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The Australian Council of State School Organisations (ACSSO) as the voice for parents in public schools has long followed the implementation and changes to the Income Support Scheme since its beginnings.  Our key objective is to ensure that the system is fairer and meets the needs of students and families in a much fairer and equitable manner.

We welcome this review and see this as an opportunity to enable those students who are unable to engage in tertiary study without government support to do so.

ACSSO acknowledges the reforms undertaken by the Government in 2010 as a step in the direction of a fairer system.

Young People, Education and our Democratic way of life
The International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights states that accessible, affordable and high quality education is a right to be enjoyed by all members of Australian society.

ACSSO believes that all young people have the right to development opportunities and education should provide a pathway directed at the full development of young people. Furthermore, access to education and different forms of education are the basis for enabling an active participation by all young people.
Age of independence - 18

At the time of the Bradley Review, the age when full time students could achieve independence was set at 25. ACSSO would argue that the age of independence should be 18. The age of 18 is the socially accepted age of adulthood. At 18 people can legally marry, drive, vote and serve the country and on juries. Lowering the age of independence to 18 would recognize these students in our society as young adults

The reform path chosen by the government; a progressive reduction in the age of independence to 24 (2010), 23 (2011) and 22 in 2012, is seen as a step in the right direction although there are ongoing concerns about the time it will take given these timeframes. 

The increase in allowance for these young people will permit them to reduce reliance on paid work and to sufficient time to fully engage with student life and their studies. Many young people leave tertiary education due to the pressures of the work / study / leisure balance.  Whilst it is quite healthy to engage in all three areas, some of our young people who do not qualify as independent rely greatly on working hours to make ends meet and eventually become disengaged with their study.

Anecdotal evidende suggests many young people are working up to 40 hours a week to enable them to stay at university or full time tertiary education. Often students reduce to a part time study load to make ends meet. This in turn extends their years of study which then culminates in a longer period of time before independence and full time employment – there is also an impact on the repaying of any HECs debt accumulated.

As their age increases the ability to engage in part time employment diminishes and therefore some young people “drop out” due to their inability to support themselves or due to the financial restrictions on being able to partake in anything apart from study.  This is very evident in young people working in the fast food industry – as their age increases their hours of employment decrease.

This reduction in age of independence will also reflect the fact that young people who are 22 years of age are well and truly independent of their family income and expected by their parents to support themselves, having been out of school for four years. By the age of 22 many young people have already completed their tertiary education.

Parent Income Threshold

ACSSO supports the raising of the parent income test threshold. Currently the threshold is set so low it effects in particular low – middle SES.  This however needs further addressing – the current tapering of allowance particularly in the $71,000 to $150,000.  This range is somewhat large and disadvantages those at the lower end of the range.  Young people whose parents with a combined income at the lower end of the scale are significantly disadvantaged as opposed to those closer to the top end of the threshold. 
Anecdotal evidence points to young people of working families excluded by the income test taking a “gap” year to qualify under non – means tested.  In some cases this resulted in the student actually not taking up the study placement. . These students do not return to full time study as they recognize the impact of leaving a steady income to move into a setting where they will have limited disposable income but a heavy commitment to engage in both work and study to ensure they are able to continue with their education.

It is sometimes hard for a student taking a ‘gap’ year to obtain employment which will allow them to earn sufficient income to meet the independent status criteria. For rural students there is the additional difficulty of finding employment in small communities in a market which often only caters for part-time or casual work.What we see from parents and student with the greater reliance on the family income is a greater pressure – this can be for either the student working long hours to support their study or indeed parents finding means of additional income – particularly for those young people who move to a campus away from home yet still do not qualify for independence.

An example was given of two parents with a combined income of $72,000; student living in remote NSW travels to Canberra to study – lives on campus thus no living away from home allowance. Set up costs included laptop ($1,000); text books ($900); transport of essentials from Broken Hill to Canberra ($1,000); accommodation ($6,500); warm clothing (totally different environment $800) and the list goes on..car rego; mail re-direction; medical costs; groceries and personals; internet and telephone – family visits (flights average $550 each way).
The latter must be a consideration when looking at the psychological impact of students moving from small communities to larger centres in order to undertake tertiary study. There is evidence of increased mental health problems  among these students linked with homesickness, family separation, anxiety and limited support networks.

.

In support of this consideration can be the situation where a spouse returns to full time study.  In this situation as they have a working partner they are not eligible for any assistance. Combine that with a child of that partnership also in study and you can have a income of eg $72,000 supporting two students in tertiary education without any assistance. In light of the current imperatives to increase lifelong learning and mature age participation; consideration should be given to extending student income support eligibility to this as well as post graduate work
Consideration and support also needs to be developed for students who do not necessarily move away from their town or suburb to study but for personal circumstances still need to move from their current home environment to ensure proper and appropriate attention can be made to their studies (large family – little study area)

Personal Income Threshold
It is often a consideration for students and families as to whether grants to students are and should be treated as allowances or income supplements. It has been said that student benefits are not a livable income but rather an income supplement to family or personal salaries or earnings – but as students start to make any significant earnings – above $6,000 per year ($115 per week) their benefit is cut by 50 – 60 cent for each dollar earned. We are pleased to see an increase in both that and the amount young people are able to earn before their benefit is reduced. Regulating high or extremely high amounts of income by recipients of income support payments is understandable but capping total earnings at a low level is extreme and severely disadvantages young people whose parents who either refuse or are unable to support their child.
Start-up Scholarships

ACSSO supports the introduction of startup scholarships – the up-front costs of textbooks and course related incidentals put an additional strain at the beginning of a course. Other upfront costs can include criminal record checks for work experience placements; radiation badges etc can also add to the strain.

Student loans of up to $500 exist but this adds to the already heavy burden of a HECs debt. . For some students, the decision must be whether to incur additional debts to those which are already overwhelming them or to attempt to struggle on with a poverty line income.

Gaps in Student income support
The income support system should provide for young people who are unable to meet the costs of study. These students are those who are still unable to qualify for additional funds due to parental income threshold but have families who still do not have ability for the student to be fully or substantially supported by the family. We reference back to those mentioned previously who are just outside of the lower end of the threshold.  This is a particular problem for young people who have to move out of home to continue study. The student could be metropolitan attending university in the inner city (requiring substantial transport time – over one and a half hours – and cost, due to age are considered in most private “public” transport as full fare)
This situation is also relevant for a country student attending a city tertiary institution or even one in another state.  These students are assessed against those staying at home even though the cost of a “second” household is involved.
Young people who move away from home should be considered independent for the purpose of Centrelink. The lesser option could be that young people who move away to study should be assessed against parental income taking into account the cost of establishing a second household.

ACSSO feels that a student whose travel to the said tertiary institution exceeds one to one and a half hours by public transport should should have access to the living away from home support should they wish to apply.

Additional cost burdens on young people also include the cost of producing assignment work; course work – access to ICT; materials for construction of models; photocopying.

Industry experiences attract further costs for professional experiences and then hidden costs of transport to or even additional child care in order to participate in industry experience.

It is essential that young people are given the appropriate financial support to ensure they are maintaining a healthy lifestyle; eating regularly and with good nutrition.

Consistent Information
We need assurance that parents and young people are given clear, accurate and consistent information from government agencies; in particular Centrelink.  Anecdotally, we are aware that many families can receive a variety of responses from different employees of the same government agency.
Key to all of this is the consistent message from government.  The position is; and the 21st Century workforce requires, all Australians to hold tertiary education with a targeted number to hold university degrees.  Government needs to make this a priority investment and commit the budgetary allocation to it
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