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Foreword
Despite some ambivalence about how far support for young people is a community 
responsibility, Australia has developed a comprehensive system of income support for 
young people who might not otherwise be able to continue their education. Among 
those who benefit from Austudy are those homeless young people who have to continue 
studying unsupported by their parents.

Based on the experiences of 35 such students completing secondary school in 1994, 
this report tells of the difficulties they face. Loneliness and distress from broken family 
relationships had to be dealt with. The demands of daily independent life on a very low 
income intruded into their study. The precarious balance of the students' day-to-day 
existence could be readily upset.

Inevitably Austudy—in its policies, procedures and personnel—played a crucial 
role in the lives of its beneficiaries. So too did schools: the particular ways in which 
they operated could make the difference between young people with such complex 
domestic circumstances coping or giving up, as previous Brotherhood of St Laurence 
research (Morris & Blaskett 1992, Thomson 1993) has highlighted. With support from 
schools and other individuals in place, however, young people with motivation and 
clear goals could and did succeed in their final year of schooling.

This is good news not only for the young people themselves but for Australia, since 
we cannot afford to waste their talents. And education remains crucial to their chances 
of avoiding future unemployment.

The Student Homeless Rate of Austudy is the major way in which Australia is 
responding to young people who, despite being unsupported, wish to continue at school. 
The experiences of the young people in this study should help the Department of 
Employment Education and Training (DEET), and the community more widely, to 
understand the value and importance of this form of income support and to consider 
ways of making further improvements. To this end, senior DEET officials have been 
brought together with young people interviewed in this research. As a result DEET has 
already begun to institute some changes.

It should not be forgotten, however, that this study deals only with those who have 
been able to use the Student Homeless Rate of Austudy successfully. In any week,
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over 10,000 secondary students are homeless. Only half this number receive Austudy. 
And not all who do are able to continue at school.

Since it began in 1986, the payment of the Student Homeless Rate to young people 
has been controversial. Some critics have seen it (and the equivalent allowance for 
young job-seekers) as encouraging teenagers to leave home when they would be better 
cared for by their families. For this reason, governments have been reluctant to actively 
provide information to secondary students about the payments.

The fear of the critics is not supported by this research. Causes of family breakdown 
were serious and usually long-standing. By bringing some stability to the lives of the 
unsupported young people, the Student Homeless Rate of Austudy appears to provide 
an opportunity, one clearly sought by the students, to rebuild relationships with their 
families.

This report recommends a number of important ways in which the Student Homeless 
Rate of Austudy can be reshaped to enhance its value to homeless young people and to 
the community. Greater efforts are needed to:

* avoid harmful interruptions to payment, particularly where family relationships are 
being rebuilt and some parental support may become available;

* improve knowledge of and access to Austudy;

* ensure that the young people gain the most support possible from their first contact 
with DEET by earlier involvement of social work staff; and

* lift levels of payment for younger students.

Alison McClelland 
Deputy Director 
Brotherhood of St Laurence
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Summary of findings and 
recommendations
This report presents the findings of the Homeless Student Research Project, undertaken 
through the Prevention of Youth Homelessness Project of the Brotherhood of St Laurence 
with funding from the Department of Employment Education and Training (DEET).

The purpose of the study was two-fold:

* to gain insights into the value of the Student Homeless Rate of Austudy (SHR) to 
the young people who depend upon it, and

* to identify the supports available to and constraints on young people who undertake 
to continue and complete their secondary schooling after leaving the parental home.

The report first outlines the development of the process by which the SHR is 
delivered, and in so doing identifies the problems and tensions within the Department 
in administering applications by homeless students. It also provides a statistical profile 
of recipients of this income support scheme drawn from DEET records.

The study reports on the experiences of 35 students who undertook their final year 
of secondary school in 1994 whilst living without parental support. The students were 
drawn from the DEET database and through informal networks. Thirty-three of the 35 
students were recipients of the SHR. Five students discontinued their studies during 
the year.

The students attended 23 schools across the region serviced by the Dandenong 
Student Assistance Centre. This area includes outer south-eastern suburbs of 
metropolitan Melbourne, around Springvale and Dandenong, and the rural areas and 
provincial centres of the La Trobe Valley and East Gippsland.

In late 1994 each student participated in an in-depth interview that was structured 
around the themes of family, school and community. The respondents were encouraged 
to talk informally about their life before and after leaving home and about their interaction 
and relationships with family, teachers, friends and professional support services.
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A second interview, which took place in 1995, focused on the transition from 
secondary school.

Findings
The students' experiences provide an insight into how well they were supported, not 
just through SHR but also through other community institutions, including the schools 
they attended.

The findings indicate that the provision of intensive support networks aimed at 
helping young people in family crisis has benefits both to the individual and to the 
community, as young people take advantage of their opportunities and move on to 
participate more fully in community life.

The young people valued the educational opportunities afforded to them, despite 
the personal hardship which they may have endured while achieving their goals.

The major findings of the study are grouped by the themes used in the interviews 
with the young people: relationships with family, experiences of schools, living 
independently in the community and transition to post-secondary life. Issues for Austudy 
are identified.

Fa/n//y
The reasons for the young people leaving home are complex and diverse and are 
influenced by circumstances both within and external to the home. Poor communication 
in combination with factors such as physical and emotional abuse were the most 
commonly cited reasons for leaving home. Leaving home was unlikely to be pre­
planned.

All respondents acknowledged the importance of and their desire to establish or 
maintain some contact with parents and other family members. Having left home, over 
time most respondents could report an improved relationship with parents.

Sc/ioo/
The majority of respondents felt it was a priority to remain at the same school after 
leaving home.

A key message from the students was the importance of the prevailing school culture 
being capable of fostering self esteem and confidence, by accepting students in their 
own right irrespective of their background or current circumstance. Similarly, the value 
of a positive'and consistent relationship with at least one staff member, who could 
provide ongoing support, encouragement and advocacy within the school system, was
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stressed. The lack of such a relationship appeared to be one difference between students 
who completed Year 12 and those who did not.

Some students, particularly males from a non-English-speaking background, had 
considerable problems in articulating their needs and asking for help.

Most students were motivated by strong personal goals and by the support of at 
least one other significant relationship outside the school.

The imposition of school fees and levies was cited as a common pressure on die 
students.

A major pressure was in reconciling the adult responsibilities of independent living 
with a school environment that presumed dependence. This was most evident in the 
school's response to issues such as absenteeism.

/./v/ngf /nafependenf/y /n f/ie commun/fy
Living independently and taking responsibility for all daily needs was harder than the 
students had expected. Depression, due to loneliness, anxiety about family and/or 
financial worries, was common. Limited financial resources were a constant source of 
pressure and adversely affected pardcipadon at school.

