Submission from the Australian Federation of University Women (Inc) to the Higher Education Consultative Process 

Re Indigenous Australians and Higher Education
This submission complements earlier AFUW submissions.  It concerns itself with a range of issues related to Indigenous Australians in Higher Education and Varieties of Learning: The Interface between Higher Education and Vocational Education and Training

Background to this submission by the Australian Federation of University Women
AFUW gained much of its knowledge about the disadvantages faced by Indigenous tertiary students as a result of the conference organised by AFUW, financed by DETYA, in 1998.  That conference, held at the University of South Australia on ‘Indigenous Education and Social Capital: Problems Facing Indigenous Students in Tertiary Education’ highlighted the sense among Indigenous tertiary students of being side-lined by being seen only to have professional futures in specifically Indigenous related areas, even though those related professional avenues were accepted as important.
The atmosphere and attitudes in universities have clearly affected the way in which Indigenous students feel about their courses.  Given the ways in which non-Indigenous people have behaved to make Indigenous people feel inferior, it is very easy for Indigenous students to become discouraged where there is not a culturally-inclusive atmosphere in the university.  At the AFUW conference in 1998 Jackie Huggins told the story of her schooling when she was told by her school teacher that ‘black’ brains were less capable than ‘white’ ones and she should never think about tertiary education.  It took the work of Dr Bob Teasdale at Flinders University to help her to recognise the quality of her own mind and enable her to fulfil her potential and take her place as one of the spokespersons for Indigenous people. 

AFUW’s concerns with the inferences in the introduction

AFUW is concerned by the introduction to this specific issue paper: Achieving Equitable and Appropriate Outcomes: Indigenous Australians in Higher Education.  What constitutes equitable outcomes, and for whom are they to be appropriate?  It should be clearly recognised that these outcomes need to be appropriate both for the individual students and for the indigenous communities, who will gain by having members equipped with western knowledge while understanding, proud of, and able to support their Indigenous cultural inheritances.

Among other difficulties, the discussion paper’s concentration on ‘cultural isolation’ as a factor in Indigenous ‘disadvantage’ reveals assumptions that Indigenous cultures are seen as impediments rather than an advantage.  The phrase cultural isolation suggests an assimilationist belief that the western Anglo-Celtic culture is the one to which students must aspire.  There is no recognition that Indigenous cultures might give Indigenous students a more holistic approach to learning which will ultimately be to their advantage, as universities recognise and foster the inter-disciplinary developments needed to counteract the narrow outlooks in some disciplines that have helped to create the problems society faces today.
The Australian Council of Deans of Education now recognises in its Charter for Australian Education: New Learning that ‘there has been a return to old racist and assimilationist assumptions that mainstream English-only education is best in terms of students’ futures.’ (p 72)
AFUW is concerned by other omissions in the introduction.  

· There is no reference to Indigenous women and men in metropolitan areas who suffer considerable disadvantages, even though they might not be as great as those living in remote and regional areas.  Health problems, for instance, are not limited to regional and remote areas and the lack of consideration of appropriate cultural health services in metropolitan situations has an effect on Indigenous families, which flows through to their capacity to benefit from educational programs.  The failure in this issue paper to connect education and health is one of the signs of the academic inheritance of too narrow specialisations/disciplines of the past. There should be health services available on university campuses that are culturally sensitive to the needs of all students.

