Engineering
2
3

Bach of Teaching
5
-

Bach of Technology
-
1

Bach of Arts or Social Science
3
-

Pre-Policing
1
5

Security – 36 week course
7
4

Business or Legal Exec Certificate
5
-

Total
27
15

Fig. 2

Ethnicity (note some participants stated more than one ethnicity)


Female
Male

Maori (inc. Moriori and ‘black’)
12
4

Pacific Island (Tongan, Samoan, Rarotongan, Tahitian, inc. NZ born)
10
5

Pakeha (inc. NZ European and Irish)
6
2

Asian (inc. Chinese, Indian, Sinhalese, Sri Lankan)
3
4

8. Discussion of Focus Group Results by Gender and Ethnicity

8.1
Maori Females

8.1.1
Who they are

Eleven Maori females took part in the focus groups.  All except one were students at Te Waananga o Aotearoa Manakau Campus.  Five were studying the security course (36 weeks), four were enrolled in the second year of a three year Bachelor of Teaching / Te Korowai Akonga degree, and one was doing the 18 week Police Recruits course (a course for students aiming to be selected for the Police Force).  

The eleventh student was studying Medicine at the University of Auckland.  Her choices, views and experiences tended to mirror those of other female medical students in most respects, and she expected to end up with a similar level of debt to them. 

Three of these students also identified as Pacifica.  In addition, one Waananga student who identified as ‘Black’ has been included in this section. 

These students ranged in age from 21 to over 40 years.  All except one of the Waananga students was a mature student (over 25 years).  Maori females had borrowed between $1100 (Police Recruit) and $24000 (med. student).  Most had borrowed $4000 - $6250.  The Bachelor of Teaching students had another year to go on their degrees and expected to have student debt of up to $21,000 by the time they graduated.  

Unlike the Pakeha and Asian students, none had parents with tertiary degrees.  

Two had a parent who had completed post-school qualifications.  Two listed parents’ education levels as standard 3 or 4.  Several couldn’t, or chose not to, answer this question or commented on life education instead (with answers ranging from ‘the very best’ to ‘the booze’). 

Nine of the 11 Waananga students had children.  This put them in a very different situation from students without children, as they were responsible for both the financial needs and the physical care of dependants. 

8.1.2
Meeting Living Costs

Of the female Maori students only the University of Auckland medical student received free board.  

Two Waananga students lived at home but were expected to pay board.  One sometimes did housework in exchange:

I pay board, groceries or when a family crisis occurs.... But [sometimes] my Mum says, ‘You don’t need to pay any this week but you do the washing.’
B Teach student, with children

The other was expected to pay $50 per week board but was not yet able to as her student allowance had not come through.

All the female Maori students received (or had applied for) government support in the form of the Student Allowance, Training Incentive Allowance or other government benefit.  This meant they were ineligible for the living costs component of the student loan. Four students noted they had other debts, including a loan from family, mortgage, credit card, hire purchase, personal loan, and rent arrears.  

Course Related Costs, which are intended to meet expenses directly related to the course, were put towards essential living costs by some students:

That comes straight to us mate.  As long as you give the right bank account, you’re home and hosed just for that week.

Waananga student with children

Some students received grants from the government Manaaki Tauira scheme and from iwi trusts:

I think for Maori families a big thanks has to go to the tupuna.  Because what I meant about my grant is through land grants, through my grandparents.  Every year I get sent these forms that I write down one clause, and the money just comes no questions asked.  And Manaaki Tauira that awhis you.  That’s all thanks to our tupuna, our ancestors.
B Teach student

In meetings with stakeholders it had been hypothesised that families in some cultural groups might give more support to sons than to daughters.  This group was the only one in which a female student reported her brother received parental support while she did not.  The situation was complicated, however, by the fact that she had a partner and children.

My mother pays for everything for him [brother].  I don’t live at home, but he lives at home.  So I find that pretty unfair. ... I don’t mind, because he’s got nobody.  He’s living at home to get his education.  

Waananga student with children

It seems the fact that this student was raising her own family meant that she was expected to be financially independent, as well as studying and caring for children.  Her brother, without those responsibilities, was able to remain dependent on parental support.  

8.1.3
Accessing Student Loans, Allowances and Other Assistance

Issues with student loan and allowance administration were a common theme in all the focus groups, but posed the greatest problems for Waananga students.  A number of students reported difficulties getting student allowances and loans approved, even after supplying full and correct documentation.  This caused stress and hardship to students and their families.  

Other students found it hard to know what assistance was available.  Many found the interest write-off provisions difficult to understand.  One student reported that $25 per week was being taken out of her allowance as loan repayments, despite the fact that she was earning no addition income and had alerted authorities to the situation.

They noted that some students were not aware of sources of funding targeted to Maori and suggested:

Maybe the government can make Tahua [Maori scholarship and grants directory] more available to the students, because there’s a lot of young ones that don’t know what’s out there – what they can apply for.  

B Teach student

Although some students benefited from iwi grants and Manaaki Tauira, others, particularly the more mature women, indicated they were unwilling to apply because they would have to supply sensitive information, or because they feared creating further obligations on themselves:

My pride’s got the better of me.  

That’s right

I’ve had everything ready to go in, but I can’t be bothered. ... By the time you tell them your whole whakapapa, [when] they [already] know you’re from which marae, and you have to go in-depth into it just to ask for a putea.  

That’s one thing I tend to dislike.  We’ve got to get into our whakapapa for that, but –

There are ones out there specifically for Maori [from all] the iwi but, it’s holding hands just because we helped you

Yeah, it’s ‘You owe us.’

When you look at the paper, some of the things [they ask] are so personal.  It’s just not funny.  I don’t want to bother with it.  

You have to [list] bank loans. 

Mature students with children

Confusion about the difference between loans and non-repayable sources of finance could also discourage students from applying:

I think a lot of us mothers will ... make do with what we’ve got.  We don’t want to get another debt on top of [the student loan].  A lot of us would prefer to know that there’s just one debt –  one lot of people we have to pay back. 

Mature B Teach student 

On the other hand there’s some loans, like the land loans, that you don’t have to pay back.

Mature Waananga student    

Female Waananga students were desperate for clear and accurate information, and several attended the focus group in the hope that they would gain this (the researcher explained that this was not something she was able to provide).  They relied heavily on Waananga staff and other students to assist with dealing with WINZ and IRD.  Each class had recently appointed one student to support others with loan and allowance issues, but students felt that this did not solve the problem.  They strongly recommended that a Student Loan Liaison Officer be located on their campus to assist with the issues:

We really need someone in here to actually talk to us about the Student Loan.  Tell us what we’re actually entitled to.  We need somebody from wherever – the student loan department – to come in and talk to us.  

Having a representative from each class to do all the work is just more work on that person, even though we help each other.  I think at the end of the day we’re [doing] what Student Loans is supposed to be doing. 

 They should have an advocate at each campus.  I believe they have one at MIT.  And so I think we should have one here. 

B Teach student

8.1.4
Influence of costs on course choice

These students said cost was a consideration in their course choice, but stressed that their commitment to doing the course overrode questions of cost.  

For some the biggest driver was the prospect of a better job  

I say to myself I’m never going to be in my grandmother’s situation ever.  Okay I’ve been brought up doing paru jobs like cleaning, but the bottom line is –three years ago [I was] at the bottom and I’m sick of being there.  

Security student

Others were committed to a particular course, even if it was expensive:

I think for us doing Medicine ... you just do it because you want to do medicine and the cost of it is just part of what comes in it.  So you just do it anyway cause that’s what you want to do.

Medical student

Attending an institution with Maori values, where they felt comfortable was very important to Waananga students:

Coming under the umbrella of a Maori institution – 

That’s the most important choice. ... Because for three years we’re going to be doing our Bachelor of Teaching and you have to be in an environment that you like.  No use going to somewhere where you feel like a loner or something.  It doesn’t give you anything.

I had a break from the first course I went on because I didn’t feel comfortable there.  I was up at ACE for about 3 months.  They could not fit the criteria that I was looking for, which was a bit of both Maori and Pakeha, not one way

 – Because here you have a whanau environment and at the end you still get the same diploma that you could get at anywhere else. 

B Teaching Students

Value for money was also important to them.  Some had experiences on course where they didn’t feel they were getting value for money. This included tangibles like uniforms for Security and Police Recruits students, and the cost of the noho (weeklong marae stay) for Teaching students, as well as the quality of the teachers.  

The fees are $4255 for security level 2 and 3.  But we were outfitted as well.  Everything comes with – It’s the first course I know of that you actually get your money’s worth.  

Your shoes, everything.
Security students

We still get our jacket, T-shirts that sort of thing. ... It also covers our marae noho, the Maoritanga, you stay a week.  Marae noho is also part of our course to understand more Maori values and protocols.
On Bachelor [of Teaching] anyway, I’m finally getting my money’s worth.  I’m learning the skills that I need.  And the teacher’s coming across for us.  The money wasn’t really an issue.

Teaching Student

Confidence and family responsibilities were seen as greater deterrents to study than course fees: 

I think for Maori money is never the issue, even for Pacific peoples.  It’s just if you want to do it, get in there, do it and you worry about all the problems later....  

I think that the big thing is making that initial decision to do it.  

That’s a very big one.

Can I do it?  I can do it.  I should do it, but what about the whanau – the kids at home, you know.  (General agreement)

You’ve got other responsibilities outside.  In terms of time, oh yeah, time and money.  

Waananga students


Once these barriers were overcome, student loans, grants and allowances made study possible

I could say [costs were consideration], but there were venues to get money from to help you out.  And at the time, you don’t think about the money, you think about getting that [qualification].
B Teach student

8.1.5
Minimising debt

One Waananga student reported taking less than her maximum student loan entitlement.  She had avoided taking the Course Related Costs component in her first year:  

I used grants.  I had grants given so I only took what I needed.  I didn’t do the CRC where you can borrow $1000.  But I thought I’d try it this year.  That’s what I’m waiting for.  I expect it’ll probably be just under $5000 [this year], cause I want to keep it under that.  