Finding accommodation presented difficuldes due to lack of suitable affordable 
options. Proximity to school and living in the company of those sympathedc to study 
were a priority; group housing was not always an harmpnious environmeht and 
conducive to study; boarding was the best altemadve for some.

Maintaining condnuity in social and cultural attachments in local communides was 
generally considered to be important—the sense of belonging was stressed by the 
students, especially in country areas.

7ra/is/f/'on fo posf-seconafa/y //'fe
The majority of respondents achieved their first choice in their chosen career path. 
Students moving from secondary to terdary or further educadon reported that poor 
administradon and the lack of clear advice about Austudy enddements led to delays 
and discondnuities in payments which caused unnecessary hardship.

The costs of tertiary enrolment and required text books was generally unexpected 
and a major financial setback for many students, who had no capacity to save.

Finding new accommodadon to live closer to terdary insdtudons, or when no longer 
eligible for supported housing, created difficulties, particularly when moving to an 
unfamiliar area.
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/ss^es /or y4L/sMy
While the delivery of SHR has changed in response to concerns raised over recent 
years, a number of significant weaknesses are still apparent. DEET has been unable to 
effectively employ a system that provides a consistent approach to service delivery 
throughout Australia. Country applicants are particularly disadvantaged as they have 
limited access to specialist staff who are able to deal with SHR enquiries.

There has been a reluctance to develop professional (social work) services, both at 
Student Assistance Centres and Youth Access Centres. Access to professional social 
work services is limited and dependent upon an internal referral system. This contributes 
to delays in payments and in so doing causes additional anxiety to the applicants. The 
internal referral system places the professional worker at the end of the line rather than 
at the forefront of the process where their skills can be used to maximum potential.

Data held by DEET on its SHR clients does not provide sufficient information to 
show the nature of the client group.

Most students disliked the name 'Student Homeless Rate' for their allowance, arguing 
that it was stigmatising and gave an incorrect perception of their situation.

Although the younger students receive less income support, there was no evidence 
of a difference in the cost of living for those under 18 years in age compared with those 
18 years and over.

Recommendations
The final chapter of this report discusses the research findings around a number of 
themes, highlighting the value that students placed on continuing their schooling and 
their yearning for positive family contact.

It also presents a number of initiatives or directions which should be pursued by 
government or non-government agencies. The emphasis of these is on the need for an 
integrated approach in targeting support services.

The discussion and the strategies recommended are designed to encourage policy 
makers to see the need to develop and implement a pro-active approach to service 
delivery practice. Whilst this will require more resources in the short term, the longer- 
term gains of enabling young people to achieve their educational potential are clearly 
in the community's best interest.

7n relation to schools, ft fs recommended tAat;

1. The Directorate of School Education should ensure the adequate resourcing of 
pastoral care programs in Victorian schools.
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2. The Directorate of School Education should ensure that there is an identified Student 
Welfare Co-ordinator position in every school.

3. The Directorate of School Education should provide for staff training so that teachers 
understand the problems which students face living without parental support.

4. School councils should be required to develop policies to address the needs of 
disadvantaged and, in particular, unsupported students. Issues such as absenteeism 
should be covered by these.

5. School councils should undertake to work with their wider community to ensure 
that young people at risk of homelessness have knowledge of, and access to, support 
options in their local area.

6. Federal and State Governments should sponsor initiatives to develop a network of 
local tutoring programs for students living without parental support.

Zn rciaiion to scAoof /ccs and levies, ii is recommended fAai;

7. School councils should be required by the Directorate of School Education to exempt 
homeless students from paying voluntary contributions or 'fees' by offering an 
equal grant to the school by way of compensation.

Zn relation to accommodation, it is recommended tAat.

8. Federal and State Governments should undertake to expand and further develop the 
range of housing options for young unsupported people, in particular to:

a) sponsor local initiatives to develop emergency and longer-term placements with 
families within school communities;

b) allow greater flexibility in the guidelines for Community Adolescent Placements 
to cover the period of transition from school; and

c) improve the availability of housing options for young people in the public rental 
sector.

Zn reiafion fa iAe SZZR Aasfady ̂ aymcnf and iis delivery, if is recommended Mai;

9. DEET should demonstrate its commitment to servicing the needs of vulnerable 
young students by developing a consistent, appropriately resourced service delivery 
system throughout Australia.

10. The Federal Government should urgently review the level of income support to
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independent young people and remove the discrepancy between payments to those 
younger than 18 years old and those aged 18 and over.

11. DEET should give consideration to moving to weekly payments as is done by the 
Department of Social Security for Youth Training Allowance.

12. The Student Assistance Scheme should address the issue of ongoing education 
expenses for both secondary and tertiary students by providing a one-off payment 
at the beginning of the academic year to enable SHR recipients to adequately equip 
themselves for study.

13. DEET should undertake a case-management approach with all Year 12 SHR 
recipients and ensure they have sufficient knowledge to make an informed decision 
about their income support entitlement during the process of transition.

14. DEET should develop a more informative database regarding SHR recipients in the 
Student Entitlement Process System (STEPS) to be introduced in 1996.

15. The name of the Student Homeless Rate of Austudy should be changed to the 
'Unsupported Student' rate of Austudy.

16. All SHR recipients identified as not complying with Benefits Control Unit attendance 
checks should be referred back to the social worker for further investigation prior 
to an overpayment order being issued.

17. The Benefits Control Unit, schools and social workers should work more closely to 
establish more appropriate absenteeism guidelines for SHR recipients.

18. DEET should continue to develop and evaluate strategies to publicise students' 
eligibility for income support particularly at the younger age range and during the 
period of transition to post-secondary studies.



chapter 1 tntroduction
Over the past decade, Australia has assisted young people to continue their schooling, 
even when they are unable to live with or be supported by their parents or other family 
members. Income support is provided to such students through a special rate of Austudy 
payments called the Student Homeless Rate (SHR).

Only a tiny fraction of all secondary students are forced to take up this income 
support payment to continue their schooling, but those that do are perhaps the most 
obviously disadvantaged of secondary students, having to contend not only with their 
studies and all the difficulties of surviving on an extremely low income in unstable 
housing, but also with the emotional and other personal issues associated with their 
leaving home.

This study provides an evaluation of how well these students are supported, not just 
through Austudy but through other community institutions, including the schools they 
attend. Informed by previous work within the Department of Employment Education 
and Training (DEET) of the author, who was employed as a Contract Social Worker 
from 1987 until 1994, it Erst outlines the development of the process by which SHR is 
delivered so as to identify problems and tensions in the Department in administering 
applications by homeless students. It also provides a statistical proEle of recipients 
based on available data from DEET.

