CHAPTER 10

EDUCATION AND INTERVENTION

"School and family, it can be argued, are two of the most
important cultural forces in society. Teachers and parents,
more than any others, help us to shape who we are. They
show us how to solve problems, how to relate to others; they
confirm our worth and help us formulate our values."

10.1 This Chapter examines the extent to which our schools
support young people and their families throughout their educational
and social development. Schools, as agencies of stability and support,
occupy a central place in our community and should constitute the
frontline of any strategy to assist young people and families. However,
schools are under enormous pressure to respond to a myriad of social
issues, while satisfying economic realities concerned with managing
budgets. There is evidence that many schools are struggling to provide
an adequate level of education and to improve the life chances of many
children, due to the demands of economic efficiency.

10.2 The role of the Commonwealth and State/Territory
governments, in providing schools with the necessary programs and
resources to create educational environments which support young
people, both at risk of leaving home and those who are homeless, is
critical. The extent to which schools are able to support these young
people has an important impact on their future homeless status and the
extent to which they are able to take part in community life. Schools
must be integrated into the network of community services and support

1 J Smith, Young homeless people and education, unpublished paper, 1994, p 1.
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structures and schools and teachers must be better assisted to
undertake this task.

10.3 The central place of schools, in identifying how best to
develop preventive approaches to homelessness, was reiterated
frequently during the Inquiry. It is argued that schools now form, for
many children, the only significant 'constant’ in their lives.

10.4 The Report of the National Inquiry into Homeless Children
asked the fundamental question:

"Is it realistic to expect our schools to take a role in assisting
children experiencing difficulties at home and/or at school, in
trying to avert homelessness? In our view it is - and it is essential.
QOutside the family, the school has the greatest contact with our
children of all social institutions.™

10.5 In his evidence to this Inquiry, the Human Rights
Commissioner, Mr Brian Burdekin reiterated the need for schools to
take on such a role in preventing the cycle of homelessness. He

commented:

"... educational institutions... are a critical factor if we are
serious, as we must be, about meeting the needs of young
people who are at risk of becoming homeless. In my
experience, if a family is disintegrating, has disintegrated or
has become severely dysfunctional... if that young person's
plight is not picked up at school, it will not be picked up
elsewhere." (B Burdekin: Transcript of evidence, p 2269)

2 B Burdekin, et al, Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Our Homeless
Children, Report of the National Inquiry into Homeless Children, AGPS, Canberra, 1989,
p 273.
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10.6 Recent research conducted by Mr David MacKenzie and Dr
Chris Chamberlain and detailed in Chapter 2, stresses the importance
of schools as primary sites for early intervention in preventing long
term homelessness. Overall, a substantial body of evidence received by
the Committee advocated strongly for schools to be better resourced to
respond to the needs of young people and families.

A Right to Education

10.7 Many homeless young people find the process of staying in
school almost impossible and many very young people find themselves
in refuges after their schooling has broken down. It was generally
acknowledged, by youth workers, that refuges were not suitable places
for young adolescents, especially if they were still at school or needed
to be placed in school. A young women's refuge worker commented:

"We had a 18 year old recently for six weeks. She was
already out of school. The ones that are in school and want
to stay in school, we try very quickly to get out of the
refuge, because we know it is not a good environment for
them. So, we put a lot of pressure on getting the young
people out.” (Karinya Young Womyn's Refuge Inc: Transcript
of evidence, p 1741)

10.8 However, may services are thwarted in their attempts to
assist young people re-enter school. This is due to the lack of alternative
education facilities, or the refusal of schools to accept young people who
may require considerable assistance in settling into the traditional
school environment.

10.9 One of the other major barriers to education is the lack of
alternative education programs for young people under the age of 16,
who are homeless and have left school before completing grade 10, or

earlier, for a variety of reasons.

243




10.10 A witness for The Mission to the Streets and Lanes
told the Committee that of the 150 young people aged 12 to 16 years,
which is the dominant client group of the service, almost all these
children were not in school and had very little chance of getting back
into school and succeeding.

"The school system cannot provide the resources that are
necessary to integrate these kids into the schools and we
cannot seem to get access to special programs or funds to
run special programs to make that happen." (Anglican
Mission to the Streets and Lanes: Transcript of evidence,
p 287)

10.11 The Mission's evidence supported the Committee's
concern that many of these young people under school leaving age were
out of home, and not receiving income support payments for relevant
education and training, because they did not age qualify.

"So we are dealing with 14-year-olds that are probably going
to be in limbo for two years before they start to qualify for
the services that the Commonwealth provides through
DEET for the retraining of unemployed people.”