Teaching student, with children

But minimising debt was not a realistic option for most.

8.1.6
Paid work while studying

With up to ten dependant children, most of these students were not in a position to undertake paid work while studying. Two of the Waananga students did do paid work during term-time (for one this was only occasional).  Security students could find work in their area of study, but this was not well paid:

Some areas with no qualifications go to about $10.  Different fields are different rates.  General is $10.

Security student

The medical student was doing paid work during term time.  Initially this was because she experienced considerable stress over her debt and was trying to pay it back, but this became untenable:

When I first began I thought I’m going to be a good girl and I’m going to work my butt off all year to pay off my student loan, but doing medicine I can’t even begin to describe how hell it is....  I found it really difficult to work full time and then have to go on working to twelve o’clock at night studying, it just became too much, so that idea went out the window. ... 

I got a job this year because I do need to enjoy life a little, but my marks do reflect that I’m not focusing fully on my studies, totally.  [I work] about 15 hours a week. ...

If I was doing another degree that didn’t actually require me to stay up to one o’clock every morning then I would be able to work a lot more than I do.  But I can’t because I would fail.... It’s really hard.

Med. student

8.1.7
Current Impact of Debt

Waananga students were divided on the current impact of the debt, with some saying ‘It’s scary’ and others either expressing confidence that they would be able to repay it, or expressing the view that it would be up to individuals whether they repaid it or not.  They generally explained that they tried not to think about it or to show that they were concerned. 

The medical student, like several other students at the University of Auckland, believed that the debt had an impact on her mental health and believed that the pressures it put on students should be addressed: 

I’m not academic.  I have to work bloody hard to stay where I am.  And for me, mentioning ‘a life’ is kind of funny. ... I can’t even begin to explain it.... I’d like to be able to sit down and watch TV and relax.  But weekends you’ve got to work and during the week you’ve gotta work for uni so it’s really not very healthy.... I probably have been pretty close to being clinically depressed at some stages.
Med. student

8.1.8
Impact of Family Commitments

Family commitments placed enormous strains on the students with children.  Another way to look at it would be that study placed strains on students’ family commitments:

I’m a mother of 10, and I’ve got 4 grandchildren.  And sometimes I feel like dropping out.  I say this with pride: at least I’m still hanging in there.  But sometimes it’s costly at home, in the way that your children – they don’t have you 24/7 like they used to.  
B Teach student

Sometimes getting to class was difficult:

My son was sick today.  He goes to kindergarten.  And I thought I’d take a day off but my Mum said ‘No go to school, I can look after my mokopuna.’  So they support me by helping me look after my children after school.  
B Teach student

These students had to ensure the children were transported to their various venues, before attending Waananga:

When you’ve got 2 at college, 1 at intermediate and 1 at primary and 3 in kohanga it’s a lot.  

[It’s about] Routines. ...I’m alright, I’ve only got 2 trips. ...

But it is a problem.  It is a problem but we’re not going to show it because I’m hungry for my certificate.  I’m hungry to get a better job.

B Teach students

On the other hand, children provide a motivation for these women to complete their qualifications, both to provide for them, and to be role models:

For me as a Maori ... I’ve gone back to school after 20 years.  And my son is 17.  He wanted to drop out.  [I say to him] Your mother can do it kid – well so can you.  That’s the bottom line.

Security student

Kids are motivators.  I’m doing it for them to benefit their future.  Like one day they may have a career like mummy.  You know.  Knowing that it’s going to be better for them. 

Teaching student

Mothers with families just want to make a better life for the future of their children.  

Security student

The human capital model of tertiary funding takes little account of intergenerational benefits of tertiary outcome either as a private or a public good.  It therefore misses an essential aspect of how a majority of these women value education.  Further investigation is warranted to determine the validity of these women’s belief in the power of role models in education, and how to apportion any benefits accrued for tertiary funding purposes.

8.1.9
Repaying the debt

Female Maori Waananga students estimates of how long it would take to pay back their loans ranges from two years to forever.  Many quoted their lecturers encouragement which stressed that by doing the courses they would gain higher incomes enabling them to repay their loans:

Probably start as soon as I go to work, and do one of those repayment things where you pay $20 a week ... Just to get it out.  So I’m not one of those people who tend to think [its okay to] owe the government
B Teach student

But doubts about getting a job, uncertainty about expected income and family commitments meant many students had little real idea about repayment times. 

If there’s anything I hate, it’s assuming and dreaming.  I don’t get into that.  I go with the flow and that.  But if I know that my skill is good and I’m working [I’ll pay it back quickly], but if my family is not right, there’s no way I’m going to stay earning.  So I don’t know.

B Teach student 


Looking after children limited the ability of Police Recruits and Security graduates to take on shift work

Supporting a family (particularly a large one) could also reduce the amount that could be repaid on the student loan:

If my son needs something, Student Loan’s going to have to wait in line.  I’d definitely go and buy my son [what he needed].  Any mother would put her child before anything else. ... As teachers we know children get teased a lot at school [if they don’t have the right equipment], so if my son came home and said ‘I need a book for so-and-so’ I would give him the money.  And ... the loan, it can wait.  

B Teach student


The Maori medical student was the most anxious of all the focus group participants to get rid of her loan, ideally hoping to pay off her debt (which would be around $60,000) within four months.  The requirement for new doctors to work in New Zealand for one to two years after graduation meant, however, that she revised her estimate to four months after commencing work overseas.

8.1.10
The Brain Drain?

The Medical student said:

I’m definitely going overseas for at least two years to pay back my loan.  You’ve got to look at that 7.8 per cent interest, which is sometimes higher than a mortgage. ... 

I’m going to be going overseas to work as a doctor, I don’t know where, but somewhere to get the most money quickly.  Because you want to get rid of that loan in the next 2 years following graduation, get rid of it as fast as you can and then maybe come back to New Zealand, because it’s harder to live in New Zealand and pay off that debt.
Medical student

Among the Waananga students, several mentioned a desire to go overseas, with repaying the loan being one impetus.  Only one, however, spoke of this as a definite goal.  Another commented

I would [go overseas to pay the debt off] if I had enough money to get there!

Security student

Family responsibilities may have made moving overseas unattractive to these students.  

8.1.11
Children and Life Plans

On the whole, Waananga students indicated that they already had the number of children they wanted, (including some with no children), so student debt was not relevant in planning family formation.  

In relation to getting a mortgage, they felt that their qualifications, financed by the student loan, greatly increased their chances:

It might be different, because if we’ve got some way of actually getting into one, actually getting into a home.  

That’s one thing that our lecturers tell us when we need a bit of motivation – that people will respect you.  Businesses will take you on and give you a chance to try and get ahead.

Waananga students

But several Bachelor of Teaching students believed that the debt meant that they had to pursue a teaching career, even if they realised they were ill-suited to this work or they would have preferred to do further study.  

Instead they intended to go onto further study part-time while working.  Course preferences included Bachelor in Te Reo and Masters degrees.  

I’d go to work and do the night classes.  One night a week.  And still pay that debt off.  I’m very debt conscious.  I don’t know why.  If anything I don’t like to give the Pakehas more than their share.  That’s the bottom line for me.  It’s no disrespect.  But I’m very budget conscious.  

B Teach student

The Medical student also wondered whether she had made the right course choice, but felt the investment was too great to abandon now.  

She believed the long years of study and a large debt had a significant impact on her life plans, including making it unlikely that a bank would lend to her, and making the possibility of children a non-option.

For me its crap because I’m going to leave here ... with $60,000 debt.  I ‘m looking at how the hell I’m going to buy a house....  Best friends around me have got a job.  They’ve got the money they can afford that whereas I’ve got a huge loan over my head.  

Med. student

Although she recognised the benefits of her education she still felt stressed about her debt:

I’m the lucky one, but it is still difficult and it does affect the future decisions on what you’re going to do.

Med student

8.1.12
Views on differential impact of student debt on males and females

The Maori females believed that skills, marketing and assertiveness would enable them to command as high incomes as their male counterparts:

I don’t see why [I wouldn’t earn as much as a man].  I’m not scared to ask for a pay rise.

Med. student
I think it’s selling yourself.  You’ve got something to sell. You’ve got to sell yourself.  You’ve got to be able to get that job.

[It’s about] Marketing

Waananga students

It can get like gender discrimination, but you market yourself – if you can do the job, they’ll take you.

Waananga student

The main limitation they perceived was possibility of reduced income if family responsibilities reduced the amount of time they were able to work:

We can’t work as long as them [men].  We’ve got to be there when those kids come home from school.  ... It’s the woman who goes out to do the grocery shopping, it’s the woman that picks what’s going to happen.  It’s the woman that picks out how she’s going drive who, how, when, where.  

B Teach student

8.1.13
Views on differential impact of student debt based on cultural background

Similarly, Maori women did not perceive student loans as having a greater impact on them than on non-Maori.  Waananga students quoted tutors who had stressed that they could succeed through merit and hard work. They also felt it was inappropriate to compare themselves to students of other cultures without knowing the full facts.

The medical student made the point that being Maori could work to her advantage in the job market:

Because I’m Maori or Polynesian, because we’ve got such a shortage of Maori and Polynesian doctors we’ll have an easier chance getting the job, than our counterparts that we work alongside.  Because there’s such a shortage of us. ... It would [work to my advantage].  Yep, definitely would.  It’s just the way it is.

Med. student

8.2
Pacifica Females

8.2.1
Who they are

Seven female participants identified solely as Tongan, Rarotongan or Samoan.  In addition, three students identified as both Pacifica (Rarotongan, Tahitian, Samoan) and Maori, and have been included in the section discussing Maori females.  