The study then reports the experiences of 35 students who undertook their Enal 
year of secondary school in 1994 whilst living without parental support. Thirty-three 
of the 35 students were recipients of the SHR. Five discontinued their studies during 
the year. The study is based on the views of the young people about their situation and 
experiences.

It is this viewpoint which is most important in assessing how well the Australian 
community's support for these young people is translating into successful personal 
and educational outcomes.
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Previous studies on youth homeiessness
While there are a number of studies of youth homelessness, relatively little is known of 
the particular characteristics and experiences of the young homeless people who depend 
on SHR.

The emphasis of many studies on youth homelessness has been on the reasons for 
homelessness, on lifestyle issues and on barriers which prevent or inhibit homeless 
young people from participating in community life (for example Maas & Hartley 1988; 
HREOC 1989; Hirst 1989; O'Connor 1989; HARP 1993).

More recently, there have been studies focusing on the importance of encouraging 
young people to continue in the education system despite separation from their family. 
The issue of access to, and the adequacy of, income support for homeless students and 
young people has been a particular focus of Brotherhood of St Laurence reports (Magree 
& Elkington 1993).

Morris & Blaskett (1992) examined the financial needs and spending patterns of 32 
homeless secondary students from six selected schools in metropolitan Melbourne and 
concluded that the level of income support for homeless students was inadequate. The 
study also explored ways in which schools could support homeless students to continue 
studying, highlighting the importance of school-based support services and how they 
influence a student's experience at school.

Thomson (1993) documented the situation of 51 young people who were either 
homeless or at risk of homelessness in the Momington Peninsula region of Victoria, 
examining the barriers they faced in obtaining income support. Lack of information 
and knowledge concerning available income support schemes, poor access to 
bureaucracies and problems with administrative procedures were found to be important 
barriers to income support.

The study reported here is a further contribution to understanding the life experiences 
of homeless secondary school students and assessing the value of the SHR as it is 
currently delivered by DEET.

Context of this study: prevention of youth 
homeiessness
This study was undertaken in the context of the Brotherhood of St Laurence's Prevention 
of Youth Homelessness Project. This Eve-year project evolved in response to ongoing 
concerns about the plight of vulnerable young people who were unable to live at home 
and were becoming marginalised and isolated from community support networks. It 
has been exploring ways to strengthen the attachments of young people at risk of 
homelessness to potential sources of support in their community: in their immediate
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and extended family, in the educational setting, in employment and in agencies in the 
local community. These stronger attachments can in turn facilitate the process of 
transition to adulthood and independence.

The focus of the Project over 1993 to 1995 has been the communities of Ballarat 
and Dandenong. The latter was the site for this research.

Being developed in the context of the Prevention of Youth Homelessness Project, 
this study has sought to understand the general support mechanisms and resources 
necessary to help young people to stay at school and to develop a better appreciation of 
the factors that support or constrain their continued school attendance.

Beneficiaries of the SHR were a group of particular interest to the Prevention of 
Youth Homelessness Project because of the students' achievements—they had not only 
obtained some income support but had remained at school while living independently 
for an extended period of time. The students' experiences at school and the ways they 
were able to obtain the necessary support to maintain themselves could provide valuable 
insights into the obstacles they encountered whilst pursuing their secondary studies. 
Their resourcefulness and ability to respond to the opportunities afforded them could 
provide useful information to help other young people develop protective strategies.

The purposes of the study
This study had two underlying purposes.

1. To gain insights into the value of SHR to young people attempting to complete 
secondary schooling while living away from their parental home.

2. To determine which factors act as supports to or constraints on the ability of these 
young people to succeed in this attempt.

//7?p//caf/of7s o f ffi/s approac/7
These purposes are somewhat different from those of other studies into youth 
homelessness, with two important implications.

First, previous research has grappled with the issue of the accurate definition of 
homelessness. In this study, the students were 'homeless' in the sense that they initially 
met and continued to meet the criteria for the SHR.

Subsequent chapters discuss how and why Austudy defines and categorises students 
as homeless ;,here it is sufficient to note that Austudy definitions have been employed 
throughout in the interests of continuity and cross-referencing to DEET data.
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Second, selection of a target population and successful study -of a sample of that 
population required more formal and considered methods of contact than have been 
possible in some other studies. Thus young people were principally contacted via 
Austudy rather than through their contact with refuges or support agencies, as has been 
the case with other studies.

77?e fa/pef popu/af/on
The study focus was young people who used SHR to maintain their schooling. The 
following criteria were used to define the target population:

* the group should be reasonably typical of SHR users;

* the group should cover rural as well as metropolitan students, since little was known 
of the situation of students away from major cities;

* the students should be undertaking the same year of schooling, so as to provide 
some comparability within what would inevitably be a small sample; and

* the students should have been dependent on SHR for a substantial period of time.

Since both the modal and median age for Austudy SHR recipients is around 17 
years (see Chapter Three), it was decided that the study should focus on Year 12 students. 
The Dandenong Student Assistance Centre covers both the south-east suburbs of 
Melbourne and the eastern part of Victoria, and so this was a natural geographic focus 
for the study.

The objectives set out for the study therefore included:

1. To establish the nature of the population who have been in continuous receipt of the 
SHR of Austudy in Dandenong Student Assistance Centre region, and who would 
have completed Year 12 in the Victorian education system in 1994.

2. To investigate the factors that act as supports and constraints on young people who 
are not living within their parental home but have chosen to complete Year 12.

3. To investigate the reasons why the young people left home, and examine students' 
perceptions of their family relationships since that time.

Research method
The target group for the study was young people who were undertaking Year 12, living 
without parental support, and who had been dependent on SHR for an extended period 
of time.
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/tssemb/y of ff?e sfod/ samp/e
Contact with the target population in order to assemble a sample was undertaken with 
the co-operation of DEET, who provided data on the profile of SHR recipients both 
nationally and in Victoria and mailed students who met the following selection criteria:

* they were in Year 12;

* they had been in receipt of SHR of Austudy at some point in 1993;

* they were still in receipt of this benefit on 31 May 1994;

* they had originally lodged their application with the Dandenong Student Assistance 
Centre; and

* they had been paid under the categories of 'extreme family breakdown' or 'other 
exceptional circumstances'.

This last criterion excluded about 25 per cent of the students, most of whom were 
paid under the category of domestic violence. It was felt that these students could feel 
threatened or upset by the invitation to take part in the study.

In August 1994, letters were sent to the 72 students within this target group, inviting 
them to participate in the research project by calling a 1800 freecall number. They 
were to be paid an interview fee of $30.

A further 30 letters were sent to schools and key service providers in the region, 
outlining the purpose of the project.