· Students who work in home situations which are not conducive to study, and are more likely to be without computers to help in the learning process, will be disadvantaged.  Those in remote areas may have been severely penalised by the inadequacy of State-based and Territory-based schooling.  Therefore it is up to the Federal government to set in place the distance education infra-structure needed to help redress the balance. 
AFUW’s concerns about Abstudy

AFUW sees a serious problem in the changes to Abstudy that have decreased the opportunities for Indigenous students to take up higher education places.  There is sufficient evidence provided by the AVCC that students are having difficulties completing courses when they must work part-time to supplement their income.  For Indigenous students who are in many instances forced to board away from home, those costs are compounded by the demands of family life.  If they are not to see themselves as merely being assimilated into the non-Indigenous western culture and suffer the consequent break down of family connections, they must be adequately supported financially. ‘Equitable’ as a principle has been used to give a literal interpretation to ‘Equal opportunity’.  Positive financial discrimination must be funded by the Federal government, on an on-going basis, to ensure that Indigenous students, overcoming their feelings that universities can be inhospitable places, have every support to enable them to complete their degrees and undertake post-graduate work where they wish and need to do so.  For instance, at Monash University, in 1998, there was a centre where Indigenous families could come, so that there was no felt division between the Indigenous students at university and those of their families for whom universities had been inhospitable places.

AFUW sees the need for specific linguistic-support within tertiary institutions. 

Indigenous students are likely to have a less sophisticated range of English academic language to engage in debate or discussion if they have come through non-traditional avenues.  They should have been receiving language support through ESL programmes at pre-tertiary level but only Western Australia and the Australian Capital Territory in the 1998 National Report on Schooling reported any policy and practice in place to provide some of that support.  At tertiary level, Foundation Courses have real value in helping students with potential but without the background in the skills of tertiary study.  To fulfil their intellectual potential Indigenous students should have access to these programmes, which should be funded over and above the EFTSUs’ allocations to universities.  Flinders University’s Foundation course received the federal government’s award for excellence and students who have gained entry to university through these courses have performed very well indeed, so the courses are valuable investments in supporting those with the motivation and capacity to undertake university work.

AFUW submits that the public good would be served by a more long-term approach to support for the Indigenous faculties or units in universities across Australia. 

AFUW believes that the Department of Education, Science and Training should take into account, when considering finances, the fact that sound educational equitable practices take time to put in place.  When staff are overloaded, as they are now, there is little time for the appropriate cultural contacts that enable students to make progress.  Attitudinal change is the hardest to achieve.  There need to be the staff and the resources and recognition, in monetary terms, of the time required for trust to be developed for Indigenous students to seek out the assistance they need.

Indigenous Australians should be supported to enable Indigenous communities to become more self-reliant.  Their leaders need the strength to work for themselves, their Indigenous societies and for Australia as a whole.  That strength often comes through the knowledge and skills gained in higher education in such a way that graduates retain their own cultural pride while acquiring the required elements of western civilisation.  Consider the case of John Moriarty, the first Indigenous student to gain a degree at Flinders University.  As an entrepreneur and advocate, he has, over time, made an important contribution to the acceptance of Indigenous arts, locally and internationally.  In 2001 he received the Convocation Medal of Flinders University, awarded to graduates who have made an outstanding contribution in their field and to the wider community.

AFUW submits that Scholarships will not be enough.

At the undergraduate level there are too few avenues of assistance.  Scholarships have been the way, since the nineteenth century, that those in power have extracted from the ‘lower’ classes those whose talents and intelligence are seen to have advantages for the group in power.  They have given an individual a ‘leg up’ as it were.  It has meant, in too many instances, that the person so assisted has felt separated from his or her roots while still lacking entree to the more powerful group.  For some Indigenous students that has been the feeling, as when an Indigenous student on the Academic Senate at Flinders University argued strongly that he had been assimilated into another culture and had lost the trust of his Indigenous community in the process.  Moreover, even if scholarships can be important adjuncts within a comprehensive program to assist Indigenous students, voluntary organisations providing them are likely to be able to provide relatively small amounts.  Scholarships and bursaries are no substitute for wide-ranging, long-term, ongoing government financial support for Indigenous students.
AFUW asks whether there has been explicit consultation with the Indigenous faculties in Australia’s universities?