The Pacifica students attended AUT (5) and Te Waananga o Aotearoa (2).  One was studying for a Bachelor of Social Science degree, three were studying for Business Certificates, one for a Legal Executive Certificate and two for the 36 week Security course.  

They ranged in age from 19 to 21.  None had parents with tertiary education.  None had children. 

Their debts ranged from $4250 - $ 35,000.  The Bachelor of Social Science student had another year to go to complete her degree, so expected her debt to go up.

8.2.2
Meeting Living Costs

All except one of these students received the student allowance.  All the AUT students lived at home.  Recipients of the student allowance were expected to pay board.

I pay board because I live with my mother.

Yeah, me too...

Shopping money and all that. ...

AUT Certificate students

A number of stakeholders, including lecturers and student advocates suggested that Pacifica students might get loans to finance the needs of other family members.  No evidence was found of this amongst these students, although they were expected to contribute to household expenses, including siblings needs: 

[I buy things for] brothers and sister sometimes...

With us Polynesians it’s different. ... 

It might not be board but you just have to give it.  

When it’s needed.

With us we each pay something in the house, like I pay the phone bill, my brothers will pay the power, my mum will pay the house, or something.  So it’s only when the phone bill comes in, that’s when I pay something, but other than that I just keep my own money.

Like our bills.  

AUT Pacifica students 

One student found that her allowance was not sufficient to pay board and this led to tension in the home, which she ameliorated by doing extra housework:

At the moment I’m getting $150 a week [allowance] plus I’ve purchased a computer and I pay $85 a week for the computer, so the rest of my money goes towards my bus fare. ... My Dad wants me to pay board, but he knows that I’ve got no money.  ... 

So I’m just being such a good girl.  I just do my homework and all Mum and Dad’s jobs round the house.  That’s all they want me to do to be honest.  They just want me to be just a good girl.

Business Certificate student

Students were aware of scholarships offered by AUT, churches and trusts aimed at Pacifica students, but hadn’t received them themselves:

I just did the loan, ‘cause there were too many girls going for the same scholarship anyway, so I just thought, don’t worry about it, get the loan.
Legal Executive student 

8.2.3
Influence of costs on course choice

The Pacifica women were very strongly influenced by costs in their choice of course, in contrast with most other students:

I’m doing a Bachelor so it’s like $4000 a year.  But it’s going up this year – so it’s gone up to $5600.  It’s going to be harder next year because it’s gone up a lot....

Bachelor of Social Science student

But like other students with loans, they had decided the costs were worth it: 

It depends. If you’re really motivated to do the study then get the loan but if you’re not, don’t.

Business Certificate student

Students explained their individual decisions:

For me I knew I wanted to be here at AUT doing this business course.  But with the student loan it was a real big hassle for me, because I didn’t’ know where I was going to get that sort of money to actually pay for my fees.  My best solution was just to get a student loan.  But so far my student loan’s probably gone really high. ... I actually did all of it – course fees and course related costs.  And [I get] Student Allowance.  ... [The loan] is about $8500. ... It’s $2000 per semester... Yeah, three semesters here at AUT.

Business Certificate student

I wanted to do a private institution but my Dad told me to come here.  He said it was better, but I didn’t realise it was cheaper [so I was happy with that].

Business Certificate student

The Pacifica women tended to undertake certificate courses with the aim of completing a qualification as soon as possible and getting a job.  The AUT certificate students intended to continue studying once they were working, with most hoping to upgrade their qualification to a diploma or degree. 

That’s why I’d be working – to study.
Business Certificate student

Getting a good, stable job was seen as a major motivator for Pacifica students to get a student loan:

Most Pacific Island students who are here, if you ask them, they already have a fair idea of what they want to do and what courses they’re interested in.

Some of them are more interested in office work and mechanics (rather than academic degrees). Just getting a job that pays good money.  Not where they’re cleaning toilets for other people.

Everyone just wants to be financially secure.  

AUT students

Parental pressure was also a significant factor in course choice, which could have negative consequences down the track, as it was the student who was left with the debt following an inappropriate choice.
8.2.4
Paid Work

The student who received no student allowance did paid work during term-time, but found this was a double-edged sword:

I’m already paying $50 a week [off the student loan] because mine’s already over $30,000.  I’m working part-time.  I try to work as much as I can.  Saturdays I work 8 hours and Wednesdays I work from 11.15 am till 10 p.m. – about 20 hours per week... doing computer work.  

B. Social Science student

Another student had been working but found she couldn’t afford to keep her job:

Last year I had a part-time job working as a waitress in Sky City but I left it because I couldn’t actually afford transport to get to work and school on top of that.  So I left that job.

Business Certificate student
8.2.5
Current Impact of Debt

These students indicated the current impact of the debt was high in terms of stress, and that it could cause problems at home:

By the time I get a job it’ll probably be taking me forever to actually pay it off, so it’s a real big problem for me.  Specially with my Dad, he keeps on complaining about how my student loan is going to get really high because of the interest and stuff, so it’s a real big problem for me.  

Business Certificate student

The majority of these students were taking longer that the minimum time to complete their qualification, either because they changed courses or because of failing papers:  

I was in a Bachelor of Communications but I dropped out because it wasn’t really that interesting so I wanted to major in social science but I didn’t realise how much the fees were until I actually looked at the paper.

Bachelor of Social Science student

I [failed a paper] last year.  I was supposed to finish my certificate last year, but I didn’t and I had to carry on to this semester.  Then I started to think [about the debt], you know.  And because I got my statement it said $2000 for that whole year. ... 

Business Certificate student

For these students failing a paper acted as a motivator:


There was no point in not completing that paper.  You’ve wasted all that money. You might as well just complete it.  

Business Certificate student

Others told anecdotes of friends and family members who had dropped out:

My best friend.  She was stressing about the loan so she just quit it and now she’s got a job.  The job’s not even that good, but she just wants to pay [the loan] back, because she was really stressed about it.  She just wants to get the loan over and done with.  She was into it [her studies] but she had other things to consider like her family, her children, and all of that.  

Business Certificate student

Students who were forced by their parents to take a course they did not want to do were seen to be particularly at risk of not turning up to class and failing their courses.  

One of my friends was at [Med School at] Auckland Uni but ... they had to take away her scholarship because she wasn’t keeping up with the grades. So ... now she’s got a student loan, she’s really stressed out. ... I don’t think [she’s going to get through the course].  [Her loan’s] way over $55,000 now, because Med school is so much money and it’s 7 years.  She’s not motivated to get up and go to class in the morning.  She only did it [Med] because her parents thought it would be a good job for her.

AUT student

Parental pressure could take the form of physical coercion, as indicated by the discussion of what would have happened if a student had refused to go along with her father’s choice of course:

He would have beat me up.  Laughter

Yeah, the bend down.

I’d have said no, but I’d still have had to come here.  

Business Certificate students

This suggests some young Pacifica women have a disturbing lack of autonomy in making study choices, despite the fact that they were taking the financial risk of getting a loan.

8.2.6
Repaying the debt

These students were generally looking for jobs that would enable them to pay the loan back:

You want to look for a job that pays good money so that you can pay it off. Business Certificate student

Obviously I wouldn’t go work in McDonalds to pay off my student loan because that’ll take longer.  
Legal Executive student

But they did not automatically assume they could get jobs that would allow them to repay their loans:

I am worried about going finding a job and everything because there’s a lot of challenges out there... It would be a big problem if I didn’t find a job, because it would be really hard to pay it back....
Business Certificate student

One wasn’t sure about the options for early repayment:

If you do get some money from somewhere you can always pay it back early – Can you do that? – If your parents earn some money?

Business Certificate student

Early repayment was generally seen as a fantasy:

It all depends if you get a miracle. 

Business Certificate student

If you win Lotto

Business Certificate student

Some certificate students hoped to start on salaries of around $30,000 per year.  Others did not have much idea of what they could expect to get or how to progress in their chosen career path:  

My career choice at the moment is to become a secretary in a law firm and I was just hoping that about 5 years or 10 years later I’d be qualified to become a lawyer, that’s if I get promoted in my job or something.  

Business Certificate student 

Inadequate information about the job market made it difficult for them to assess the future impact of the debt.  

8.2.7
The Brain Drain?

Like the other female students doing university degrees, the Bachelor of Social Science student intended to move overseas, although she did not link this explicitly to repaying her student debt:

I don’t want to live here.  I guess a lot of students move overseas because there’s not a lot of opportunities here.  And overseas you can get more opportunities and your skills are recognised all over the world so –

B. Social Science student.

One of the other students commented that her brothers had moved overseas to avoid repaying student debts owed for uncompleted courses.  

8.2.8
Children and Life Plans

Students felt it would be difficult to have children while repaying the loan.  

If you’ve still got your student loan and you’ve got kids it’s going to be harder.  You’re not going to be financially able to provide for your kids and pay off the loan in a job that pays just so much money a week... [especially] if you’re a solo parent or there’s two of you but one’s working and one’s not.  

B. Social Science student

This could have negative repercussions on the children:

It’ll be hard for the kids too because you’re going to have to compromise on the kids to pay the loan, and then the kids might not have this for one week when they need it.  

Legal Executive student

On the other hand, delaying childbearing could place a strain on relationships: 

It’s really hard if you’ve got a boyfriend and you’ve been going out for a very long time and he might want to start a family and stuff. ... It will affect my career.

Business Certificate student

These students noted that:  

[Guys] could have kids but not look after them, like not be in the kids’ life so they won’t have as much to pay as the ladies will.

Business Certificate student

But they generally felt that the pressures involved in repaying the debt and having children would be difficult for both parents.