Following a poor response to the first letter, a second database search was undertaken 
by DEET, this time retrieving students who were still in receipt of SHR as at 31 August 
1994. This exercise was conducted to establish the number of students in the target 
group who had discontinued their studies. However, the results identified a further 
eight students as meeting the criteria.

In October 1994 a letter was sent to these students, together with those previously 
excluded in the first round on the basis of their payment category. A second letter was 
sent to those in the first group who had failed to respond to the initial contact.

Feedback from some respondents suggested the quality of the data held by DEET 
and used for these mailings was not as good as it appeared. When interviewed, it 
emerged that several young people contacted had discontinued their studies and Austudy 
payments some time prior to the data retrieval process. Other students who met the 
criteria and were recipients of SHR were not on the database and came to the attention 
of the researcher by word of mouth, or via schools.
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Twenty-four of the final group responded to the DEET letter, while the remainder 
came from these other sources.

The final composition of the group of 35 young people, therefore, was slightly 
more varied than originally intended, as it included some young people who discontinued 
their studies in 1994, some had been away from home for less than 12 months, as well 
as two respondents who were not in receipt of SHR.

F/rsf infe/views
Interviews were conducted between October 1994 and January 1995. The young people 
were asked to select the interview location. Most of the interviews were conducted at 
their place of residence, while some opted for the school and several young people 
preferred to attend the Youth Resource Centre at Dandenong.

The formal interview took up to one and a half hours, with participants being asked 
a series of questions exploring family background, educational history, accommodation 
details, access to support systems including experiences related to income support, and 
their aspirations for the future. In addition, there was specific discussion on issues 
related to their family, the school environment and the factors that either impede^ or 
facilitated their educational progress during their time away from the family home.

In many instances detailing the family background and structure proved to be very 
complex as it involved more than one household with various combinations of step- 
families, blended families and de facto relationships. Some young people had moved 
back and forth from the homes of their natural parents, over a period of many years. 
For the purposes of clarity and consistency with the Austudy application process, 
references to parents are to natural parents. For example, the 'parental' home is the 
residence of the natural parent where the young person last lived. There is one exception 
to this situation as one respondent was without a natural parent in Australia. The 
information in this instance was based on the home of his guardian.

Second /nfe/v/eM's
A second round of interviews was conducted over the telephone in May 1995. These 
interviews focused on the post-secondary school experience.



tNTRODUCHON 7

Organisation of the report
This report contributes two sorts of data towards an assessment of the value of the 
SHR in supporting homeless young people to complete their schooling. The next two 
chapters provide information on what is known of the use and importance of SHR, 
while the subsequent chapters present the experiences of the young people dependent 
upon it. Case studies of some individual students' experiences are included in these 
chapters; pseudonyms are used to protect their privacy.

Chapter Two examines the development of the SHR, formerly called the Young 
Homeless Allowance, as it has been delivered by DEET.

Chapter Three provides a statistical profile, drawn from DEET records, of recipients 
of this system of income support.

Chapter Four provides the profile of the study area and presents the characteristics 
of the 35 participants in the study, while the following chapters are structured around 
the key themes and influences in the lives of these students.

Chapter Five describes the circumstances in which young people have left their 
parental home to live independently. It also examines how young people have attempted 
to maintain contact with their parents and other family members.

Chapter Six describes the young people's experience within the school environment, 
and examines how students have been able to obtain ongoing support to remain at 
school. Factors affecting those young people who discontinued their studies are also 
described.

Chapter Seven refers to community supports and problems young people encountered 
whilst living independently both in the secondary and post-secondary phase. The results 
of a follow-up interview six months on provides the comparison between expectations 
and reality.

Each chapter concludes with a summary, particularly of the implications and con­
siderations for the Austudy SHR process.

Chapter Eight then discusses the findings of the report and provides recommendations 
for improving the circumstances for homeless students wanting to remain in education. 
The purpose of these recommendations is to ensure that policies and procedures 
encourage and develop young people's transition to independence in a positive way, to 
best reap the social and economic benefits of successful and motivated young adults.
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chapter 2 The history of the Student 
Homeless Rate of Austudy

This chapter describes the history and development of policy and administrative changes 
within the Department of Employment, Education and Training (DEET), in relation to 
the Student Homeless Rate of Austudy (SHR). Until 1991 the allowance was called 
the Young Homeless Allowance (YHA).

As this report focuses on the recipients of SHR, the information is presented from a 
DEET perspective with reference by way of comparison to the Department of Social 
Security (DSS) system which administers a similar allowance.

Acknowledging the needs of homeiess youth
In 1985 the Hawke Government announced a new, comprehensive, long-term strategy 
for young people. The Prime Minister, in his Priority One statement of 20 August 
1985, said:

The Government believes that on important element in any youth policy must he to 
provide adequate financial support ybr young pecpie to engage in education and 
training, as well as fo r those who are unempioyed. 7%e income support structure 
should not oniy provide adequate support hut it should aiso he eguitahie and as 
simple as possible whilst rejecting and supporting the broader oh/ectives of other 
youth policies and programs, including particu lar attention to the needs of 
disadvantaged young pecpie. (cited in Dawkins 1986)

The Priority One strategy incorporated a complete rationalisation of all income 
support to young people and sought to bring together a more comprehensive and co­
ordinated approach to youth services. The changes were to impact in all areas including 
education, training, employment, income support, and youth support services and were 
to be phased in over several years.

One of the key goals of Priority One was to improve the opportunities for young 
people to achieve their potential in education and ensure there was no financial
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disincentive to leave the education system prematurely. As the Minister for Education, 
Susan Ryan, stated in her media release on 19 August 1986:

TAe Priority One strategy is a&OMt tweeting tAe needs ofyoang peopie and Peiping 
titetn to achieve titeir aspirations. Education is one o/*ti:e tnost powet/ai toois in 
t/tis process.

Protn 79^7 secondaty and tertiaty stadent aiiowances wi'ZZ cotne ander tAe new 
Af/6TZ/DT scAetne, reiating aZZowances to age ratAer tZatn ZeveZ o^stady. AZZowances 
^br tnost categories o/*stadents wiZZ Ae increased as rates are progressiveZy aZigned 
witA tAe rate o/*anetnpZoytnent Aene/tt. (Ryan 1986)

In the area of income support, the Priority One strategy acknowledged for the first 
time the financial plight of disadvantaged young people. The YHA was a new benefit 
payable to independent young people who were no longer able to live in their parental 
home.

The DSS was to administer the allowance to those young people aged 16 and 17 
years old who had left the education system. The Department of Education, which 
amalgamated with Employment and Training in 1987 to become the Department of 
Employment, Education and Training (DEET), was responsible for the administration 
of the allowance to homeless young people who wanted to remain in the education 
system.

