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I would like to submit the report ‘New Lessons: Promoting Justice in the Victorian Education System’ as part of our submission.  This research was conducted in November 1996, before the announced changes to the Education Maintenance Allowance in January 1997.

Background Context  -


Escalating Education Costs for Parents & Students:

As outlined in the findings, the cost of education is clearly escalating and low income families particularly, are finding it increasingly difficult to cover these costs, when even one dollar is difficult to reallocate in the family budget.

Several reports in the past year or so have focussed on underlying reasons for people needing to seek emergency relief.  These include :- the most recently published ACOSS Emergency Relief Survey and the corresponding VCOSS Emergency Relief Survey (1997); coupled with the Smith Family report published earlier this year; the Brotherhood of St Laurence survey of low income families seeking emergency relief conducted late last year and a research project conducted between June and October of 1996 in the City of Brimbank, the largest Council within the Western Region of Melbourne.  All clearly indicate that education costs are indirectly, if not directly, responsible for the increasing demand for emergency relief support.  While parents are doing everything they can to protect their children from embarrassment by being singled out for not paying particular education costs, these increasing charges mean they are unable to cover utility charges, rent payments, prescription costs and weekly food bills.  An increasing number of people are also finding that they need to seek emergency relief assistance regularly rather than for a once off unexpected crisis situation, for which emergency relief was originally intended.  This is placing increasing pressure on emergency relief providers, who are also being faced with increased demand from people without income due to Commonwealth income support policy changes and people who are working, but on low wages.

The implementation of Schools of the Future, with the self management model has introduced the business model to schools, where every dollar has to be accounted for and where the shortfall between the school’s overall budget and government funding (State and Commonwealth) has to be paid by locally raised funds in the form of levies, subject charges, excursion and camp charges and fundraising.  In this situation, the government can limit its direct responsibility for the policies and day to workings of schools and ‘point the figure’ at schools when the issue of education costs raises it head.  In this way, when public claims about schools invoicing parents for contributions, subject charges and library fees are raised, the Minister predictably refers to the Education Act and the voluntary nature of levies and reassures the public that he will look into any school carrying out such unacceptable practices.  What he doesn’t say, however, is that schools are having to charge and expect payment of various fees because the government resource allocations to schools, to meet departmental and community expectations, are completely inadequate.  The competitive nature of schools just exacerbates this situation.

Historical Context:

In 1989, when one of the students in the ‘New Lessons’ research started in Prep at an inner city primary state school, the voluntary levy was $30.00 per year.  It was truly voluntary and the monies were used for extras such as additional library books.  While there was a uniform, tee-shirts and shorts without emblems could be bought at reasonable prices from cheap clothing stores.  Also if there were camps, Rotary or Lions would often supplement the costs if the school did not have sufficient resources. While the EMA was paid through the school and the forms had to be completed twice a year, the money did actually go to the family and was able to cover the costs of shoes, uniforms, school stationery and excursions.

In the past four or five years, apart from the fact that the costs for the basics have escalated, new costs have been introduced at kindergartens, primary and secondary schools.  Now, the voluntary contribution is usually called a levy or a fee and parents often receive invoices and reminder letters, if payments have not been made in full by a specified date.  Children can also be excluded from excursions, particular subjects and sporting activities and use of the library, if the appropriate payments are not forthcoming.  Parents inability to afford specialist calculators and other equipment clearly puts children at a disadvantage, despite departmental claims to the contrary.

Important guiding principles for education policy and provision:

1.
Every Victorian child has the right to a quality education irrespective of the 
financial and social status of their parents and/or themselves.

2.
Commonwealth-State funding agreements need to embody and ensure 
principle number one.

· Their policies must ensure adequate resource allocations for schools.

· The Minister’s recent announcement that the next 5,000 students to enter state schools, will not be funded, (many of these are anticipated because of changes to income support payments for young people less than 18), must be reviewed. 

· Negotiations between the levels of government are imperative.

3. 
Individual choice by parents for their children needs to be balanced by 
community responsibility for all children.  Universal access to quality education 
means that all parents and students must have choices which ensure equity. 

4. 
All social policies are inter-related and need to be interlinked and responsive.  Poor educational attainment is directly related to unemployment, involvement in crime, illicit drug taking and suicidal behaviour.  While the government has commissioned major reports into illicit drug use and suicidal behaviour and has developed strategies in response to the recommendations, such behaviours must never be seen in isolation.  Quality education options can help to prevent young people from turning to selling and taking illicit drugs and can play an active role in helping young people make sense of today’s world and their place in it.

