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In Australia socioeconomic status has an above average impact on student performance and thus hampers equitable educational achievement.
 Recognising the need to uncouple the linkages between disadvantage and limited educational access, aspiration and achievement, The Smith Family has a particular interest in factors that enable and encourage further education.
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Terms of Reference

The Smith Family welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Senate inquiry into the proposed reforms of the higher education system. Featuring evidence-based research, our Submission highlights the need to facilitate the fullest participation in higher education for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds. This focus is concomitant with The Smith Family’s role of seeking to prevent disadvantage, break the cycle of poverty and enable opportunity and participation.

We note the terms of reference of the Senate inquiry:

· The principles of the Government’s higher education package

· The effect of these proposals upon sustainability, quality, equity and diversity in teaching and research at universities, with particular reference to:

· The financial impact on students, including merit selection, income support and international comparisons

· The financial impact on universities, including the impact of the Commonwealth Grants Scheme, the differential impact of fee deregulation, the expansion of full fee places and comparable international levels of government investment, and

· The provision of fully funded university places, including provision for labour market needs, skill shortages and regional equity, and the impact of ‘learning entitlement’.

· The implications of such proposals on the sustainability of research and research training in public research agencies.

· The effect of this package on the relationship between the Commonwealth, the States and universities, including issues of institutional autonomy, governance, academic freedom and industrial relations.

· Alternative policy and funding options for the higher education and public research sectors.

In particular The Smith Family’s submission considers the principles of the Government’s higher education package and the financial impact on students; especially students from families of lower socio-economic status (SES) and Indigenous students. These terms of reference have significant relevance to the interests of The Smith Family in enabling educational access and opportunity.  

Our submission contains two main sections. The first section considers the interest of The Smith Family as a national social enterprise in higher education reform. The next section considers the promotion of university access for students from low SES circumstances, including those of Indigenous communities. It addresses factors influencing the educational participation of students in higher education and provides recommendations for the inquiry.

1. Executive Summary

This submission emphasises the need to ensure equitable opportunity for successful participation in higher education. This is a key component in enabling lifelong learning for all Australians. Our submission highlights the importance of higher education as a route out of poverty and disadvantage. We note the significance of this stage of education for students from low socio economic backgrounds and for students from Indigenous communities. The submission addresses the importance of higher education to all Australians and our nation, noting that achievement in higher education provides wide benefits. These benefits are not confined to individuals, but flow through to families, children, communities and our society.   

The Smith Family believes that higher education funding should be adjusted to ensure that the optimal proportion of the budget is spent directly on students’ education. This adjustment should recognise that certain students, families and communities require different, and/or, greater financial and social support in order to experience equitable opportunity.

Students from low socioeconomic backgrounds are less likely than those from higher socioeconomic backgrounds to commence higher education. Furthermore those lower socioeconomic students who are able to commence higher education are less likely to successfully complete studies. The present higher education arrangements need to take greater account of impediments to successful entrance and completion by these students. Impeding circumstances may be of a financial and/or social nature. We recognise the appropriate provision of scholarships in the Higher Education Reform Implementation to assist rural, regional, low-socio-economic status and Indigenous students. Our submission also notes how this scholarship program could be more effective in enabling equity of opportunity.

Our submission draws attention to the question of enabling influences, that is circumstances and factors that function in positive ways to optimise educational outcomes of low socioeconomic students. We recommend that further consideration and commensurate adjustment is required to recognise and utilise factors that predispose students of low SES to successful higher education outcomes. 

Transition phases are a particular area requiring further attention with respect to opportunity in higher education. Transition from school (or even work or employment) to post-school education at university or other training institutions can be particularly challenging periods for some students. In endeavouring to provide opportunity our higher education system should be cognisant of ways in which salient transitions could be most successfully negotiated. We note the need for earlier educational transitions to be successfully negotiated to bring students to the stage of higher education. The Smith Family recognises the value mentoring can have in successful negotiation of life course transitions. 