The Hawke Government was keen to demonstrate its commitment to youth and so 
brought forward the introduction of the YHA from 1 January 1987 to 1 July 1986. It 
was to be paid at the rate of $73.28 per week.

imp!ementation of the YHA
The intention of the Priority One strategy was to rationalise income support to young 
people. However, from the outset the introduction and administration of the allowance 
was problematic. The provision for two departments to administer the Allowance created 
a division between students and others. There was also confusion about entitlement 
and inconsistencies in the administration of the eligibility criteria. The Social Security 
Act and the Student Assistance Regulations contained identical provisions in relation 
to the eligibility for YHA, but they differed in the prescriptive operational guidelines 
developed to assist staff to administer the Allowance.

These problems continued to plague both departments over the next decade as they 
struggled to understand their client group and continued to compare their respective 
departmental performances.
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C//enf group
The age differences in the specific target groups of each department created problems 
amongst young people and service providers. There were inconsistencies across 
Australia in relation to the eligibility of young people at the lower age range. By 
specifying the minimum school leaving age as the eligibility criteria the independent 
non-parental means-tested allowance inadvertently included 15-year-olds, in states 
where 15 was the minimum school leaving age. This broadened the target group beyond 
the usual dependent rate which was applicable to 16 to 24-year-olds. Normally income 
support was provided to parents of under 16-year-olds through the DSS family allowance 
system, as it was assumed they were living in a dependent family situation.

Since the introduction of the Allowance, DEET has under-publicised this provision, 
to the serious disadvantage of the younger age range. The 1995 application form (DEET 
1995a) still makes no reference to this group of young students.

d̂m/Ti/sfraf/on
The Austudy Student Assistance Scheme replaced the existing Secondary Allowance 
Scheme and the Tertiary Education Allowance Scheme. A student's entitlement to 
support under all these schemes was based on the administration of a parental mearis 
test. All applications and correspondence were forwarded in writing to a central location 
where they were processed accordingly.

The introduction of YHA as a discretionary payment, made without a means test on 
parental income, was not considered to require a different approach or process. Students 
were still required to prove their eligibility via a written application. In addition to the 
standard Austudy form, YHA applicants were required to complete a separate 'Homeless 
additional information form' along with their own statement. They were also required 
to provide written supporting statements from people who were familiar with their 
personal circumstances.

Administering a discretionary payment was foreign to the departmental culture, 
which had previously dealt only with objective assessments of a financial nature. 'The 
YHA introduced a subjective assessment process to staff who lacked expertise and 
training in dealing in this area. In addition, staff had little experience in dealing directly 
with young people. Unlike the DSS, DEET had no established network of social work 
staff who were able to facilitate the application process. There was no time allowed, 
nor opportunity offered, for personal interviews in the early years, and applicants were 
forced to represent their family problems and conflicts in writing. In effect, the 
administration of the Allowance was incorporated into the established Departmental 
practices with little consideration given to the special needs of the client group.
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E//g/b///fy cr/Yer/a
The eligibility criteria for YHA were extremely rigid and the application process 
assumed that students would be able to describe their family problems in detail. It also 
assumed a standard range of experiences or specific incidents that resulted in the young 
person leaving home. The YHA guidelines were that:

* young people had to prove they had lived away from home continuously for a 
period of six weeks or more, and then satisfy an assessing officer that their personal 
circumstances met one of the following conditions:

there M no pareataf Acme; or
the parents wiM wot ahow the staJent to h've in that home under any condition; or 
it wotdd be Mnreasona&Ie to expect the student to live with die parents 
becaase o /  dom estic violence, incestaoas harassm ent o r com parable 
circamstances;

* in this context, "home" was defined as the home of either or both of the natural or 
adoptive parents; and

w in addition, the student must not be:

receiving or iikeiy to receive continuous support, either direct or indirect, in cash 
or in kind, /rom parents or any other person acting as his or her guardian on a 
iong-term  basis; o r receiving continuing income support /rom  another 
Commonwealth Department or a .State or Territory Aathorify.

These guidelines created many difficulties for students trying to articulate the specific 
and often traumatic causes of their homelessness. The process assumed the same level 
of literacy and coherence from all applicants between the age of 15 and 24 years. The 
younger students were disadvantaged, particularly if they lacked the support of an 
advocate to help them work through the application process. An analysis of the age 
range of recipients in the first few years indicated that there was a trend for the approval 
rate of applicants to increase with age. One factor cited in a Departmental policy circular 
as effecting this trend was the students' ability to document their circumstances (DEET 
1988).

Evolution of the YHA
By 1988, there was considerable public criticism concerning the administration of 
YHA by both Departments. In 1988 the National Youth Coalition for Housing reported 
the problems which young people encountered gaining income support. It was 
particularly critical of the strict eligibility criteria, the six-week waiting period, the



THE HiSTORY OF THE STUDENT HOMELESS RATE OF AUSTUDY 13

inadequacy of the financial support and the bureaucratic processes young people were 
subjected to in an attempt to gain access to income support. The problems of young 
homeless students were further complicated by the Department's inability to service 
their special needs either by ensuring access to appropriately experienced personnel or 
by adequately publicising the existence of the Allowance.

Internally, the Department failed to allocate sufficient resources to ensure that 
administrative problems faced by both staff and the client group were adequately 
addressed. Lengthy turn-around times in the assessment of applications became self- 
defeating for the scheme as students were forced to leave school due to lack of money.

In response to community pressure and an acknowledgment within the Department 
that staff lacked expertise in assessing YHA applications, some regional areas of DEET 
took the initiative to contract some part-time social workers as early as 1987. Their 
role was to review the written applications and where possible interview the students 
to establish their eligibility for the allowance. In addition they were to provide 
recommendations to the senior administrative officers who were, and still are, 
responsible for the final decision regarding income entitlement. A referral to the social 
worker was seen as a last resort to resolve the applicant's eligibility.

77ie Maf/o/ia/ /nqo/fy /nfo Home/ess CMdren
The publication of the Burdekin report, Our Acme/ayy cMdnyw, in February 1989 brought 
the issue of youth homelessness into the public arena. The dimension of the problem 
and the failure of social systems to adequately respond to the needs of young people 
was well documented and publicised. The groundswell of public sentiment imposed 
some pressure on government departments to examine and evaluate their administrative 
and service delivery practices.

In response DSS issued a directive that all YHA applicants be interviewed by social 
workers commencing from the 1 January 1990.

In the Budget of 1989-90, it was announced that, as of 1 January 1990, the waiting 
period for YHA would be reduced from six weeks to two weeks. In cases involving 
sexual abuse and domestic violence, where there would be no waiting period.