"These people are not in school; they have not been
unemployed long enough to qualify; and they have not at
this stage even got normal access to income security
payments. I think the whole nation is suffering as a result
of those young people being in limbo. We can discover
almost no programs funded anywhere in the states or
Commonwealth that do the things that need to be done with
those young people during the day to bridge the gap that
exists for them." (Anglican Mission to the Streets and Lanes:
Transcript of evidence, pp 287-288)

10.12 The Committee heard disturbing evidence from
Professor Robert Kosky, a Child and Adolescent Psychiatrist, about the
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inability of some young people to make the transition frem primary to
secondary school. He said:

"We have looked at young people who have been held in
detention centres in Adelaide and we have found that... 80
per cent of these young people who were in detention
centres at 15 years old had left school prior to entering high
school. That is, they had failed in the bridge from primary
to high school... Yet the particular group we looked at were
people who had files, usually very thick, in the departments
of corrections and community welfare services." (Professor
Kosky: Transcript of evidence, pp 2727-2728)

10.13 Several witnesses reported that schools frequently
referred school age children to welfare services following their
expulsion. As there are so few alternafive education or training
programs for these young people, such referrals impose impossible
expectations on community based organisations and their limited
resources. When discussing the options for young people once they had
been expelled from school, a youth worker from Penrith commented:

"Under 15 there is not any. I had one young person
suspended from school for two months at 12 year{s] of age.
There was nowhere that I could put him to keep him in the
education system or even keep him amused for the day."
{Penrith Youth Services: Transcript of evidence, p 2411)

10.14 What is disturbing is that these same issues were
clearly identified in the HREOC Report in 1989. In discussing the
incidence of expulsion and suspension, the Report stated:

"The Inquiry was told that, far from catering for students at
risk of becoming homeless, schools often 'cope' with difficult
students by suspending and expelling them, propelling them
into homelessness.”

3 B Burdekin, op.cit., p 272.
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10.15 The Committee recommends that the current
Commonwealth and State/Territory government Protocol for the Care
and Support of Young People under 16 years, include an obligation by
each State and Territory to provide appropriate education services. This
ob]igatibn should include a requirement to report specifically on the
educational requirements of young people at risk of abuse and/or
neglect.

The Extent of Student Homelessness

10.16 Homelessness has longbeen identified as a major factor
affecting a young person's ability to maintain an attachment to
education and employment.

10.17 The findings of the HREOC Report identified the
following barriers to education for homeless students:

the difficulty young homeless people have in continuing their
schooling;

the difficulty young people under 16 years of age have with
obtaining income support;

the lack of stable accommodation;

the stigma associated with being homeless and the lack of support
from the school,;

the education system's neglect of the needs and difficulties of
children who are in unstable homes or detached from their

families;
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the high incidence of early school leaving by homeless young
people resulting in significant levels of illiteracy within this group;
and

the enormous difficulties homeless young people face in continuing
and/or resuming school after leaving home.

1018 In a recent project for the Salvation Army, which

examined the relationship of education and youth homelessness, the
following findings emerged after interviewing 104 young homeless

people.

43 per cent of the young people interviewed left school around the
same time they left home;

a further 28 percent left school one or two years before they left

home;

many of these young people were expelled as a result of their
behaviours or for drug and aleohol abusge;

some of the young people had left school for a job which they have
subsequently lost 3 to 6 months later and could not re-enter

school;

21 per cent were homeless before they left school - many of these
were wards of the State and had experienced multiple placement
breakdowns and changes of school; and

most had left school before grade 10.*

4

J Smith, ap.cit., p 1.
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10.19 While this close relationship between homelessness and
education has been identified, it was not until the recent work done by
MacKenzie and Chamberlain, that a clearer picture has emerged about
the extent of homelessness amongst students and the capacity of
schools to support young homeless people. Their research also provides
insights into how schools can more successfully support young people
to remain at school.

10.20 MacKenzie and Chamberlain carried out a national
census of homeless students in the final week of May, 1994. In total,
1 948 Government and Catholic Secondary schools across all States and
Territories were surveyed. Ninety-nine percent of all schools completed
the census return, and there was uniform support from schools across
the country. Some of the major findings of the census are as follows:

an estimated 11 000 to 11 500 students were homeless during the
census week;

an estimated 25 000 to 30 000 school students are homeless in
any one year in Australia;

it is estimated that, Australia wide, between 70 and 80 schools
have some homeless students over the year;

most schools had fewer than 10 homeless students in census week;

about 17 per cent of the schools accounted for two-thirds of the
homeless students in census week;

schools with larger numbers of homeless students averaged about

21. Many had 10, 15 or 20. But some schools had 50 and 60 and
they occur in all States; and
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the majority of these homeless students do neot complete the
education year - they drop out of education.