8.2.9
Views on differential impact of student debt based on cultural background

One student believed that cultural imperatives to contribute to the wider community would make debt repayments harder for Pacifica people:

It’s actually a really big impact for us as Pacific Islanders because most of us Pacific Islanders are so loving. ...  With our culture stuff like church and funerals, we have to pay extra for those sort of things.  So for me it would be a real big impact because you’ve got to look after your family and other family stuff.  It would be a big problem for me to pay off the student loan as well as doing family stuff ... as soon as I start working

Business Certificate Student

8.3
Pakeha Females

8.3.1
Who they are

Five of the female students identified as Pakeha (excluding 1 student who identified as Irish as well as Maori and Tahitian and who has been included under Maori Females for the purposes of this study).

Four of these students were studying at the University of Auckland and one at AUT.  They were enrolled in medicine, arts, engineering and legal executive courses.  

Their current level of student loan debt ranged from $7500 to $40,000.  Medical students expected their debt to climb to $60,000 - $80,000 by the time they had finished their fee-paying studies.  

Other students expected to finish their qualification this year.  Those considering further education intended to either do so part-time while working or take a break in order to pay off their existing loans before continuing.  

These students ranged in age from 20 to 27. 

8.3.2 Meeting Living Costs

Two lived at home and received free board.  Two flatted.  One lived in a house owned by her partner and contributed to the mortgage.  (She had also contributed to the initial deposit but the property is registered only in her partner’s name due to concerns about how the bank would view her level of student debt.)  

These students were worried about the burden placed on their parents in supporting them.  All these students had one parent with a post secondary school qualification, but most parents were in the lower-middle income bracket, with fathers working as tradespeople.  In several families only one parent was able to work due to illness or injury.  A number of students noted that supporting several children was straining family finances and the ability of parents to plan for retirement.  

None of the students who lived at home received any government allowance. Two students living away from home received the student allowance but had borrowed for living costs in previous years when they were not eligible for the allowance.  The third was ineligible for the allowance and borrowing living costs. None of the students living away from home received financial support from their parents.

Students who changed courses had higher debts.  Medical students with the longest courses and highest fees expected to end up with the largest debts.  Those who had taken an extra year to get into med. school or who had to repeat a year had higher debt:

I was looking at about $80,000 because [of] living costs as well.  Because we don’t get student allowance, over a certain timeframe.  You can only get a student allowance for 5 or 6 years.  Because I’ve been at uni for one more year already it means I don’t qualify in my final year for student allowance.

Med student

8.3.3
Influence of costs on course choice

Only one of these students said cost had forced her to change her course choice.  She had a nearly completed BA and moved to Auckland with the idea of going to film school:

But it was $10,000 for a year.  And so I just happened to fall into legal executive really... My degree, just a BA, doesn’t really help to get a job – so I just wanted to do something that was quite short, so it didn’t cost too much money so I could get a job.

Legal Executive student

Another student said the length of course influenced her – she was prepared to take on a three year arts degree, but not a seven year medical degree.  

Mounting debt could make returning to study harder after a break:

It made it harder to come back thinking, is it worth another $10 grand? But my decision was that it was. 

BA student

Debt also made it difficult for students who discovered their initial choice was not right for them.  Medical students made the point that they get no real experience of clinical environments until after completing their three year BHB degree, at which point it is too late to change.  One student found her studies so dull that she had also joined the army, did work on TV sets and was trying to get her pilot’s licence.  She felt she couldn’t change her university course:

If I was to leave Medicine, I’d have a $30,000 debt with a BHB, which you can’t do anything with. ... What do you do?  If Medicine isn’t what you want to do then you’ve just spent $30,000 and you’ve got nothing out of it.  

Med. student

Most female Pakeha students believed that a tertiary education was necessary, and taking a loan – although stressful – allowed them to do this:

Nowadays you don’t think about it, because if you do want to get anywhere in your career you have to go into tertiary study.  So we don’t think about it. 

Med. student

8.3.4
Paid work

All except one of these students did paid work during term time.  

I don’t like owing people money. I got it in the fourth [year].  I’ve been here for four years, so I struggled my way through to not have it right until the end.  It’s annoying I’ve got it.... I earned my fees over the holidays and worked 60-hour weeks in the holidays so I didn’t have it [until this year].

Engineering student

The amount of paid work undertaken had a detrimental effect on some students’ academic progress, including failing papers and having to repeat (paradoxically increasing their fees and length of study, so increasing their costs and the amount they had to borrow).

I’ve cut back so much.  I failed a couple of papers in second year mainly because I was trying to save that money so I wouldn’t have a student loan. ... I did 25 hours in my second year and my grades dropped hugely. ... I’ve had to cut back to 5 hours a week this year just because you need to pass.

Engineering student

I paid for my first year and a half [by working] and then found out I was working so much that I wasn’t even going to University ‘cause I was so tired from working so much.  

I thought, my student loan won’t get that big, I’ll just get one for the last year and a half.... My parents were disappointed....  

My Mum thought I could get by on working and paying for it.  But I told her it was unrealistic.  The amount of hours I would have to work there was no way I could stay at university and pass if I didn’t get a student loan. 

I still had to get an ‘A’ because I’d spent [the money]....  I got really sick, and my mother was saying, ‘You can’t work that much, cut it down.’  So that’s why I ended up this semester getting some of the student loan each week, 

BA student
Some students also take on paid work to top up their student loan entitlements: 

I get $150.00 for living costs.  Basically for rent and food....  $150 is just not enough up here, because I’m paying $70 rent and then there’s power and food and I pay $29 a week transport to bus and ferry.  And so I had to get a part-time job. – about 20 hours a week.

Legal Exec student

8.3.5
Current Impact of Debt

Several of these students mentioned that financial pressures, including student loans and the amount of paid work they undertook on top of their studies, had caused them to become physically ill, or caused mental illness.  They believed research was needed into the impact of student loans on physical and mental health:

I don’t know the stats in terms of suicides in terms of students, but I’m pretty sure there’s got to be some sort of connection there with people who just can’t handle it as a suicide risk.  I mean you go through heaps of pressure.  I think there’s definitely some kind of connection.  

It’s quite hard to measure ‘cause I think I didn’t get physically sick, I got really mentally sick.  And it’s really hard to then go to your lecturer and say “I’m just having a breakdown.  But here’s a medical certificate.”  It’s a really difficult area to talk about.

I think it’s going to be for a lot of students are not coping, they work too much and don’t get time off, they run their lives flat. 
BA student

8.3.6
Repaying the debt

Those students completing engineering and medical degrees expected to pay off their student loans within a couple of years of graduating.  This was directly related to confidence in the job market.  The engineering student also had a relatively low level of debt at $7500.

I don’t feel stressed out at all mainly because there are lots of engineering jobs out there at the moment.  We’ve got pretty good job security in that we’ll actually have a job.  And hopefully the minimum amount we will be earning will pay that off what I’ve got anyway.  I’ve got a relatively small debt.  
Engineering student

Arts and legal executive students were much less confident.  Repaying their debt posed a big stress for them:

It’s huge because I need to earn really well in my life to ever pay it off and I really never intended it to be this large, but that’s what happens when you get one and wait ten years -  the interest grows.   So I mean $40,000 it really affects the career.   I’m going to have to do well.  Or else! So it does put pressure on it, yeah, it’s more like a load.  I’m [nearly] 28.  If I ever get my degree I will owe them $45,000….. It doesn’t give me peace of mind.
BA  student. 

This student had taken a break from her studies and had experienced interest growing, and being unable to make a dent in the debt principal even when working full-time.  Her story indicates what could happen when student’s plans went wrong:

I failed [my papers] and had a complete like basically mental breakdown... thought I was crazy and in the end I just ran as far away from it as I could. ... I did already have second thoughts –that’s why I left in the first place.  I thought, if I’m going to be there having a crisis anyway I may as well go and do that in the world, rather than trying to go and get a degree at the same time.

I was working managing shops.  My highest ever that I was paid was $45,000, which was fine but I never did anything but cover my interest - ever. I travelled for a year and that was when the big interest went on the loan, at that stage it was $31,000, and I think by the time I came back it was $35,000 and once it starts getting plus $30’s if you don’t earn it grows so quickly. 

BA student

Arts students, like those studying for a Bachelor of Health Science come out of a three year degree without a vocational qualification.  But unlike BHS students, they do not have a clearly laid out path of further study leading to secure, highly paid employment.  Instead, they faced uncertainty about their work prospects:

[In the film industry] you’ll either scrape through on the equivalent of retail wages forever [and] earn maybe ten bucks an hour.  I’ll probably end up having to go on and gofer on set to get to know the right people before I even get a job screen writing, so there will be a lot, there will be I’d say three to five years of crap pay.  And then the world could be my oyster. 

BA student

These students coped by avoiding the issue: 

I’ve read stats that would tell me about when it’s likely that in New Zealand, if you had this much [you’d pay it off], but you just can’t go there.

BA student

I would get so depressed if I sat here and thought, God I’ll be 40 something or 50 when I pay it off.  It’s just not an option.
BA student

8.3.7
The Brain Drain?

All female Pakeha students were planning to go overseas within two years of completing their qualification. The desire to repay their student loan quickly was the major factor in this decision for all except one of them.

You’ve got to spend one or two years in New Zealand on $50 or $60,000 and then take off overseas 

Med. student

For the Arts students, teaching English in Asia was viewed as the best option for repaying their loans.  They planned to do this before moving on to career decisions, post-graduate studies or starting a family:

I plan on going to Korea for a year or two as soon as I finish.... I’ve worked for six years in between finishing my degree and I know how much it cuts through your income, it means that even if you’re working in retail you’re paying what a lawyer’s paying in tax pretty much, so it takes a chunk out of you.  It’s just no point dilly-dallying around here when I could [repay it] in a year somewhere else....

I’m tying to get into Film and Television so I’d rather do that here.  It’s actually easier than anywhere else to break into those industries, but I’ll go overseas and come back.