/nferna/ rewews of
In late 1989 there was a further response. An interdepartmental committee of DEET 
and DSS recommended that both departments conduct a review of the administration 
of the YHA, with specific reference to the consistency of approach. A background 
paper (DEET 1990) asserted that there were inconsistencies across the country as well 
as between departments. It appeared that DSS had a higher rejection rate than DEET,
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indicating they were interpreting eligibility criteria more stringently. DEET, on the 
other hand, had inconsistent trends across the states, with some centres showing a 
disproportionately high number of YHA beneficiaries compared with other areas. 
Concern was expressed at that time that YHA application procedures were being 
exploited by some applicants. Some areas had more tertiary applicants (usually 18 
years and over) than secondary students, which did not reflect the intended priorities 
of the scheme.

The breadth of the age range has continued to be problematic for DEET policy 
makers. On one hand it was necessary to make the operational guidelines appropriate 
for the younger-age range whilst not encouraging older students in post-secondary 
schooling to take advantage of the guidelines. This situation is still applicable today.

The outcome of these internal reviews resulted in the two Departments adopting 
different criteria for the allowance in the belief that changes would result in a better 
targeting of the intended client group.

From 1 January 1991, the waiting period for all YHA was completely removed. DSS 
recipients gained three additional benefits.

w The criteria for independence were significantly altered with the introduction of 
independent rate of Job Search Allowance (JSA) for those people aged 18 years 
and over who had not lived in the home of a parent continuously for six months. 
This meant a young person was recognised as being independent in their own right 
after this time.

* YHA beneficiaries (under 18 years) became eligible for rent assistance, though 
there was an 18-week waiting period.

* DSS extended their criteria in the 'other exceptional circumstances' category to 
include 'long-term domestic disharmony'.

These improvements in the DSS system created a further anomaly, however. Young 
people receiving independent rate JSA wishing ta  return to study could face a financial 
disincentive. Their independent status would not automatically be accepted by DEET. 
Intending students had to re-apply and prove that their circumstances met eligibility 
criteria. The lack of rent assistance for students increased the disparity with JSA 
beneficiaries.

Formuiation of the SHR
The effect of the DEET review of YHA was to accentuate the distinctiveness of the 
DEET approach from that of DSS. The name of their allowance was changed to the 
Student Homeless Rate of Austudy (SHR).
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DEET chose to replace the categories of 'no family home' and 'not allowed to live 
at home' with 'extreme family breakdown'. This was in response to a groundswell of 
opinion within the Department suggesting that the original categories were the most 
commonly abused by the client group because applicants and their parents were able to 
simply state they were not allowed to live at home without providing any substantial 
reasons. It was suggested that the wording of the guidelines and regulations did not 
adequately reflect the original concept of a complete family breakdown. The introduction 
of 'extreme family breakdown' was intended to place greater emphasis on the reasons 
why students were being forced to leave the family home.

DEET policy officers were also mindful of the growth of a parent lobby group 
which publicly stated that the allowance was too easily obtained and was responsible 
for breaking up families. The policy changes were therefore also intended to strengthen 
the commitment to interviewing parents to ensure that all avenues of support were 
explored before the allowance was paid. This focus also committed DEET to the notion 
that they had to develop their professional services, as administrative staff considered 
that they did had neither the time nor the expertise to interview students and families 
about conflicts at home. The 1991 guidelines therefore acknowledged the need for, 
and introduced the role of, the social worker at the regional level for the Erst time.

SHf? e/ipi&i/ify cnfer/a
As a result of these changes, from 1 January 1991 students were eligible for the 
SHR if:

(7) they are above the minimum school leaving age in fAeir 3fafe or Territory ,* AiVD

(ii) they <To not live a t the home of either or both o f their natural or adoptive parents 
becaase of domestic violence, sexual harassment, serioas ̂ tmily breaMown or other 
exceptional circumstances. (DEET 1991)

In 1992 the wording of this was further modified to read :

Students qualify for SHR i f :

(i) they tfo not live a t the home of either or both of their natarai or adoptive parents 
becaase their physical or mental health wotth? he substantially a t rishfrom domestic 
violence, sexaal harassment, extreme family breakdown or other exceptional 
circamstances; OR

(ii) their parents are (or their sole parent is) in prison, or physically or mentally 
incapacitate^ an<% anabie to provide a  home or care fo r the staJent,* AIVD
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(:ii) fA&y Jo wof gef^wawcMf or cfher ̂ Mpporfyrom either o/*fheir Mafurai or aJopfive 
parewf^ or^row owy other person or orgo^MOJow on <3 regMior or ioMg-ferm htMM.

"Erfremeyom Jy hreoMown "ybr SREpM?po^ means an :rreconc:/aMe &reaMown 
or severance of the re/ofioMihip hefween the sfaJenf an J  o^eryam Jy members. 7f :s 
ro he MnJers3ooJ as hemg s:mJa/; :n the gravity of Js  ej^ecf apon the sfaJenfly 
phy^icoi or men3a/ health, fo the conse^aences of Jome^fic violence or sejcaa/ 
/azrassmenf.

A is no? possiMe fo assess the serioasness p/*fhe '^zmily hreaMown" without 
fhoroMgh httowieJge of f/ie overallyamily sifaafion. 77:ere/bre, appiicafions on the 
groanJs of "e^fremeyamiiy hreahJown " sAoaM nof he approved an/ess the health/ 
wel/are pro/essionai's sfafemenf sAows that the sfaJenf^ sifaafion /ms heea fa/iy 
invesfigafeJ.

Other ejccepfionai circamsfances means circamsfances that acfaaJy e^isf in the 
parenfai home which pose a severe fAreaf fo the sfaJenfS physical, emofionai or 
menfai health or well heiag. 77:is mayhe on the &asis ofcriminai acfivifies, physical 
neg/ecf psychological ahase, a&normai JemanJy.yamiiy homelessness. (DEET1992)

The DSS and DEET considered their changes as a result of their review of YHA to be 
practical responses to their differing client group needs. However, in reality the situation 
for young people became confusing and unco-ordinated. There were financial 
disincentives to return to study, problems of eligibility and continuity of payments 
when transferring between departments, as well as a different focus on service delivery 
for independent young people.

Unfortunately for young people, some of the original goals of Priority One were 
lost to the bureaucratic processes.

Evotution of the SHR
Recent years have seen the SHR evolve somewhat further, particularly in its delivery 
at local levels and particularly because of a changing policy environment. While some 
of the earlier delivery problems remain, there has been a gradual convergence between 
the income support available to homeless students and jobseekers.