The benefits of the higher education sector are not confined to those individuals who undertake higher education. Higher education is a public good. Research indicates the positive effects of higher education on measures of national productivity. Similarly higher education is of crucial importance for regional and rural areas, not just for students but for families and communities. Our submission notes the particular importance of the higher education sector in furthering positive labour market outcomes, in building strength in regional and rural communities and for the national interest.

An equitable and efficient higher education system derives more substantial and sustainable benefit from the state’s significant financial investments in education.  In this sense, an equitable and efficient sector realises exponential returns on the investment the public has already made in the early childhood, primary school and secondary school stages of the educational lifecycle.  Higher education enhances capacities for lifelong learning, and in doing so empowers families, communities and our nation to more effectively meet the challenges of a rapidly changing world.

2. Rationale

The Smith Family is a national, independent, social enterprise established in 1922. It is a non-religious, not-for-profit community focused organisation. Our mission is that ‘together with caring Australians, The Smith Family will unlock opportunities for disadvantaged families to participate more fully in society’.

The purpose of The Smith Family is to facilitate full participation in the education process, enable people to gain the knowledge, skills and confidence to exercise realistic life choices, provide practical assistance to help stabilise families in times of extreme need, offer all sections of the Australian community the opportunity to contribute and be involved, and promote social change through research, advocacy and innovation.

Pursuing our vision for a more caring and cohesive Australian community, The Smith Family researches different forms of disadvantage to propose preventive responses to them, and to promote social change. Through advocacy, The Smith Family works for the development of social policy to benefit the entire community.
Recognising the impact of global, domestic and local labour market changes, The Smith Family has focused program initiatives to enable opportunities to allow disadvantaged Australians to acquire and develop skills required to successfully participate in the new knowledge economy. Having conducted and commissioned research and considered other studies, the provision and promotion of lifelong learning opportunities and preventive programs is the key strategy through which The Smith Family believes it can best contribute towards preventing those in disadvantage from living in continued circumstances of social exclusion. 

The Smith Family’s preventive focus is evident in its Learning for Life program. It currently supports 21,693 students across 50 communities nationwide. Utilising three objectives of providing education support, financial scholarships and role model guidance through mentors, the program supports the greater participation in education of students of low socioeconomic status. It endeavours to support the social and financial capability of families to enable improved student outcomes. The program’s rationale is that improved educational attainment will reduce risk factors that expose individuals to the possibility of poverty and enable individuals and families to break away from impoverished circumstances. Inherent in the Learning for Life program is recognition that although financial improvement can assist in allowing fuller participation in education and lifelong learning, it is not the only area where support can be effective. The mentoring and support provided in Learning for Life programs is also valuable for students’ achievement and encouraging further participation in education.  

Since commencement over fifteen years ago the Learning for Life program has adjusted to reflect the growing importance of enabling more equitable opportunities for post-school learning, including higher education. These adjustments recognise the changing nature of the labour market in increased demand for post-school qualifications and skills, along with the demise of employment opportunities for less educated youth.

The Smith Family’s Learning for Life program and strategy provide a sound, appropriate background for this response to the Senate’s inquiry into the proposed reforms of the higher education system. The Smith Family’s expertise is in enabling lifelong learning and fuller economic and social participation for all Australians. As such this submission argues for an appropriate expansion of funds and other support mechanisms provided to needy students in higher education, their families and communities. Low SES students, families, and their communities and regions, given further support and greater opportunity in higher education, should all benefit. 

3. Learning for Life Tertiary Scholarship Programs

The Smith Family welcomes the scholarship component of the Higher Education Reform Implementation. Research has indicated that students feel financial support contributes to academic achievement, lessening their need to undertake part-time work and alleviating stress related to finding money for essential items, including text books.
 However financial assistance can be enhanced by combination with other supports. Our experience suggests that measures to enable equitable opportunity in higher education can be more effective if they commence in the pre-higher education phase of the traditional educational pathway. For example a recent evaluation of The Smith Family’s Tertiary Scholarship Scheme indicated that almost a third of the students felt the provision of a scholarship ‘influenced their decision to go to university’
. Similarly the provision of social/professional support through matching to a mentor in the student’s area of study could value add to financial assistance. The Tertiary Scholarship Scheme within Learning for Life, successfully features both these elements.