BA student

I’m planning on going away to teach English next year to either Taiwan or Japan, just so I can pay it back in one lump sum, within a year and get rid of it, cause I really don’t like the feeling of having one.  I want to come back and do a Post Graduate course in Communications, because I don’t think I’ll probably get a job with my BA. ... That is part of the reason why I want to go overseas so I can come back and I don’t owe anything from my degree and then I will only owe the year that I did Post Graduate.

BA student

What I am actually doing is going to Japan to teach for a year, because if you’ve got any degree – it’s not really teaching, it’s correcting grammar and pronunciation.  And they’ll pay you, roughly $60,000 New Zealand a year to do that.  And I was looking at doing that to pay my degree off.

Legal Executive student, also finishing a BA

8.3.8
Children and Life Plans

Repaying the debt had significant repercussions for female students considering children.  The female University of Auckland group (which also included Asian and Maori students) stated:

You can’t.

That would be ages [away].  Not till, you know - 

Not until you’re at least eighty!

No, it’s just not an option when you owe money.
UoA female students

They elaborated: 

I won’t have kids till I’m 31, and by that time my debt will be paid off.

Probably same thing

I’m going to have my career sorted before I’m going to start looking at those kinda things.
UoA female students

Medical students made the point that workloads and time taken to specialise also impacted on plans for family formation.  

Putting off having children until they had finished their education, established careers and repaid their debts, was acknowledged to be a risky choice:

I think I would have had a baby by now, it’s just there’s no way I can.  I’m not financially viable.  I know its not politically correct in this day and age, but I really want kids and I don’t want to wait too late.  I’m nearly 30, so the clock is ticking and if it got to the point where it was two years from now and I still hadn’t paid my loan off I wouldn’t let that stop me because of the risk of not being able to.  But it is a pain in the arse.  It would make a difference if it wasn’t hanging around.  

BA student 

Strategies to repay the debt could also endanger relationships and plans for a family:

I’d love to think I can get to Korea and work there for a year and pay it off, but I‘ve also got a partner who’s going to be a bit pissed off... if I just leave for a year. 

BA student

8.3.9
Views on differential impact of student debt on males and females

University of Auckland students were aware of gender based pay differentials, both from personal experience and from statistical information. 

Researcher (seeking clarification of a previous answer):
Are you saying that women around 30 are overlooked for promotion?

Well, either that or women suck at doing things compared to men!  In the film industry you just have to go into an HSB toilet to see those Guerrilla Grrrls stickers about 4% of films ever made are women directed , 96% are men, so that’s what we’re up against.  

BA student

The other female student who had planned to undertake a film career had abandoned the idea as too risky.

The pay disparity was linked primarily to women’s reproductive capacity:

I think big paying jobs are a male dominated field.  I feel really strongly about this because I’ve been overlooked for promotions over guys who’ve been in jobs half the time I was, just because I had a boyfriend and I looked clucky. 

I think pay is hugely different in New Zealand.  – Not so much would I earn the same as the guy, but would I get the job – Probably not.  So they’d get the job that paid more.... It’s just they scream security.  They don’t have a womb.  Now that sounds really feminist, but I can see it happening so many times I’m really cynical. You know, girls who are amazing at jobs being overlooked for people who are half as good as them, just because they’re around 30 and that’s such a bomb age for women in the workforce.  So I’d expect I’d have to work twice as hard to get half as much.  

BA student

A boy’s club mentality could also limit women’s chance of promotion and high pay:

I’ve always thought that because I’ve never wanted kids that there’d never be that barrier that a lot of women face that they’ve gotta take some years off and no maternity leave and all that kind of jazz.  

But there is that possibility, because engineering is a boy’s club, that I may not get promotions as quickly as I would like to.  So therefore my income would be affected by that.  But it’s very dependent on who you work for and a lot of stuff, not just whether you’re male or female.  

Engineering student

For some, the awareness that it would take different lengths of time to repay the loan had come as a shock:

It never occurred to me until I was in a women’s toilets and I was reading how long it would take for you to pay back the same amount as the guys.  That was the first time it ever occurred to me [that it would] take a different length of time to pay it back.
BA student 

One student explicitly linked this differential to course and life choices she was making – stating that finishing her degree was a priority because:

Education in this country’s so important when women earn such crap compared to the men.  In New Zealand you need every little bit of ammo you can get to earn equal amounts.

BA student 

Other aspects of these students behaviour may be a result of an implicit recognition that they might face difficulties repaying their debt.  In particular, their attempts to minimise the amount they borrowed through paid work, their determination to pay the loan off as quickly as possible, and their recognition that it would be unwise to have children before repaying their loans.  

I think it’s pretty obvious that just about everybody here is thinking about having children and things a little bit further down the track, whereas guys probably aren’t even thinking about that.  It’s not going to be that hard to see that it’s a problem.  Like I can see that a lot of my male friends would think ‘I’ve got a student loan. I can pay it off and go and do whatever I want overseas and come back maybe.’  They can be less stressed about the whole thing and they haven’t thought about the timing for having children, whereas a lot of females do.  

Engineering student

Being aware that as females they would face a greater burden than males in repaying their student debt, didn’t offer these students strategies for dealing with it.  They concluded the interview by examining other options for achieving financial equality:

There’s a girl I work with who’s [view is] like, “Yeah, I’m going to marry someone rich.”

That’s the new feminism!  

Med. and BA students

8.3.10
Views on differential impact of student debt based on cultural background

These students saw little difference in the impact of student debt based on cultural background, although one extrapolated from the discussion of gender discrimination:

If there’s discrimination in the workforce then they’ll find it harder to pay things back.  Just the same as women, if we’re finding we’re being overlooked for jobs, then [people of] different races might be, in that way, yes.  But it shouldn’t really be about that.  But then it shouldn’t be about gender either, and it kinda is. ... 

I’m just thinking about all the guys I work for, in engineering firms have been white older guys, so maybe they prefer to hire boys and maybe when they’re interviewing they bond with the white guy, more than they would with a Polynesian female, you know.  And through that they may hire based on ethnicity and gender. 

Engineering student

8.4
Asian Females

8.4.1
Who they are

One Sri Lankan and two Chinese females took part in the focus groups.  They were all studying at the University of Auckland, one for a degree in engineering, the other two in medicine. They were aged 20 and 21.  Their current level of student debt ranged from $10,000 to $25,000.  In general their responses were similar to other female students doing the same course.  

8.4.2
Meeting living costs

None received a government allowance, and their parents were slightly more likely to have degree qualifications than the Pakeha females.  All lived at home and received free board.  They stressed that their parents were helping them as much as they could:

My parents do everything that they can that they can afford.  They would pay for my fees and buy me a car if they could, but they just can’t afford that.  They do help me out with like text books and things and just a bit of spending money. They do what they can. ....  Don’t suggest that they might charge me board, because they’d be absolutely offended.  Even if there wasn’t a Student Loan Scheme they’d do anything to put me through.  But they can’t really afford to do much more than that.  That’s why I use the loan.

Med. student

8.4.3
Influence of costs on course choice

These students said that costs did not influence their course choices, although one was forced to study at Auckland rather than Otago University because she couldn’t afford to move away from home.  

8.4.4
Paid Work

Only one of these students was undertaking paid work during term time.  She was working 3 –4 hours a week as a filing clerk, which was flexible enough to fit in with her medical studies, but did not pay very well:

I work more in the holidays.  But I just don’t have the time during the week to work more. The biggest things I and my friends find, is we’re going to finish this year, if we pass [but] we’re not qualified to do anything. [My] degree is just a stepping stone so we can do the medical degree.  

One of my friends gets paid $12.50 to be a receptionist, but she’s not qualified so they only pay her $12.50. She’s training this person to do her job when she leaves and that person’s going to be paid $25 / hour, because she’s qualified.  My friend doesn’t have one of those receptionist qualifications.  She has a pre-Med degree which isn’t qualified to do anything.  

Med. student

8.4.5
Repaying the debt

Two of these students intended to pay their loan off within two to three years, the other said she had no idea.  

8.4.6
The Brain Drain?

All of these students intended to go overseas to earn the money to repay their debt:  

[I’ll] pay it back as fast as possible....  At the moment I want to go back to my home country, because is higher income there – Hong Kong.

Engineering student

I’m in a position where I have to stay here or go overseas.  I’d rather stay here because my family’s here, my life is here, but I do have to pay it back and going overseas is the easiest way to do it.
Med student
[The student loan has a] major impact. Because my loan’s going to be quite big and with the 8% interest when we stop studying it’d be great to go overseas and try and pay that off as quickly as possible.  

Med. student

One student also stated that gaining experience overseas was a drawcard.

8.4.7
Children and Life Plans

These students perceived the student loan as having negative ramifications on life choices such as buying a house or having children:

I don’t think much about my loan because the way I see it is I have no choice.  I have to take $10,000 a year, so I don’t think about it now.  But if I think about the future its going to set everything back.  It’s going to set getting a house back. It’s going to set everything back two years.

Med. student

It’s kind of like having a mortgage.  By the end of 6th year I think it’s going to be about $60,000.  If I want to get a house and a mortgage from that, it’ll be huge.

Med. student
The medical students stressed that the impact of student debt was on top of difficulties women already faced in doing medicine and having families:

It’s really hard for medicine as well because the prime childbearing years are I guess late 20s now.  That’s right bang in the middle of training if you want to be a specialist.  I think it’s about year 10 and that’s two years into your registrar training to be a specialist and that’s the worst timing.

Med. student

Medicine it’s difficult to have a family.  Because you specialise just as your running into the age effects.  

Med. student

8.4.8
Views on differential impact of student debt on males and females

The engineering student did not foresee much difference in the impact of student debt based on gender. On the other hand, the medical students were aware of issues:

There’s still some male dominated fields like surgery.... I think I’ll be earning less than [my male counterparts], just because I’m female.  I think the pay disparity still exists even in the medical profession.  Especially among consultants.  [About two thirds of what a male would get] – that’s if I went on and didn’t have kids.  

