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‘Public education: the single most important element

in the maintenance of a democratic system.’

Introduction

The Victorian Council of Social Service (VCOSS) is the peak body of the social and community sector in Victoria. VCOSS works to ensure that all Victorians have access to and a fair share of the community’s resources and services, through advocating for the development of a sustainable, fair and equitable society.
VCOSS members reflect a wide diversity, with members ranging from large charities, sector peak organisations, small community services, advocacy groups and individuals in social policy debates.

VCOSS Vision

VCOSS is committed to living out the principles of equity and justice, and acknowledges we live in a society where people are interdependent of one another. VCOSS respects the land we live in and recognises the Indigenous custodians of the country. VCOSS is committed to reconciling all injustices with Indigenous Australians.
The VCOSS vision is one where social well being is a national priority, and:

· Ensures everyone has access to and a fair share of the community’s resources and services

· Involves all people as equals, without discrimination

· Values and encourages people’s participation in decision making about their own lives and their community

Review of Education and Training Legislation

VCOSS welcomes the Review of Education and Training Legislation, given its significance in underpinning and providing the framework for the provision of public education and training in Victoria. VCOSS believes the Review provides an opportunity for broad public discussion around what we want our education and training system to provide for both the development and learning of our community’s children and young people, and the development of the state as a whole. VCOSS also welcomes the step of the Minister for Education and Training in making available for comment the Exposure Draft of the Education and Training Reform Bill.
Overview and policy context – the role of education & training
Quality, accessible education and training are fundamental for both an individuals’ economic and social participation, as well as promoting economic growth, breaking intergenerational cycles of poverty, and strengthening the capacity of communities.
 The importance of education has been reinforced by a recent Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) report that emphasises the crucial importance of investing in the development of competencies and human capital to ensure sustainable economic and social growth.
 Improving education and training increases labour productivity and technological progress, directly boosting economic growth – even one additional year of education is estimated to increase economic output by between 3 and 6 per cent in the long-run.
 Conversely, failing to equip all children and young people with the capacity to participate in the social and economic life of the community condemns many to life on the margins, diminishing their quality of life and the contribution they can make to the Victorian community. 

VCOSS agrees that the ‘Government has an obligation to ensure that all schools … deliver a quality education that provides students with every opportunity to excel in the 21st century.’
 Victoria’s productive and creative capacity depends on the quality of its education and training system. This Review and the new legislation is an important opportunity to establish equity and universality as the foundations of the Victorian education system, to better support both individual and community wellbeing and prosperity.
Principles

VCOSS endorses the Vision and Objectives outlined in the Review discussion paper, and the Government’s intention that the new legislation should ‘support this vision for quality education and training for all Victorians.’

VCOSS also endorses both the Principles underlying the enactment of the Act and the Principles underlying the Government education and training system, particularly:
· 1.2.1 (a) relating to all providers of education and training ensuring that programs and teaching support and promote the principles and practice of Australian democracy

· 1.2.1 (b) that all Victorians should have access to –

(i) multiple education and training pathways;

(ii) an innovative education and training system…

·  1.2.2 (1) The State provides universal access to education and training through the establishment and maintenance of a Government education and training system.

· 1.2.2 (d) a student has a guaranteed place at a TAFE institute or other public training provider to the completion of year 12 of schooling or its equivalent if the student is under 20 years of age …

VCOSS strongly supports requiring all education and training providers to operate within the principles and practice of Australian democracy. VCOSS believes that a well-functioning public education system is a pre-requisite for a successful democracy. But in addition to the listed elements of Australian democracy,
 VCOSS advocates for an explicit reference to ‘equity’. Inclusion of this fundamental democratic principle would carry the implication that intolerant practices, such as selectivity on the basis of learning needs, could not be practised by a publicly-funded school.  It would also imply that each school will receive the assistance it requires to ensure that its particular students have the opportunity to learn.  In turn, this means that the schools which have the hardest educational tasks would receive the supplementary funding to make this a reality.
VCOSS welcomes the Government’s intention to specifically reference that the “State provides universal access to education and training in legislation. The principle of universality is key to equipping all children and young people with the capacity to participate in the social and economic life of the community. Increasing the life chances of all children and breaking intergenerational cycles of poverty and disadvantage relies on a universal, inclusive and accessible system of education and community support.

VCOSS believes the Government should build on this, and more clearly specify the principles of universality, equity and diversity in Section 1.2.2. Equity should underpin the new legislation in accordance with the Victorian Government’s obligations under the International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). Article 13 of ICESCR establishes that the Government must provide:

· Compulsory and free primary education, and

· Secondary education that is available and accessible and progressively made free.
Enshrining equity as a core guiding principle in the new legislation reflects the second objective of the Review, to ensure that legislation supports the achievement of government policy objectives. VCOSS shares the Victorian Government’s belief in and commitment to the importance of education and training for both children’s and young people’s future and Victoria’s prosperity, as outlined in A vision for Victoria to 2010 and beyond: growing Victoria together.
  Equity should be specifically included as a core principle in the new legislation given the Government’s key strategic documents of Growing Victoria Together and A Fairer Victoria, and it’s stated value that it brings to social policy: 

“a strong, progressive and prosperous democracy is founded on fairness: on each and every person having a fair opportunity to participate in the social and economic life of the community.”
 
VCOSS also advocates that it is appropriate for an explicit reference to be including in the new legislation to both the United Nations United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CROC) and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), Article 13. Both CROC and ICESCR provide a framework to which all legislation, policy and programs within education and training should adhere to promote and support all children and young people having the opportunity to achieve excellence, including those on low incomes, who experience disadvantage and who have a learning or development delay or disability.