Indigenous faculties or units in universities need to be consulted to find out how they see the needs and wishes of Indigenous Australians in higher education.  Has that been done? In South Australia, for example, did letters go to Yunggorendi at Flinders, to Wilto Yerlo at Adelaide University, and the David Unaipon School in the University of South Australia?  In the Northern Territory, was there consultation with Dean MaryAnn Bin Salik of the Faculty of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies?
AFUW submits that connecting research and teaching is vital for Indigenous students, as it is for all other students.  It is concerned that cost-cutting measures in the sphere of postgraduate studies will have a particularly severe impact on Indigenous students.

In order to expand social understanding and enable all Australians to move on with respect for one another, a great deal of research is needed to provide the knowledge essential to inform the teaching of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous academics.  As the statistics in the Discussion Paper show, Indigenous academics are still very few in number, and in the present climate of credentialism, this number is unlikely to increase without a substantial increase in the number of Indigenous postgraduates.  But Indigenous postgraduate students are likely to be more adversely affected than their peers by certain current trends in the postgraduate sector, trends which are largely the result of cost-cutting measures.  These include an emphasis on rapid completion results, with universities financially penalised for students whose PhD candidacy extends beyond a maximum of four years; a downgrading of and reduction in coursework postgraduate degrees because they are funded at a lower level than thesis-alone degrees; a hostility towards units which are considered too small to provide economies of scale in delivery; and increasing pressure on academic staff to carry excessive workloads that affect their capacity to offer adequate supervision and examination of postgraduate students.  These developments impact on all students, but there are several reasons why their effect is particularly adverse for Indigenous students.

Many current enrolments of Indigenous students are in coursework programs which risk being marginalised or closed down because they involve small numbers— and funding is based on numbers.  Those courses that survive can become inaccessible for monetary reasons.  With the emphasis on fee-payments, the places in post-graduate course work have gone down from over 40,000 in 1996 to under 20,000 in 2000 [Charter for Australian Education p 17]

Indigenous students are particularly likely to need to undertake employment to cover bare living expenses, let alone fees, and this employment slows down their rate of completion, especially because, given the overt and underhand racial discrimination in employment, Indigenous students are likely to have the less remunerative jobs.  While it is not necessarily the case that Indigenous students need an Indigenous academic supervisor, there is some evidence of difficulty in providing appropriate supervision and examining for Indigenous students.  This is a topic that should be monitored.  


Monitoring should also be urgently undertaken to see whether the increased cost of tertiary education risks slowing, or even reversing, the modest rise in postgraduate Indigenous enrolments over the past decade.  Instead of trying to find ways to force individuals to fund their own courses, the Federal government should be facing up to the results of its negative policies in the service industries of health and education.  In these areas, qualified professionals are absolutely essential if the levels of disadvantage in Indigenous communities are to be diminished.  While the USA, so often cited as an example by this government, demands an increase in discretionary funding of $44.5 billion dollars for “quality education”, - a comparable amount in Australia could be $5 billion -, this government concentrates on reducing Government financial support.  That will guarantee that Indigenous students will suffer. 

AFUW submits that vocational and academic education must be complementary and not just seen as alternatives.  Students moving from TAFEs to Universities should not be penalised by additional fees.  They have come from the lower socio-economic groups who go into TAFEs and are more likely to be in families caught in the poverty trap of earning too little to overcome indebtedness.

Since the late 1920s Australia has suffered from a mechanistic definition of vocational education.  Before the development of vocational guidance, vocation had a wider meaning and, as Professor Frank Fenner’s father recognised, mediaeval education of ‘priest and pedagogue’ had been ‘vocational’.  The separation of vocational from academic education in the Depression cost-cutting atmosphere brought with it the undermining of human intelligence by the convenient division of people into ‘heads’ or ‘hands’. (Professor Frank Fenner, recipient of the Prime Minister’s Science Prize for 2002, was a student at Thebarton Technical High School in South Australia, sent there by his father because the approach to education there was likely to help him be an independent student at Adelaide University.)