If I did have kids I think I’d be earning way less.  But if I were to keep up with the male counterparts I think I’d still be earning less.  The percentage of female specialists are very low, and ... even among them, the female specialists still earn less than their male counter-parts.  

Med. student

In contrast, 

Guys, if they just keep going without consideration that they have to stop to have kids or anything, they will end up being in the higher paying jobs quicker and then they can pay off their loans faster.  

Med. student

Having this knowledge did not give female students solutions:

I did look at [the information about gender differences in repayment times] a little bit before I took my loan out and pretty much females end up paying it off longer.  But then again I didn’t have a choice, I had to take the loan.  

Med. student
8.5
Maori Males

8.5.1
Who they are

Four male participants identified as Maori (including Moriori). All attended Te Waananga o Aotearoa, and were enrolled in Police Recruits and Security courses. They ranged in age from 25 years to ‘old.’  All had children.  

Their debts ranged from $2500 – $5000 (in one case this was the amount applied for but it had not come through).

Some had given up jobs to undertake the course (primarily factory or labouring jobs).  Others had been unemployed.  Only one indicated that one of his parents may have had any educational qualifications.  

8.5.2
Meeting Living Costs

None of these students received financial support from their family.  Some received a government allowance or benefit.   One received only part of the allowance due to his prior earning. 

I get the allowance, that’s $60 and I get the loan to top it up to $150. ... It’s just the way things are. It’s just the way things are.  Because you can’t apply for anything else, aye. ... I can’t afford to live on $60 allowance.  I was told to get the Student Loan.  

Police Recruit student

This left him unable to meet his financial obligations: ‘because I can’t afford my own family.’

All had obligations to look after dependants, with levels of commitment including ‘everything’ (for seven children) and ‘all my benefit, e.g. food, rent, power.’ One student stated that he ‘always’ had other debts; ‘Behind in rent.  Finding it very hard to support my accommodation.’

At least one had applied for the Course Related Costs component of the loan, but

The money went into the bank and went straight out on my mortgage.... I was going to use it for textbooks and related costs, but when it went into the bank the accountant took it all.

Waananga student

A least one student had applied for Manaaki Tauira, but like the female Waananga students, these students felt that information about this and other sources of funding was not readily enough available. 

My kids – all they know is that they’re going to finish high school and get a student loan.  I said why don’t you get a Maori loan or something.  That’s after I got my student loan.

Security student

They believed that information about these sources of funding should be sent out with information about the student loan.

8.5.3
Influence of costs on course choice

Despite the difficulties in meeting the costs, these students said cost did not influence their choice of course.  

I had found that I didn’t think of any costs, or anything like that, all I wanted to do was to become a Police Officer.  So that’s why I’m here.

Police Recruit student

Just a change of attitude in my life, a new pathway.  ... Money wasn’t an issue.  It was a new outlook on life...

Security student

The main motivations for study were, a new pathway, a desire to join the Police force, a change from manual labour, job security and a better life (including Police employee schemes with access to buying a house, insurance, overseas transfers, retirement scheme and McDonalds). 

Students also undertook to study to encourage their children to get a tertiary education when they grew up.  

Although these men could have attempted to pursue their chosen careers in Security and the Police without undertaking fee-paying courses, they felt that studying at the Waananga was the best way to increase their chances of success within a reasonable timeframe.  

If you were to go outside this campus and do it [police recruit preparation] all on your own –

It’d be cheaper, but then again

You wouldn’t get taught as much.

Police Recruits

Like the female Waananga students, these students stressed that the costs of study were made worthwhile by both the tangible items the Waananga provided (like uniforms and gym memberships) and the teaching quality and support offered:  

It’s our teachers.  Because tech and university, they’ve got teachers but they don’t sit down and listen to you.  Our teachers sit down, and if you don’t turn up, [they say] ‘I know where you stay and I’ll kick your arse’ It’s that sort of stuff that makes you come to school.  I mean our teachers are mean motherfuckers. ...

The loan’s not the issue. It’s the education part of it....  At the moment all we want to do is learn to achieve what we want to do.  

Waananga student

The location of the campus was also seen to be important, and can be seen as relating to costs of travel and time.

At the same time, these students believed having no interest while studying was very important.  They argued that:


Students need more money with less payback.

Waananga student

8.5.4
Paid Work 

Two of these students were in paid work while studying.  One worked full-time.  The other had both a part-time and a full-time job.

Most of us [Police Recruits students] who had daytime jobs now go to night jobs to do this course.  ‘Cause we have to do night jobs just to live.

Police Recruit student

This was necessary to support themselves and their families.

8.5.5
Current Impact of Debt

The biggest current impact of the loan was the administrative hassles involved.  One student, in particular was struggling to get his loan approved: 

The only problem with it is the timing.  I mean, you put your student loan [application] in and then what, 6 or 7 months, or 3 months down the line you get your money.  What’s up with that?  I mean you give the right information at the right time and then they say they haven’t got the right information.  You send them another, and they still say they haven’t got the right information.  What’s up with that?!

Waananga student

We try to learn and we’re still worried about if they’re paying for our loan –

And we get through half the course –

The actual stress, you’re given the run around, saying you haven’t given the right information.

Waananga students

8.5.6
Repaying the debt

Police recruits expected to pay their loans back within two years:

I reckon for the Police recruiting for $2500, if we were able to pay $50 a week, that’s 50 weeks in a year.  That’s a year –

If you dropped it down to $25/ week it would be 2 years.

Police Recruits
On the other hand, a security student estimated it would take him 12 years.  This was based on the length of time it had taken him to repay a Maori Trust loan from a (not completed) university degree.  Although he hoped to be making $25 an hour if he got into corporate security, he was unsure of his future prospects:

That’s a big proposal you’re asking us.   I don’t even know about next week.  All I’m thinking about is getting past next week, then next week, next week.  One day at a time.  If I think like that then I won’t think about how much this is all going to end up.  

Security student

These students claimed to be confident that they would be successful in their new careers, but thought that life could be difficult for those who were not:

But for those who don’t get jobs it’ll be a bit harder.  They’re the ones who sacrifice $2500 to come to this course to make a change of career.  

Police Recruit student

Age could also limit mature students’ ability to repay debt:

[In five to ten years I’ll be] in the marae, on my rocking chair because I’ll be too old. 

Waananga student

8.5.7
The Brain Drain?

The option of leaving the country to avoid repaying student debts was jokingly discussed:

We can always do what every other student did in his life – just skip the country –

Go to the States where they can’t get you –

I don’t think they can take us from Samoa or Tonga or Raro.

Waananga students

Police students also stated that the ability to transfer to the United States or Australia was an incentive for going into the Police, but they later claimed that they would not be taking up that option:

We stand here.

We’re rooted to the ground.

Aotearoa.

Police Recruit students

The fact that New Zealand Police do not routinely carry guns was a positive incentive to pursue a career here. 

8.5.8
Life Plans

For the Police Recruits, the Police Department could assist them to accomplish many life goals such as further study, home ownership and retirement plans, if they were successful in their application to join the Force.  In this sense, getting a student loan allowed them to improve their chances of fulfilling life plans.

8.5.9
Views on differential impact of student debt based on cultural background

These students argued that all students should be treated the same regardless of cultural background.  Where, however, particular assistance was available to Maori students, more effort needed to be made to inform prospective students of this.  

8.6
Pacifica Males

8.6.1
Who they are

Five male participants identified solely as Pacifica (including Samoan, Kiwi Samoan and Rarotongan). All attended Te Waananga o Aotearoa, and were enrolled in Police Recruits and Security courses.  Their levels of student debt ranged from $2600 - $4000.

None indicated that their parents had educational qualifications.  Several said their parents had not attended high school. 

These students generally reported similar experiences to the Maori males.  They were, however, younger, with three aged under 20, one 28 and one 33. None had children.  

8.6.2
Meeting Living Costs

None of these students indicated that they either received financial support from their families or were expected to contribute financially. It was unclear how many were in receipt of the student allowance.

One had applied for the Course Related Costs component of the loan to get new tyres for his car so he could get to school.  He had provided receipts and this had been approved as a legitimate course related cost.

8.6.3
Influence of costs on course choice

These students believed that a new outlook on life, the ability to pursue a new career, course content and location were more important than costs in influencing their course choice.  The chosen career was not necessarily better-paid than their previous occupations.  One student earned more in his existing work in the film industry than he would as a Policeman.  Others were looking for more stable and fulfilling work.  

In addition, one stated: 

The bonus for us coming here is that it’s a place that has mana.  It has a lot of heart and soul for the students.  And it gives us a vision as well as steps to make our vision come true.

Police Recruit student

In contrast to these students who had made the decision to undertake tertiary study, one of the female Pacifica students reported male friends in their last year of school were extremely concerned about the level of tertiary course fees.  Although she had explained to them that they could get a student loan, they were reluctant to take one on, and were looking for free TOPS courses instead. 

8.6.4
Paid Work 

At least two of these students did paid work while studying.  One full-time, the other doing 20 – 60 hours a week depending on the variable demands of the film industry.  

8.6.5
Current Impact of Debt

The students reported little current impact of the debt.  The student who already had an established well paying career was the most relaxed about taking on the loan:

To me it’s just a credit card.  If I can use it to pay this debt, and I can pay it back, sweet as, whereas if I was going to pay it through a standard credit card with the interest. 

Police Recruit student

8.6.6
Impact of Children 

Female students told the researcher of two cases where male Pacifica students had to drop-out due to the financial pressures of a new baby.  In one case, both parents were studying, and it was decided that the man would leave to get a job:

I think they’re a little upset... but what can you do when you’ve got a new baby coming along ...Your first priority is always going to be your family –

He was a very good student in terms of his mahi. ...  But at the end of the day he had to get him a job to support him, his wife and his three children.  ‘Cause he had a new baby involved –

I don’t necessarily think it was just the student debt, but he felt he was in so much debt that he can’t afford to think right for his family.  