4. Response to terms of reference

Higher Education Funding Arrangements

Enabling Factors

The Smith Family recognises the significant benefits university educated individuals accrue over their life course following successful participation in higher education.
 However we are also keenly aware that disadvantage can prevent access to higher education. For those lower SES students who attend university, disadvantage can also result in a less than positive higher education experience and it may hinder their overall participation. Therefore a bifurcated, flexible system of higher education funding is appropriate. A preferred system is one that allows individuals who can afford to do so to make a contribution to the costs of their higher education at a time when they can best afford it without incurring additional financial penalty. The system must manage issues of affordability. These include optimising the proportion of funds spent directly on  students’ education and successfully allowing students of low SES equitable opportunity to all stages of higher education.

Parental education and future generations

Our higher education system also needs to address the concern that HECS may function as a disincentive or ‘inhibiting factor’, prompting low SES families to self-select away from higher education, or away from more costly forms of higher education such as university and post-graduate education.
 However, as James’ work has shown, concerns about costs are not the only attitudinal difference among students from different SES student subgroups with respect to higher education. Lower SES students held significantly different attitudes than their higher SES counterparts in several areas relating to ‘the relevance and attainability of a university education’
. James’ report included analysis of student responses regarding the following areas, ‘Relevance of higher education to life and career’, ‘Achievement barriers’, ‘Cost concerns’ and ‘Social support factors’. Responses from the low SES subgroup indicated these students were less likely to be positively predisposed towards university education.

Higher education arrangements should recognise, respond to, and seek to accommodate the diversity of students and families from low socioeconomic backgrounds. As an analysis commissioned by The Smith Family, and carried out by Watson and Considine demonstrates, homogeneity of students from lower socioeconomic status groups cannot, and should not, be assumed. Watson and Considine indicate that their findings:

Call into question the prevailing assumption that students from low SES backgrounds are an homogenous group. The diversity of factors which influence different attitudes toward learning and education, and which impact on learning difficulties, highlights the need to continue to diversify and tailor school-based intervention programs which aim to assist students from disadvantaged backgrounds.

Higher education arrangements that most efficiently cater for the different circumstances of individuals are doubly effective; they optimise the allocation of financial resources, and in doing so work to optimally allow individual opportunity, simultaneously enhancing capacity in families, communities and nations.   

The Smith Family believes all Australians should have equitable opportunities to learn and develop their capacities to full potential. For this to occur tertiary education must be equitably available and accessible. Therefore availability must be cognisant of impediments to access and successful participation and address these. Yet given the diversity of current and potential students, higher education arrangements must also acknowledge and incorporate  ‘encouraging’ and ‘advantaging factors’. Patterns in other nations reveal that low SES is not always, and does not have to be a predictor of poorer higher educational outcomes. Yet in Australia SES has an above average impact on student performance and thus hampers equitable educational achievement.
 Recognising the need to uncouple the linkage between disadvantage and limited educational access, aspiration and achievement, The Smith Family has a particular interest in factors that enable and encourage further education. To this end we recently commissioned the Australian Council of Educational Research to explore relationships between post-school plans, parental education level, family structure and lifelong learning. Acknowledging the importance of enabling factors will allow the tailoring of higher education arrangements in order to efficiently further educational outcomes. 

Recent research demonstrates that successful participation in higher education leads to more positive labour market outcomes for individuals. However the benefits of higher education are not confined to those who participate in higher education. Research commissioned by The Smith Family reiterates the significance of parental education levels for the educational attitudes and achievement of children.
 Analysis indicates that children of tertiary educated parents are more likely to enjoy their educational experiences, thus predisposing them to participation in higher education. Therefore not only is access and achievement in higher education important to current and future students, it is significant for furthering the educational outcomes of their future generations of Australians. As comprehensively stated elsewhere, The Smith Family recognises the profound importance of the early childhood years for educational achievement and lifelong successful participation in our society.
 

The continued and improved access and positive participation in higher education, building on solid educational foundations derived from early childhood and school years is essential for students, families, future generations, communities and our nation. As others have noted:


It is no exaggeration to say that the future of this nation depends heavily upon a world-class higher education system, and that this cannot be achieved without adequate investment by the nation.