The TAFEs have been, and are, valuable avenues for those often deprived in their secondary education.  Their practically-oriented experiential approaches have helped people to come to terms with the theories through experience of the practice.  For women, in particular, they have often provided an important reassurance about their capacity to face the demands of higher education.  The recognition that passes at Year 12 are not a guarantee of tertiary level capacity has been accompanied by the knowledge that enrolees from TAFEs or non-traditional backgrounds may in fact have greater capacity to succeed than those coming direct from schools.  Assumptions that they might not have the capacity to cope with the academic demands of higher education have been found to be false, as demonstrated in the finding of Professor Robin Storer of the Physics Department of Flinders University who examined the results of Flinders students who came through the Flinders Foundation courses, courses that received the federal government’s award for teaching excellence
The presence of 3.7% of Indigenous students in Vocational and Educational Training (VET) programmes is not as significant as information from TAFEs might have been.  VET programmes could be in secondary schools or TAFEs.  The percentage does not differentiate.  The information about Indigenous students succeeding in TAFEs could have given an indication of those who might decide, as so many non-Indigenous women and men have done, to tackle courses in universities as mature-age students.  The credit transfers and wider-ranging memoranda of understanding being undertaken by some universities in collaboration with TAFEs will bring with them more opportunities for Indigenous students to use that avenue to a university education.  They must not be penalised by being seen to enter university by the ‘back door’.

It is interesting to note, however, that Indigenous students have a higher pass rate in Aboriginal community-controlled adult education colleges (ACC) than in TAFEs. In ACCs ‘additional support and more accommodating environment’ provide the environment for success.  As the Deans of the Schools of Education point out the figures of over 60% pass rate ‘underline the relationship between educational outcomes and the level of investment’. (p 77)

AFUW submits that if the aims of Equitable and Appropriate Outcomes posited  in the Discussion Paper are to be achieved, then all practical avenues of support —scholarships, mentoring, the involvement of Indigenous lecturers and professionals, return to a fairer Abstudy allocation and collaboration between Indigenous and non-Indigenous professionals — must be expanded.

To ensure ease of access and continuity of programs for Indigenous students, the funding of Indigenous faculties and units in the universities in each State must not be subject to the vagaries of total university enrolments and one-line budgets.  That has been the problem in the past.  Unexpected withdrawal of funding has put programmes further back than they have advanced.

An example of the kind of cooperation that should be fostered occurred at Flinders University this year.  Yunggorendi, the First Nation Centre for Research into Higher Education, held an important conference for Indigenous and non-Indigenous delegates from the wider community.  Entitled ‘Sharing the Space’ it was brought about through collaboration particularly with the university’s Cultural Studies Department. Indigenous professionals and educators had important roles in this conference.  In the same way, in 1998, the Australian Federation of University Women relied on the expertise of Indigenous university lecturers, educators, professionals and students from across Australia to clarify the situation faced by Indigenous students in tertiary education. We, the non-Indigenous delegates, listened, learned and only accepted motions for resolution that had the full support of the Indigenous contributors.  That collaboration with Indigenous professionals and educators needs to be fostered and funded through both discipline-based and interdisciplinary involvement, particularly in health and education.  It is most unlikely that private enterprise will support such collaboration philanthropically, therefore it is a task for the federal government.

In the Report into Higher Education in Australia, all recommendations put to Cabinet concerning Indigenous Education should be produced in collaboration with Indigenous members of universities and their related communities.

In conclusion AFUW re-iterates that funding by government is still the central issue. 

Assumptions that universities are there to aggrandise individuals who must pay for the privilege of attending will continue to penalise Indigenous women and men and perpetuate their disadvantages, in fact worsening them as the government insists on seeing universities in an individualistic, competitive light.  The greatest advances come through cooperation and collaboration.  That fact is well known.  If Australia is not to slip further down the OECD ladder, it must recognise that education is a public good and fund it accordingly.  And in that process Indigenous Australians must be catered for with a generosity of spirit not evident in the past. 
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