Female students

This student hoped to return to study once his partner was working.  

Another female Pacifica student explained:
[My brother] made it to uni.  He didn’t even finish his degree because he ended up getting this chick pregnant and then the whole marriage thing.  

Pacifica student

Students noted that this was a cultural response: 

Sometimes that comes down to cultural priorities.  Get your priorities right and sometimes people end up like that. – ‘You’re the man.  You make the money.’ So [the man] goes out and works while she goes and gets an education.’  

Female Students

It may also reflect the fact that unskilled males are able to get higher paid work than unskilled females.  

8.6.7
Repaying the debt

The Police Recruit students were confident about repaying their debt within a couple of years.  In contrast, the security students were unclear about their future earnings and did not offer estimates of how long it would take to pay their loans back.  

8.6.8
The Brain Drain?

These students planned to stay in New Zealand when they had finished their qualification: 

Can’t save the world if we can’t save our own backyard.

Police Recruit student
The strength of the New Zealand film industry and Arts funding were also given as positives incentives to stay in this country.  

8.6.9
Life Plans

Like the Maori students, entry to the Police force was seen as giving Pacifica students opportunities to achieve life plans.  For one, this included the possibility of being paid to go to law school.  These students did not discuss plans for family formation.  

8.6.10
Views on differential impact of student debt based on cultural background

These students agreed with the Maori males that funding for students should not be based on cultural background:

We get the same handshake as they do and if we get something because we’re Polynesian Islanders, well I reckon the other bros should get the same. 

Police Recruit student

8.7
Pakeha Males

8.7.1
Who they are

Two male participants identified as New Zealand European.  Both were in their final year of Bachelor of Engineering degrees.  Both were 20 years old.  One had a student debt of $10,000, the other $18,000.  In addition, they had interest free overdrafts.  

Both had two parents with professional tertiary qualifications.  Neither had children.

8.7.2
Meeting Living Costs

Both students lived at home and did not pay board.  One had received the student allowance in a previous year, but neither was currently eligible.  In addition, one had money put aside for him by his grandfather to pay for university fees.  The other was given half the cost of his fees by his parents.  He stated that they also paid for his transport costs and gave him some ‘miserable pocket money.’

8.7.3
Influence of costs on course choice

For these students costs made no difference to their course choice.  They both had access to alternative sources of finance.  

8.7.4
Paid Work 

Both these students worked part-time and during their holidays.  They made the point that flexibility was essential in a job, due the demands or project work in their courses:  

You need a real flexible job if you want to work and study, because many times with me I just ring up and say I can’t do it (others agree).  And mostly with a flexible job you have some higher responsibilities, so there’s no point trying to work at Whitcoulls or McDonalds or something ...

Engineering student

One had used his connections with a former teacher to get highly paid ($28 /hour) and flexible job at his old school.  

As engineering students they were required to have 800 hours practical experience in their degrees.  The engineering school employed someone to assist them to find these jobs, and engineering firms made provision to take on and pay students.

One had his fees paid by his employer in addition to his wages, because,

It just worked out nicer that way, basically.

Engineering student

This was on top of the student loan he got to pay his fees, and the money put aside by his family for the same purpose. 

He expressed incredulity when told of students who worked for engineering firms in an unpaid capacity in order to get the necessary experience, ‘God, what an idiot!  They volunteer!’

8.7.5
Current Impact of Debt

For these students, taking the debt was a positive financial move.  Neither needed a student loan to undertake their course of study as they had sufficient funds to pay their fees, lived at home and didn’t pay board.  In addition they had well-paying and flexible part-time and holiday jobs.  For them, taking the loan meant they could invest the money which would otherwise have been spent on fees and benefit from the interest accumulated.  One also took the living costs component to invest:

All my loan goes into either shares or high interest bank accounts....  That’s the only reason I take one out – to make more money.... You need the course fees – that’s where the big lump sum comes from, and I also get the weekly $150.

Engineering student

Both students were advised to do this by their parents as a matter of principle, although for different reasons:

Part of me feels that’s not exactly honest, but my parents are like, ‘education should be free’ and that’s their principle.

Engineering student borrowing for course fees

My Dad’s an accountant, and he says as soon as anyone offers you free money you take it.  It’s just sort of [a matter of] principle.

Engineering student borrowing for everything.

The interest gave him a monthly cashflow.  

One of these students claimed to know about 40 people who were doing this, mostly engineering students or accountants, including ‘one person who’s not dropping out because then they’d have to pay interest on their loan.’  He said these students were attending class and passing their courses, ‘I’m not dealing with Bachelor of Arts people who never show up.’  They were simply making some money at the same time. 

This student believed that:

The government offering interest free loans is a very bad idea for the country.  But it suits me as an individual very nicely.

Engineering student

He had not taken a student loan in his first year when interest was charged.  The other student, however, had:

Three years ago there were bank interest rates you could get which were lucky – 9% - which was more than the rate. But that’s the big game coming in. You could lose out big time if you do that, it’s a bit more risky than interest free.  

Engineering student

8.7.6
Repaying the debt

Both these students intended to repay their loan on the day interest started being charged (although one estimated that it would take a year for the bureaucracy to process his payment). They had sufficient funds available to do this.

In addition, one of these students believed that it was possible to avoid paying tax on sums repaid on the student loan:

It’s not taxed... but it has to be deducted through PAYE with income tax going from the site.  A voluntary repayment doesn’t come under it. ... If you’ve got a tax code which says you’ve got a student loan and you’re earning lets say $60,000 and they do automatic deductions, the deductions paid off the student loan without any tax.... It’s definitely a tax break. 

Engineering student

8.7.7
The Brain Drain?

These students intended to go overseas for higher salaries and career development purposes.  They were not influenced by their student debts which they expected to have fully repaid.

8.7.8
Life Plans

These students said their debt had no influence on life plans, such as getting a mortgage or having a family.  One suggested that he might continue on to do a Masters degree, and that the possibility of avoiding interest on his debt was a major incentive to do this.  

8.7.9
Views on differential impact of student debt on males and females

These students felt that the debt could be harder on women, because of the age effects in having a family:

I know my sister’s kind of worried about her debt, because she’ll graduate and then she’ll kind of have to have children because that’s just the age.  Because if you leave it too long you can’t really, so she’s kind of worried about that.
Engineering student

In addition, they acknowledged that there could be inequalities in the workforce:

In the engineering profession ... there’s still a huge percentage more men that women.  It’s a man’s world pretty much.  It’s changing but it’s still very male dominated and I think men have a better chance of promotion and to excel, mainly because it’s just a male mentality.

Engineering student

Some of this was perceived to relate to career choice:

I’d say men do probably chose engineering which pays more.  I think there’s less women in electrical and electronic engineering than other engineerings.  And there’s probably more jobs in it and it’s becoming more engineers going into those fields.  

And it’s just – I’m trying not to be sexist here, but it’s almost more like hands on – boys have been at home playing with their Dick Smith electronics sets since they were kids.  It’s a guy thing.  Whereas my stereotype would be women do sort of engineering science, chemical engineering. 
Engineering student

Women’s child-bearing ability and traditional child-rearing role was seen as the biggest factor in the pay disparity.

It has to have an effect.  You can’t take 5 years out of a profession without being set back a bit.  Compare someone who’s been working for 5 years and someone who hasn’t been working for 5 years.  Of course someone who’s taken time off is going to be paid less.  

Engineering student

These students were able to view this from an employer’s perspective, and were also influenced by the mistaken belief that employers were responsible for Parental Leave payments: 

As an employer, yes, [the possibility of female job candidates having children] would be in your mind.  If they’re going to disappear in 5 or 3 years time –

It’s not so much them disappearing.  For bosses, it’s an issue because they might not only disappear, you might have to pay them.  Which as a small company, to have to pay someone who’s doing nothing is –

It’s a sexist way to think, but it is built into most people’s heads.  Even in a slight kind of way.  People do think like that.

Engineering students

8.8 Asian Males

8.8.1
Who they are

Four Asian males participated in the focus groups (2 identified as Indian, 1 as Sri Lankan and 1 as Sinhalese).  They were aged 21, 22 and 33.  Two were studying medicine, one was studying Engineering and one was studying Software Engineering (Bachelor of Technology).  All had at least one parent with a graduate or post-graduate degree.  

They had student loans of $10,000 to $38,000.  The medical students expected their loans to rise to at least $50,000 by the time they had qualified.  All these students also had family and / or bank loans of between $4000 and $21,500 (not mortgages).

8.8.2
Meeting Living Costs

Two students received the student allowance.  One of these lived at home and didn’t pay living costs.  The other was supporting his wife and child.  Another student lived at home but paid board. He received $34 per week from the student allowance scheme (in previous years he had been completely ineligible for the allowance).  He had a $4000 loan to his family. 

The remaining student also lived away from home and was ineligible for the allowance.  He lived rent free in a house owned by his parents, but met all other living expenses from the student loan.

8.8.3
Influence of costs on course choice

Several of these students reported that costs had some impact on their course choice.  One stated:

I didn’t want to spend a lot of time doing courses, so I wanted to do a quick fire thing –6 months or 1 year – and get into that field, so my inclination was to go [a PTE].  When I inquired about the fees it was around $16,000 for one course for one year. I realised that there’s a cut off margin for the loan.  I can’t have more than $6700 for one year.  So I didn’t have an option of doing that.  I didn’t have much money to spend and go for studies. 

Bachelor of Technology student

Another would have done veterinary science but couldn’t afford the costs of moving to Palmerston North.