Education and lifelong learning, including higher education are crucial in enabling individuals to break away from disadvantage and generational unemployment. They are similarly critical for the fuller social participation of current and future generations. 

Higher education and employment

Australian Bureau of Statistics material indicates inverse correlations at a national level between higher education and unemployment, and between higher education and duration of unemployment.
 Considering the labour market experiences of prime-aged men (that is, those aged 35 to 54 years) ABS demonstrated that the higher the level of educational achievement the shorter the period of unemployment experienced. Men with ‘high’ skills, (those with degrees and graduate qualifications) were less likely than ‘medium’ skilled men (holding other non-school qualifications) to be unemployed. Men who had ‘poor’ skills(no post-school qualifications) were the most likely to have experienced unemployment. When higher skilled men were unemployed they were the least likely to experience long-term unemployment. Long-term unemployment is defined by ABS as being out of work for over a year. Men with poor skills were the most likely to experience unemployment and long-term unemployment. Links between educational level and socioeconomic status are also well documented.
 

The achievement of greater levels of higher education is also a major human resource development issue for successful functioning in the twenty first century. Increasing globalisation coupled with the continuing ICT and knowledge revolutions mean that Australians will need to be more highly educated and efficient lifelong learners than ever before. Educational attainment is a major predictor of home computers and internet access. Hellwig and Lloyd (2000) indicate that those with university education were 2.5 times more likely to have home access to the Internet than those without university qualifications.
 ICT access and skills development are significantly reflected in changes in demand for labour skills, as Mark Wooden succinctly notes:

Changes in labour demand have clearly been biased towards skill, and particularly knowledge-based skill.

Higher education and indigenous communities

The links between education and socioeconomic status and education and employment are even more salient for Indigenous communities. As yet significant proportions and numbers of Indigenous students have not been able to access higher education in Australia. Compared to their non-Indigenous counterparts Indigenous teenagers (aged 15-19) and young adults (aged 20-24) are  less likely to be fully engaged in work or education.
 When Indigenous people do engage in higher education they are less likely to study for a higher level qualification and more likely to have higher failure rates. Nonetheless obtaining graduate qualifications, whether from VET or the higher education sector, does lead to higher employment rates for indigenous people. For example, 1999 Indigenous higher education graduates had similar labour force outcomes to all higher education graduates, as close to 95% were in employment (paid) some months after graduation.

Ensuring more equitable opportunities for Indigenous students is a key challenge facing our nation. Positive educational outcomes are required in order to facilitate social and economic participation and enable Indigenous families and their communities to build capacity. Precepts featured earlier in this submission are especially relevant to enabling equitable higher education for students from Indigenous backgrounds. Indigenous people are more likely to face poverty and disadvantage in our society, making equitable opportunity and pathways to education and employment imperative for Indigenous Australians. Our higher education arrangements need to incorporate more flexible and varied learning systems that are more likely to facilitate the fuller participation of Indigenous students.

Further consideration is also required in the pre-higher education stages of the traditional educational cycle to ameliorate the high rates of early school leaving of Indigenous students. 
The Smith Family is currently piloting a school based approach to social inclusion for Indigenous students and their families. Flexibility in learning systems and support from local Indigenous families and communities have been key elements in the positive outcomes from this program.
 The high fertility rates of Indigenous mothers provide further reason as to why educational equity must be improved for Indigenous families.
 As noted earlier, parental educational levels, particularly those of mothers are major influences on students’ educational aspirations. 

The scholarship assistance for Indigenous students detailed in the Higher Education Reform Implementation recognises the need to allocate support for Indigenous students. However, given the extremely low levels of participation of these students in higher education this assistance should be expanded and intensified, as detailed below. The remote and very remote locations of many Indigenous students raises further implications, in addition to their SES background, for enabling equitable higher education opportunities. As a recent report notes,

The increasing likelihood of Indigenous teenagers in remote and very remote areas not engaging with either full-time education or employment to some extent reflects diminished access to high school and tertiary education facilities in these regions.