Access and de/ive/y
The amalgamation of the Department of Education with Employment and Training in 
1987 to form DEET created the potential for a network of offices that could enhance 
young peoples' access to Austudy. It was intended that the Commonwealth Employment
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Service (CES) network would be used as Austudy lodgement centres, while the Youth 
Access Centres (YACs) would enhance the quality of service delivery to young people 
in particular. As the combined network incorporated country areas, it was envisaged 
this system would provide local access to potential applicants in areas previously 
serviced by a central administration.

The YACs were originally established to provide young people with a co-ordinated 
service that provided information on a range of issues including employment, education, 
income support and community services. However, the YACs have not been sufficiently 
resourced with specialist staff, such as social workers, to adequately carry out this role 
in relation to SHR applicants. A comprehensive study conducted by the Brotherhood 
of St Laurence (Thomson 1993) has detailed young peoples' experience of this service 
delivery system.

Adding responsibilities for education payments to those already handled through 
the CES network proved problematic and created many tensions within the Department. 
The CES staff made it clear at the time that this additional responsibility of advising on 
Austudy applications did not take into account their existing workloads and required 
them to develop knowledge of a complex scheme that was completely foreign to them.

The Student Financial Advisers Network (1990) in their submission to the House 
of Representatives Standing Committee on Employment, Education and Training in 
1990 stated that 'CES staff do not appear to be adequately trained and are currently not 
capable of giving even basic information to students. SFAN believes that DEET needs 
to make a greater commitment in time and money for training and back up to overcome 
the current problems with the CES.'

Since the late 1980s DEET has devolved the central administration of the Austudy 
scheme and established regional areas serviced by Student Assistance Centres (SACs). 
Each SAC has a network of CES and YAC offices that service local communities. 
There are now eight SACs around Victoria although Area Country, which services part 
of rural Victoria, is still located in Melbourne. Each SAC has a contract social worker, 
specifically engaged to facilitate the administrative process of SHR. The number of 
hours they are employed is determined by the local needs and priorities of regional 
managers. The SHR application process has remained essentially the same, however, 
with the social worker receiving referrals from the administrative officers. This process 
means the social worker is still at the end of the processing line rather than at the 
beginning.

The inconsistency between overall policy and actual service delivery is evident in 
the ad hoc development of services at the regional level.
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Po//cy Ganges
In 1992 the government announced that the age at which recipients were viewed as 
independent from their parents would be progressively lowered from 25 years - to 24 
years on 1 January 1993 and 22 years on 1 January 1995. This will reduce the target 
group for SHR to the 15 to 22 year age group.

In the 1994 Federal budget, the Government extended eligibility for rent assistance 
to the recipients of SHR from 1 January 1995. For the first time, students were entitled 
to the same benefits as young people who had left the education system.

The introduction of the Youth Training Initiative, announced as part of the white 
paper on employment in 1994, sought to address the inconsistencies between 
departments regarding the eligibility criteria for homeless young people under 18 years 
old. The Youth Training Allowance was created under the Student and Youth Assistance 
Act, replacing Job Search Allowance from 1 January 1995. DEET is now responsible 
for the policy of the Youth Training Initiativeand Allowance, and DSS continue to 
administer the income support program to those young people who have left the 
mainstream education system.

The eligibility criteria for DSS recipients of what was formerly YHA were modified 
to reflect the SHR provisions. The eligibility category 'not allowed to live at home' 
was replaced by 'unreasonable to live at home'. It is envisaged the criteria for all under 
18-year-olds will be the same from 1 January 1996.

The effect of these policy changes has been to bring the income support available to 
homeless students and unemployed young people closer together. A further move 
towards more systematic support has been to formalise arrangements with state and 
territory governments.

77ie Sfafe/7e/77fo/y and Commonwea/f/i Profoco/
The introduction of a Protocol between state or territory and Commonwealth 
governments in 1994 was intended to ensure that the needs of all homeless people 
under 18 years of age, and particularly for those under 16 years, were adequately met. 
The agreement between DSS, DEET and the relevant state or territory authority (in 
Victoria it is the Department of Health and Community Services) seeks to establish 
referral processes that ensure 'at risk' young people are adequately supported and 
protected. Prior to its implementation there was significant concern expressed regarding 
the failure of the state governments to provide sufficient resources to adequately care 
for and protect young people.

The successful implementation of the Protocol is dependent on appropriate resources 
being allocated by all departments. The Commonwealth departments now refer all
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under 18-year-olds to a social worker for assessment. Clearly, this is a resource-intensive 
approach requiring utilisation of professional services that has been resisted by DEET 
to date.

Fam //y m ed/af/on p/Vofs
In the 1994 Federal budget, DEET announced the establishment of family mediation 
pilots from 1 January 1995. The intention of the pilot program was to identify SHR 
applicants and their families who may-benefit from a referral to a community-based 
service. DEET anticipated this approach could reduce the number of young people 
leaving home and therefore create potential program savings.

The Morris report
In response to ongoing community concern regarding aspects of income support to 
young people, the House of Representatives established a Parliamentary Inquiry in 
1994. The Committee, chaired by Mr Alan Morris, MP was given wide-ranging terms 
of reference. These included :

* the availability of family support and welfare services (including mediation services), 
their role and effectiveness in reducing homelessness and in resolving differences 
before young people leave home;

* the integration of income support provisions for homeless young people with services 
that assist family reunion, transition to stable independent living and opportunities 
for education, training and employment; and

*  the appropriateness of income support arrangements for homeless young people, 
noting the need to not create undue incentives to leave home or school.

The Morris report (House of Representatives Standing Committee on Community 
Affairs 1995) was tabled in Parliament in June 1995 and comprehensively addressed 
all aspects of youth policy, income support and services to young people and their 
families. The Committee made 129 recommendations, 18 of which relate to the 
administration of income support. The inquiry highlighted the current inadequacies of 
the dual departmental income support system. The Committee was particularly critical 
of DEET for its lack of understanding of the client group and its failure to adapt its 
systems to meet the needs of vulnerable young people. The criticisms included both 
the external service delivery as well as internal processes related to debt recovery.

Although falling short of recommending that one department be responsible for all 
income support, the Committee recommended a 'single integrated assessment system 
which can be accessed by either DSS and/or DEET' (House o f Representatives Standing
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Committee on Community Affairs 1995, p98). In order to achieve this outcome, DEET 
would need to completely restructure their current focus and service delivery approach.

Chapter Five of the Morris report outlines the main areas DEET would need to 
address to effect positive change. Specifically, the report endorses the development of 
social work services to meet the needs of young people at the beginning of the application 
process, preferably on the day of the inquiry, rather than the current cumbersome system 
that relies on referral by administrative officers. All these processes contribute to delays 
in the assessment of eligibility, leaving the young person without immediate income 
support.