8.8.4
Paid Work 

Only one of these students did regular paid work during term-time.  He found it necessary to support his wife and child.  Because his income was over the threshold he was already forced to begin repaying his student loan, which he found difficult:

There is a bit of a concern, because although I’m a student I [have a] job and I’m forced to pay a portion of my income to student loan because of the threshold....  It depends on how you’re spending your money.  I have to spend money on my family [but] a good portion of my earnings go on my student loan when I’m a student.... I won’t mind paying it off when I’ve got a job – full-time and I concentrate on my job.  

Bachelor of Technology student

One of the medical students had worked in his first year, but found that it was not possible to do this and keep up with his academic work.  Difficulties juggling work and study were exacerbated by a timetable that fluctuated each week, and timetable changes were sometimes made on the day.  Another student commented that he did not have time for paid work because his love of sport took up all his time.  

Engineering students are required to do 800 hours practical work experience in their degree.  But one reported that:

I didn’t get any job for the last two years.  Even by writing letters.  It depends I think on your marks and a lot of things.  And I broke my leg.  But I didn’t get a job when I applied.  Except last year I went to one of my friends – he’s an electrical engineer – and worked under him.  I got like 350 hours, so I’ve got lots to do...  

Engineering student

In contrast to the Pakeha males, he did some of this work for free.

8.8.5
Current Impact of Debt

One student was very grateful that as a recent immigrant he was eligible for the student loan. He had a post-graduate degree and work experience in another discipline, but found it difficult to obtain employment in that area in New Zealand.  He was confident that by retraining he could make a new life for his family:

At no stage was I worried.  I was very thankful to New Zealand.  I don’t think there’s many countries in the world that would be giving this kind of offer to people – such supportive options.  Literally the government is giving me money to study – so I don’t dream of better things....  

Is it a stress or something?  No, it’s not.  I’m not at all worried about paying it back.... I’m happy that I have the money when I need it.  I’m happy that I could get a loan.... With the kind of course I’m doing and the kind of success I’m getting... I feel that it won’t be long before I pay it off.

Bachelor of Technology student

Gaining a good part-time job one year into his studies had increased his confidence.

The other students said that they tried not to think about the loan, which they had taken because it was the only way to study.  They wanted to get rid of it as soon as possible.

Dealing with WINZ represented a major stress for one student:

I actually was owed a refund of last year’s second semester fees, because I didn’t go to any of last year’s second semester and I still had to pay that.  I called them regularly and they go ‘yeah, yeah, yeah, we’re looking at it.’...  I started off calling them once a week and then it kind of dwindled to once a month and now I call them once every couple of months and tell them what’s going on....  

I’m talking 40 – 50 phone calls.  I’ve made a lot of phone calls [on this one issue].... They always tell me to talk to this person and that person, and when I finally got to somebody who could talk to me they say ‘ ah yeah, we’ll sort it out for you.’ –  It still hasn’t been sorted out.  

University of Auckland student

8.8.6
Impact of Children

The student who had a child explained that he was fortunate in having a partner who was prepared to leave her own job (resulting in a much reduced income) to help him concentrate on his studies:

I had my own psychological downfalls when I was trying to access a new area of programming in software.  I was never a mathematics student or science student.... so I used to work a lot of extra hours trying to learn programming.  And there was days when I was thinking I would not be successful.  I was getting frustrated and my wife purely supported me.... She’s actually a professional social worker, [but] she left her job and she’s looking after the kid and asking me to fully concentrate on my studies and not worry about anything at home.  

B Technology student

8.8.7
Repaying the debt

All of these students believed they would be able to repay the loan within two years of graduating.  Most were confident of their employability and ability to command good salaries.  One cited his religious beliefs as a reason to repay his debt before spending money on other things.  He and his family intended to continue living on the equivalent of the student allowance until the debt had been repaid.  

8.8.8
The Brain Drain?

Both medical students intended to go overseas once they were qualified and said the student debt had a ‘major impact’ on this decision, although one added that greater experience and training opportunities were also significant factors.  Another student wanted to stay in New Zealand but said that if he could not find a job he would head overseas in order to repay the debt.  

The remaining student was determined to stay in this country, having retrained specifically to enhance his employability here.

8.8.9
Life Plans

The younger students had not thought about family formation, but did not see the debt as having an impact. One student thought that the debt would have more impact on home ownership:

I think it’s more likely to impact on the mortgage thing – like getting another loan on top of another loan which you already have, it’s just another burden, whereas family – although it costs money to have a family, you can find ways to cope with that.  As opposed to the mortgage which is a fixed payment which you have to pay.

Med. student

One student was considering going on to post-graduate study in his new field, possibly to PhD level.  He did not think the need to get further loans would influence his decision.

8.8.10
 Views on differential impact of student debt on males and females

The University of Auckland students believed that gender did have an impact on earning opportunities and therefore on student debt:

[I’ll] probably end up earning more [than a woman].  It’s not either good or bad.  It’s just a fact. In medicine ... the majority of the males would have high paying jobs, higher salaries.  It would be easier for them to pay off the loans quicker than women.  The male consultants just tend to earn more than the females.... Statistically, that’s the way it is at the moment.  And although the gap is closing, it’s not closing very quickly.  
Med. student

Statistically, there’s a lot more male consultants than female consultants.  For example, last year we had radiology registrars to come over and help train us and out of 6 registrars there was only 1 female.  Because a lot of women after they graduate, want to start a family and don’t go into very difficult specialisations.  Because it’s too much time, too much pressure.  So there’s always more men.  And eventually women in the medical profession get paid less, because they haven’t reached high enough.  

Med. student

One student explained the reluctance to hire women from an employer’s perspective:

My Dad’s an engineer and he’s an employer as well.  He just confided in me that he never would hire any woman under 40.  He wouldn’t, because he knows that sooner or later they’re going to have kids.  They just do.  One in 20 don’t.  But they do.  And they have to pay for maternity leave. ... And they fall behind and then when they come back six months later or eight months later they’re still not sure what’s going on – [Plus they’ve got kids] – Yeah, when they’re working they have to go home because Johnny’s sick or whatever.  So it’s just not worth it.  

University of Auckland student

The same considerations did not apply to males:

Probably because the woman’s always the one who’s technically more responsible and goes home and looks after the kids, while the father stays at work.

Engineering student

Another student felt there was little difference between opportunities for males and females in his area, but was concerned about the psychological pressure student debt placed on women who took time out to have children:

I think that would really pressurise the woman if she’s having children and staying at home and won’t be able to pay it back, so that would have a negative impact psychologically.

B Technology student
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Conclusion

The literature shows that it will take females longer to pay off their student loans than males. Moreover, the projected gender differential in repayment times is greater than the differences between different ethnic groups.  Suggested reasons for the gender differential include females taking time out of the workforce to raise children, different course and career choices and ongoing discrimination by employers in recruiting and promoting staff.

The gender differential in repayment times does not translate into lower tertiary participation by females.  In fact, females make up the majority of tertiary students. Nevertheless the differential is significant in terms of equity and its likely impact on the life plans of debtors.

The focus group component of this research project indicates that university degree students may be aware of the gender differential in repayment times. Female university degree participants in the focus groups expected student debt to have a greater impact on career, migration and family formation decisions than their male counterparts did. 

A majority of university degree students in the focus groups intended to work overseas within a few years of finishing their degrees.  Females were more likely than males to cite repaying student debt as a major factor in this decision.  

Most female participants (including degree and certificate students) who planned to have children intended to delay childbearing until after they had repaid their student debt. As the medical students noted, this could result in women having difficulties having children due to age.  As well as personal costs, delayed childbearing may have implications for future demographics and health costs of the country.

Female focus group participants were more likely than males to state they had taken on paid work in an attempt to minimise student debt. This strategy could backfire as some students failed or did badly in their papers due to being over-committed. For these students repeating papers increased their student loans, but this was seen as preferable to not obtaining the desired qualification while still having to repay the debt from their attempt. 

Waananga and AUT certificate focus group participants were mostly unaware of a gender differential in repayment times. Female students in these groups had little idea of how long it might take them to repay their loans. Their focus was on achieving their current qualification and trusting that the increased income they could earn as a result would cover the loan repayments.  

The participants in the Waananga focus groups had a different demographic profile from the other students. All were Maori, Pacifica or both. They were also older and most had children. Many stated that they had chosen to study at the Waananga because the environment suited them better than other institutions. Their most common immediate concerns were juggling study and childcare (for the women) or study and paid work (for the men).  These participants had particular difficulty (shared to a lesser extent by students at other institutions) accessing student loans, allowances and the other assistance available. 

For most Waananga students, future life plans did not include overseas travel or planning a family.  Rather, they were concerned to establish careers that would enable them to provide for and be role models to their children. Many Waananga students were confident about repaying their loans, but others stated that uncertainty about future employment prospects might impact on their ability to make the repayments. The women believed that the needs of their families could also impede their loan repayments.

Female Pacifica focus group participants were much more likely than other participants to report that cost (and consequent debt level) had a significant impact in their choice of course or institution. They also commented on the overriding influence of parents on Pacifica students’ study choices.

This research report highlights the need for policy initiatives to address inequities in the impact of student loans on males and females.  Because these inequities arise largely from inequalities in the labour market and women’s continued responsibility for childrearing, solutions are likely to lie in creating equal employment opportunities and providing greater access to childcare.

Adjustments to the Student Loan Scheme, such as taking account of dependent children in setting repayment thresholds and determining eligibility for interest write-offs, should also be considered. Explicit recognition of society’s benefit from the intergenerational effects of tertiary education may provide an additional rationale for such adjustments. 

This study is, however, small in scale. A programme of research is required to shed greater light on the social impacts of the Student Loans Scheme. Research is needed into the actual impact of student loans on former students (including non-graduates) from a range of course types. The specific needs of mature students and those caring for children - many of whom are Maori - warrant further investigation. The extent to which young Pacifica students make autonomous informed decisions also requires research. In addition, the relative impacts of ethnicity, class and parental education level on tertiary participation and course choices need further examination. 
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