Mechanisms for support of Indigenous students need to take account of the distinctive layered intersections faced by Indigenous students. Many Indigenous families have to deal with geographic, cultural, and racist obstacles in addition to those raised by poverty and social exclusion.

Commonwealth Scholarships 

The scholarship assistance outlined in the Higher Education Reform Implementation moves to address the challenges faced by lower socioeconomic students with respect to higher education. The Smith Family feels that this assistance could be more effective. The number of scholarships on offer and the level of assistance they offer should be carefully and regularly reviewed. The level of the stipend should be annually adjusted in line with changes in average weekly ordinary time earnings. The number of scholarships should be more closely matched to the numbers of students of low SES who require assistance. The scholarship scheme should be monitored to see how effectively it improves higher educational opportunity for recipients and subsequently adjusted to maintain and improve effectiveness. However financial assistance alone is insufficient. Scholarships can be enhanced by the incorporation of mentor/role model programs for students, matching them with mentors from their chosen field of study.
 The addition of more than financial support could function to enhance the attractiveness of higher education opportunity to low SES families, offsetting concerns about opportunity costs.

5. Recommendations

The Smith Family is ultimately concerned with societal change.  At a program implementation level, The Smith Family aims to increase the personal and collective resources of individuals, families and communities to help them develop skills and capacities they need to respond to challenges and more fully participate in society.  Furthering opportunity for Australians to successfully access, and participate in, higher education may be seen as an asset-building, as opposed to a deficit-bridging, response to the incidence of poverty and social deprivation in our community. Furthermore successful participation in higher education is a key component in enabling Australians to become lifelong learners, sufficiently equipped to adjust to changing circumstances across the life course. From this platform it can be seen that higher education should also function to value-add for all Australians.

The federal government has a key role in improving educational and support services. This role is set in a larger society that involves individuals, families, communities, businesses, organisations and institutions. The following recommendations are for consideration in this context, recognising the desirability of all working usefully together towards mutually agreed outcomes. The Smith Family recommends:

· The adjustment of higher education funding to ensure that an optimal proportion is spent directly on students’ education. This adjustment should recognise differences in need to best enable, maintain and further equitable opportunity.

· Adjustment to the scholarship component in the Higher Education Reform Implementation to more accurately and expansively enable opportunity to assist low socioeconomic status and Indigenous students. The number of scholarships on offer should more closely reflect potential numbers of low SES students and Indigenous students needing support to access all levels of further education. 
· Promotion of scholarship applications at the time when students are seeking to enrol in post-school education, so that financial considerations do not deter students and their families from seeking to enter higher education.
· The further address of factors that function to optimise the educational outcomes of low socioeconomic students in the higher education system. 

· The recognition of the importance of transition phases in the educational cycle. Similar recognition should be accorded to the place of mentoring in successful negotiation of transitions and in further enabling opportunity in higher education.   

· The recognition, along with commensurate resourcing, of the crucial importance of improved higher educational participation and outcomes for better labour market outcomes, strengthening regional and rural communities and for national productivity and competitiveness. 

· That the government recognises the significance of positive outcomes in earlier stages in the educational lifecycle for further enabling equitable opportunity of higher education. Acknowledging the interrelated nature of all educational stages, including that of early childhood, thus underlines the need for optimal and effective policies, programs, resourcing and support of all stages and inter-stage transitions, particularly for students of low SES and for Indigenous students. 

· Greater support of higher education through improved resourcing of early childhood education, recognising that the effective and equitable provision of opportunity in higher education provides further benefits from investment in earlier educational stages. This provision should also acknowledge the likely future positive educational outcomes for the children of those who have successfully participated in higher education.

· That the government increases its emphasis on the importance of ICT literacy in furthering educational outcomes and opportunity, in lifelong learning and national productivity and competitiveness. In keeping with this emphasis the government should more closely work with and through communities to improve the tertiary literacy of all learners, particularly those who are of low SES or Indigenous background.

The Smith Family is grateful for the opportunity to have made this submission, and is committed to working with the Senate in developing its response to the findings of the Inquiry.
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