Quality educational and employment opportunities can be cost effective when one considers the cost of keeping people in prison, health problems and social costs.  

(See Submission to the Drug Advisory Council.)

5.
Government policies and service models which promote disadvantage and inequality must be reformed to ensure equity, in order that all students are able to participate in education, training and tertiary study to enable a definite pathway to work and financial independence.

Governments need to listen to teachers, community workers and academics who understand the true impact of constructive policies and can competently critique poor policy decisions for particular citizens and the community as a whole.

Factors Affecting The Role And Value Of The Education Maintenance Allowance Payment:

The process for the education maintenance allowance, its purpose, use and distribution of the payment need to be seen within the overall context of school funding, government policies and the overall cost of education.

The principle of universal access and equity for all Victorian students was clearly embodied in the Victorian Government’s decision to pay low income families an education maintenance allowance for their school age children to the age of 16, after which the Commonwealth assumes responsibility for income support.  It appears that this decision was made in the recognition that families with limited resources would struggle to buy uniforms, books and shoes.  It is significant to note that this decision was made when schooling was actually free! {As outlined in the Education Act (1988)}

Since the election of the Kennett Government in 1992, government policies have brought significant changes to public education in Victorian; in particular in the areas of funding, staffing, school closures, class sizes, school retention rates, school budgets and the need for locally raised funds.  All these policies have, in turn, caused increasing disadvantage for many families and students; increasing education costs have been a major contributing factor.

In summary, $340m has been removed from the State Education Budget since 1992 (Hansard 9th October, 1996).  The Commonwealth is also making significant cuts and for 1997 this totalled $6.3m for the ESL general program, the Disadvantaged Schools Program and Early Literacy.  The Students at Risk Program and the Country Areas Program have also been abolished.  The abolition of the New Schools Policy, in the 1996 Budget, is also anticipated to result in a significant transfer of funds from the public to the private system.  School closures total 351 including thirty-eight late last year.  Several schools with specialist programs for young people at risk have also been closed and three language schools.  In the primary and secondary systems, nearly 8,000 teachers have been removed from the public education system, with about 3,000 being special needs and support teachers.

Class sizes have steadily increased since 1992, with the average class size for primary being 26 (which is the same as 1986, and compared to 23.5 in 1990 and 23.4 in 1992) and the average for secondary being 22.9 (compared to 20.9 in 1992 and 22.5 in 1994).  However, in the Auditor-General’s 1996 report, he reported that many schools had 33 to 36 pupils in years 7 to 11 at Secondary College and 32 in Year 12, which is most alarming.  Most teachers attest to a belief that they can give their students better learning opportunities and educational outcomes if their classes are smaller, even if improvements are intangible.  Clearly this is particularly important for disadvantaged young people. 

The retention rate to Year 12 has already shown steady decline, especially in the public system, with a 10.4% decrease from 1992 to 1995 (Australian average 8.9%).  The overall fall is not nearly as high in the private sector, where the rate is around 83.2%. Retention rates also appear to be lower in non-metropolitan areas and in areas with high unemployment and low average incomes.  Richard Teese from Melbourne University (in an article entitled ‘Educational and Economic Indicators of Regional Disadvantage Amongst Young People in Victoria’, 1992-1994), said that “failure in English increases threefold from inner eastern suburbs to the western suburbs; early leaving grows; and chances of unemployment increases as much as four times amongst young men and three times amongst young women”.  The need to fundraise has also become imperative to a school’s survival.  In the Auditor’s 1997 report, he stated that schools, on average, raise about 17% of their total budget from parent contributions, subject charges, fundraising activities, representing approximately $186 per student, although the amount varied significantly across schools. Clearly sponsorship monies will become even more sought after in the near future.  The Auditor-General has also stated that the implementation of the Schools of the Future was really to improve cost efficiency of education rather than to improve the quality of educational opportunities and that changes to staffing and support service structures have had the most negative impact on the ability of schools to achieve overall educational goals.  (Auditor-General 1995, Special Report No. 36).

These views have also been supported by Dr Tony Townsend (1996) of Monash University in his article on trends in funding sources in Public Education.

So clearly there is growing evidence that government policies are exacerbating disadvantage and creating a multi-tiered public education system, where the bottom rungs will be viewed as welfare schools, as their local communities have little capacity to supplement their school income with locally raised funds.  The implications of such  policies are already, and will increasingly be, extremely detrimental for low income families in particular and the community as a whole.