10.21 The Committee recognises the importance of
prevention and early intervention in responding to youth homelessness.
Some of the research provided to the Committee indicates that there is
a strong link between limited educational opportunities and
homelessness. There is a need to identify the reasons and the
circumstances which contribute to young people not only leaving school
early but also their failure to progress to secondary education.

10.22 Australia has made progress in increasing its education
retention rate for year 10 to 98 per cent. (Based on 1993 Australian
Bureau of Statistics Apparent Retention Rate). Yet amongst the
homeless young people in these studies, a large percentage are not
finishing year 10 and in some cases year 9. But there is a more
alarming scenario which Smith points out in his recent paper:

"... 16% of the young people interviewed for the project left
at the point of completing or shortly after primary school.
Many of these young people were under the guardianship or
protection of the State... they are victims of often severe and
repeated physical and sexual abuse and their families are
more likely to have been highly mobile or in crisis at the
time they left school.”

10.23 The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth
government, in conjunction with the States and Territories, report to
the Parliament by the end of 1996 on:

1) the number of young people who fail to progress to secondary
school;

5  ibid, p2.
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2) the reasons why these young people fail to enter secondary
education;

3) the number of young people who leave school before the
compulsory school leaving age;

4)  the reasons why these young people do not complete the years of
compulsory schooling; and

5)  the alternatives provided to young people of compulsory school age
who are not attending school.

How Schools are Responding

10.24 There was a significant degree of support expressed in

evidence that schools should become greater participants in supporting
families and young people who are 'at risk'. However, the administrative
and policy framework within the education portfolio makes this

increasingly difficult.

10.25 Some of these inhibiting factors include:

greater autonomy for schools at a State level associated with
funding formulae putting considerable pressure on schools;

schools who have student populations with a high percentage of
disadvantaged young people such as: young people with
challenging behaviours; homeless young people; and other high
need groups, imposes additional costs on schools in order to meet
these needs;
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funding formulae give schools autonomy to decide on specialist
staff, and as a result, many schools do not employ welfare
coordinators and/or student support staff as part of their staffing
profile;

a growing tendency for disruptive children to be excluded from
schools;

a growing disparity between those schools which embrace a broad
pastoral and student support approach and those who do not;

moves to narrowly focus education and exclude 'welfare' matters
from the school's role;

by the age of 12 or 13, some young people having been dismissed
by schools as hopeless' and incapable of assisting; and

by the time some young people reach high school they have such
poor self-esteem that they are alienated from the school system.

10.26 During their field work, MacKenzie and Chamberlain
commented on the different values and educational approaches evident
in Australian schools:

"When you go into schools, some schools simply say it is not
our responsibility. They do not do anything. In other
schools, you will have a deputy principal who says, T will not
allow this in my school.’ I have been in schools that have
quite serious problems but that basically do nothing - ...
There are some schools where the head person or the
principal will simply say, 'We are here to teach; we are not
here as a welfare agency.' In those schools, the welfare staff
are normally demoralised because they do not get support
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from the top." (MacKenzie and Chamberlain: Transeript of
evidence, p 2703)

10.27 While the Committee acknowledges the benefits of
parental support to students within the education system, the degree
of parental commitment and support varies and is not always provided.

10.28 There is considerable pressure on schools to provide
education only to those students who conform to the established norm
and who make limited demands on scarce resources. There are
significant costs for those schools who seek to operate in a framework
which includes meeting the needs of disadvantaged young people.

10.29 The Committee was told by a principal of a secondary
college, which had a high percentage of homeless students, that it was
becoming increasingly difficult for schools such as his to survive in the
new environment with global budgets and current accountability and
standards frameworks. He said:

"I now see it in terms of individual schools struggling for
survival. The reason that I say that is that as schools write
their codes of conduct for students, large numbers are
taking three quantum steps to the right in terms of student
behaviour expectations, in terms of uniform, and in terms of
expectations of voluntary payments by parents. It is
becoming very obvious." (Ardoch: Transcript of evidence,
p 1118)

10.30 The principal commented that the pressure on schools
to become viable in this environment, could mean decisions which would
exclude many of its current clientele. Many of these disadvantaged
students cannot compete in schools which have an increasing emphasis
on academic and technological competence. He spoke of the trend
within schools to expect and receive high parental support and
participation. As a result, those schools with a strong parental support

262