Free instruction and compulsory attendance
‘The relationship [between education and poverty] is one of double jeopardy: not only are the poor unlikely to participate in all levels of the education system to the same extent as the advantaged, but their experience in education is also less likely to result in favourable outcomes.’

VCOSS strongly advocates that education and training instruction in Victorian schools should be available free to all students. As noted, VCOSS welcomes the intention to specifically reference that the State provides universal access to education and training in legislation. VCOSS urges the inclusion of a clearer affirmation of and provisions for universal access to free, quality education and training. In doing so, the Government will ensure that there is an effective legal mandate to drive policy and program settings to ensure that all children and young people have the opportunity to excel, particularly those from low income families and/or who experience who experience disadvantage and who have a learning or development delay or disability.
VCOSS supports the schedule to the new Act referring to the eight Key Learning Areas agreed by all states and territories and the Commonwealth as part of the 1999 Adelaide Declaration of National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-first century.
 VCOSS advocates that the definition of ‘instruction’ within these Key Learning Areas be expanded to include all school activities undertaken during normal school time that have a learning and developmental focus. Sporting activities, art and music activities, excursions and field trips form a vital aspect of children’s and young people’s learning and development. Excluding students from these activities based on their incapacity to pay is unacceptable and restricts the opportunities they have to excel.
Voluntary financial contribution
VCOSS supports the outlined principles to apply in relation to financial contributions, Section (3) (a),(b),(c), (d) and (e). However, VCOSS totally objects to the private funding, ie from a student’s family or guardian, of any activity that is required to ensure children’s and young people’s access to and participation in education and training. 

The increasing costs of education and training in Victoria continue to undermine equality of access to and participation in education and training in Victoria.
 Lack of affordability of education and training contributes directly to the alienation of children, young people and their families from school and training institutions, patterns of absenteeism, pressure on household budgets, and tension within families. These impacts compromise the education outcomes of children and young people, particularly those from families of low socioeconomic status. Research evidence, including research commissioned by the Victorian Government,
 demonstrates the significant link between a lower socioeconomic background and poorer educational outcomes.

Relying on the economic capacity of communities to contribute to school funding builds inequities into the education system. All public schools should be resourced to a level that enables them to provide a well-rounded education program across the eight Key Learning Areas for all students, regardless of their socioeconomic status. No public school should be reliant on and have to charge fees to do this. As noted above, VCOSS urges the Government to provide a broader definition in the legislation of ‘instruction’ within the eight Key Learning Areas to include all learning and developmental activities. If this were implemented, the current issues around children and young people being excluded from key school subjects and activities would be significantly ameliorated. As one VCOSS member with over 20 years experience in the education and training system noted: ‘in a truly universally accessible system, tuition would be both compulsory and free.  Not to accept the need for all essential tuition to remain free is to accept the fact that some students simply will not be educated.’

Guarantee of free instruction at a government school or place at TAFE to Year 12 or equivalent
VCOSS strongly endorses the step to include a guarantee of free instruction at a government school or a guaranteed place at a TAFE institute to the end of Year 12 or its equivalent, provided the student is under the age of 20. The recent report prepared by Access Economics for the Business Council of Australia and the Dusseldorp Skills Forum reinforces the economic benefits of ensuring participation by young people in education, training and employment.
 VCOSS believes this is a significant and positive step forward by the Government.
Admission to Government Schools

Refusal of admission generally – Section 2.2.15

VCOSS believes that the grounds on which a student may be refused admission to a Government school needs clarification. VCOSS advocates that a specific clause should be included that is linked to both Commonwealth and State anti-discrimination legislation, specifying that a school cannot discriminate against a student on the basis of, but not limited to: race, disability and gender. 
Assistance for Students with Special Needs

VCOSS believes that a clearer definition of ‘special needs’ is required in the legislation. Any definition must encompass the range of special needs, including, but not limited to: learning or developmental delays, physical and intellectual disabilities, mental illness, drug and alcohol issues, and socioeconomic disadvantage. VCOSS does welcome the inclusion of ‘the provision of meals to students who are disadvantaged by the socioeconomic background’ in the Exposure Draft.
Links between schools and health and community services
To ensure that all students have the opportunity to excel, improved linkages are required between schools and health and community services. Schools are clearly part of the community. It is important to strengthen the links between schools and both the health and community services in the local area and the local community more broadly. VCOSS believes it is important that a legislative mandate is established to drive policy and program settings to implement an integrated learning and support system that can maximise the opportunity for all children and young people.
VCOSS has welcomed the Government’s focus on community strengthening and reducing disadvantage.
 Within the community strengthening agenda, a whole of government approach is critical, as is recognition of the role of education and training, as education is the largest social site where community is formed.

New approaches are required to enable the improved integration of education, health and community services and structures. Whole-of-government approaches that integrate and link education, health and community services and supports foster social inclusion and maximise positive educational outcomes for all children and young people, particularly those who experience disadvantage.
 Schools are the ideal point of entry for the provision of additional support as for many families schools are the only formal institutions that they engage with.
 However, schools alone cannot adequately respond to all the social and educational needs of children and young people. To respond proactively to increasing concentrations of disadvantage and better support the education and social needs of all children and young people, it is critical schools are networked with a range of other community services and structures. 
An OECD review
 has noted that Australian schools as they are presently structured are unlikely to be able to provide the range of supports that children and young people who are vulnerable need, particularly if they are to move successfully from education and training into secure employment. VCOSS believes a more integrated focus is required on fostering linkages between schools and local community organisations in order to best support the learning and social needs of children, young people and their families. Including a mandate in the legislation would be a key step in ensuring all students can achieve excellence in education and training.
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