Proposals For Changes To The Education Maintenance Allowance 

General comments based on the current situation:
Attached is a case study and letter from a women who is currently in receipt of the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) for her child.  Obviously she is struggling to pay educational costs and the money she receives from the government is vital to her being able to provide her child with a quality education.

The situation faced by this women and her child runs counter to the content and spirit of the current Education Act (1958).  As outlined in the New Lessons report, the Government must address these significant discrepancies.  Within the recommendations of the taskforces convened to look at illicit drug use and suicide prevention, the existence of suitable, quality, free education is a pivotal factor in assisting all young people in today’s society.

Rather than just considering whether half the EMA or all the EMA should be allocated directly to schools, what is needed is a complete examination of the current situation where parents and young people are being forced to pay increasing amounts of money at a great cost to themselves and to welfare agencies who are having to ‘foot the bill’ for millions of dollars so that people can eat, keep a roof over their heads and maintain  water, gas and electricity services after they have paid educational costs.

As the case studies in the New Lessons report show, overall educational costs far exceed the $127 for primary students and $254 for secondary students. (See case studies on Pages 9 and 10, New Lessons,  1996)

At the beginning of 1997, for a Year 7 student, one parent seeking assistance from Good Shepherd had costs totalling $1030, including uniform, books, equipment, camp fees, excursions and parent contributions.  After she subtracted her $254, she still owed $770.  For a single parent or a couple on a low wage with one or two children, these costs are insurmountable.  She had to seek assistance from an emergency relief provider several times to enable the family to pay for basic daily needs while she paid these education costs.  So while the EMA payment is necessary, it is completely insufficient in the current climate.

Given that both Federal and State governments now have budgets in surplus, there would appear to be no justification for why more resources can’t be allocated to education to enable all children to have access to a free, quality education.  Federal and State government funding agreements need to ensure that all children can attend school and participate fully with the resources needed.

Specific Proposals

In the current climate the government needs to provide adequate resource allocations out of its $800 million surplus (April 1997 Budget Papers):

· To make it possible for all schools to offer high quality, affordable educational programs

· To make it possible for voluntary contributions to be truly voluntary for extras rather than essential for necessities through adequate resource allocation

· To enable schools to purchase class sets of text books on a regular basis

· To provide the necessary equipment such as calculators, at material, outdoor education programs etc

· To maintain universal access to camps and other personal development activities

· To increase technological equipment to ensure that all students have access to computers to eliminate the growing disadvantage currently occurring

· To enable class sizes to be reduced and specialist and services to be increased with the necessary teachers employed.

· To increase the level of the EMA payment so that it actually covers shoes, uniforms and any book costs not being met by the school.

· EMA money should be paid directly into the applicant’s bank account.

· As indicated in the New Lessons report confidentiality for parents receiving EMA needs to be maintained. 

In terms of the changes to the EMA in January this year (1997):

· The announcement of the change was poorly timed, as many people had already paid many of the costs.  While many schools have in fact made a decision at Council to reimburse families where they have already paid, this has not been a universal decision.

· The majority of families constantly struggling to meet education costs clearly spend well in excess of the EMA on education costs, but they value the flexibility of receiving the cheque in full as it helps in their overall budgeting.

· While one form per year is clearly better than two, some issues around confidentiality and accessibility to personal information by school staff need further attention.  Confidentiality needs to be ensured by the parent being able to post the form themselves.  The department could verify the child’s enrolment after the form has been lodged at the Department of Education.

· Student and parent confidentiality is paramount.  Students and parents can be very embarrassed when they have to negotiate with school bursars over eligibility to the EMA.  A direct payment into the applicant’s a bank account, as suggested in New Lessons, would be preferable and more respectful and would maximise confidentiality in the school environment.

· The timing of the payment needs review as also outlined in New Lessons.  Parents and students need financial assistance before school starts so as to avoid embarrassment and disadvantage.  This requires urgent attention.

· Most of all, if more resources were coming into the school from government resource allocations (taxpayers money in fact), then the pressure on parents and students would be lessened.  While parents are willing to contribute some resources to the school (New Lessons), the current demands are placing intolerable burdens on growing numbers of parents and causing discontent and division in school communities.  This is extremely distructive.

· The amount of the EMA for uniforms, books and shoes and for any extra costs parents are expected to pay, under the current Education Act, such as magazines, must be increased to a level which basically covers these charges. 

The New Lessons report is attached and references are outlined in the back.
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