The Morris report is an important public document that comprehensively addresses 
issues related to youth. The recommendations seek to restructure and re-focus resources 
to young people and their families. It should provide the foundation stone for 
Commonwealth and State youth policy in the future.

Summary
The Priority One strategy was intended to provide a foundation stone for youth policy 
in Australia from the mid 1980s. The Student Homeless Rate of Austudy (SHR), 
originally the Young Homeless Allowance, was the income support scheme established 
to help young people living without the support of their parents to remain at school.

In response to public criticism the strict eligibility criteria for SHR were modified 
over the years. Most of the reforms, such as the removal of the waiting period, were 
achieved by 1992; however independent students were ineligible for rent assistance 
until 1995.

In the early phase DEET experienced many problems administering this allowance. 
The main reasons for this were the lack of trained staff, a centralised inaccessible 
service and a cumbersome application process. The younger applicants (under 16 years 
old) were further disadvantaged by poor publicity regarding their eligibility to apply 
for income support.

The introduction of the State/Commonwealth protocol of 1994 sought to heighten 
awareness of the plight of younger homeless applicants and ensure they were adequately 
supported within the community. The establishment of regional Student Assistance 
Centres and the employment of contract social workers went part of the way to resolving 
some of these service delivery problems. Inadequacies in the system still remain as the 
format of the application process has remained essentially unchanged, however.

7%e into of #o?neJasgnay.y tabled in Parliament in June 1995
comprehensively addresses all elements of youth policy in Australia. The Inquiry 
highlighted many inadequacies in the current structure and service delivery systems
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affecting young people. The Committee recommended 129 steps to improve services 
to young people and their families.

issues for Austudy
Based on the information discussed in this chapter the following issues arise for Austudy:

77?e app//caf/on form
w The 1995 Austudy application form and the additional SHR form make no reference 

to the eligibility of young people who have reached the minimum school leaving 
age (15-year-olds in Victoria).

Aafm/n/sfraf/on
* The current service delivery model employed by DEET fails to adequately meet 

the needs of the client group due to the failure to develop appropriately-resourced 
professional services throughout the SAC and YAC network.
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chapter:; The recipients of the 
Student Hometess Rate

This chapter provides a profile of Student Homeless Rate (SHR) beneficiaries and 
examines trends at both national and state levels.

Information presented is drawn both from annual Department of Employment, 
Education and Training (DEET) Management Information Systems compilations and 
from analyses of the DEET client database. No data was available prior to 1988.

The extent of home!essness
Estimating the number of homeless young people in the community has some difficulties. 
Estimates will depend on which of a number of different definitions of 'homelessness' 
is used, as well as the sampling approach adopted. The problem of assessing whether 
youth homelessness is increasing or not has been exacerbated by a lack of consistency 
regarding the age range of the young people being studied.

Despite these problems, however, even cautious investigators have found there to 
be significant numbers of homeless students. In 1989 the Human Rights and Equal 
Opportunity Commission (HREOC) estimated there were between 20,000 to 25,000 
young people under 18 years without access to the family home.

In May 1991 Mackenzie and Chamberlain (1992) estimated there were between
15.000 to 19,000 homeless young people, with 8,000 to 10,000 of this group between 
the age of 12 and 18 years.

In May 1994, Mackenzie and Chamberlain (1995) conducted a census of homeless 
secondary students across Australia. It was estimated that 11,000 secondary students 
were homeless during this week. The researchers estimated from this data that between
25.000 to 30,000 students experience homelessness during the year.
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Numbers of SHR recipients in Austraiia
SHR beneficiaries are a small group in the Austudy population. Applications for SHR 
have consistently represented less than 4 per cent of all Austudy applications.

In comparison with the estimates of student homelessness, the numbers of students 
receiving SHR are also low. Table 1 shows the total numbers of SHR recipients in 
Australia since 1988.

Tab!e 1 Number of students in receipt of SHR at any time during year,
________ Austraiia 1988 to 1994_________________________________________

Year 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994
Number 6,168 8,503 10,949 13,693 16,286 16,450 16,039

Source; DEET Management Information Systems Data 1988-1994.

The number of recipients of SHR shows a steady increase until 1992, when the 
growth began to slow. The 1994 figures indicate a slight decrease in the total number 
of SHR recipients compared with 1993. This is contrary to the trend detailed in the 
work by Mackenzie and Chamberlain (1995), who assert there has been a large increase 
in homeless numbers.

The adequacy and usefulness of these DEET figures is limited. The numbers are 
cumulative, showing the total number of recipients who have been on pay at any stage 
in that year. The figures do not discriminate between continuing students and new 
applicants. Information is therefore not readily accessible illustrating the trends amongst 
SHR beneficiaries. Little is known, for example, about the average length of time a 
student is in receipt of SHR and what happens to them when they are no longer in 
receipt of payments.

DEET has not regularly made point in time numbers of recipients publicly available. 
Nor has the Department made available the proportion of applications that have been 
rejected. Both these issues have important implications for the development of resources 
at both the inquiry and processing stage. The number of SHR applications lodged also 
has an impact on the Austudy social work service as, more often than not, the applicant 
would be referred for further investigation.

Information supplied to the Parliamentary Inquiry indicated that 10,638 students 
were in receipt of the SHR in April 1994 (House of Representatives Standing Committee 
on Community Affairs 1995). Of this group 5,092 were secondary students. Tins is 
about half the 11,000 secondary students estimated by Mackenzie and Chamberlain 
(1995) to be homeless in their census week.
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S/-/R rec/p/ency by
Table 2 illustrates the distribution of SHR recipients across the states.

Table 2 Austraiian distribution of SHR recipients expressed in per cent terms
Year Vic NSW QLD WA SA Tas NT ACT Total
1991 26.2 34.1 14.9 6.7 8.5 2.9 0.9 5.9 100.0
1992 28.8 31.3 14.2 6.5 9.1 3.1 1.0 6.0 100.0
1993 29.9 31.8 13.7 6.0 9.1 3.0 1.2 5.3 100.0
1994 32.3 31.9 12.2 6.3 9.4 2.4 1.0 4.5 100.0

SoMnce; DEET Management Information Systems Data 1991-1994.

The distribution of SHR recipients across Australia is in reasonable proportion to 
population in the various states, with the exception of the Australian Capital Territory 
(ACT) and Northern Territory (NT)i The higher proportion of SHR recipients in the 
ACT has been a source of concern to policy makers over the years, as discussed in 
Chapter 2, and local knowledge of this phenomenon may have been a factor influencing 
policy formulation.

The Victorian figures
An examination of the distribution of SHR recipients over time indicates that the number 
in Victoria is increasing faster than in other States. In 1991 Victoria had 26.2 per cent 
of the overall numbers of homeless students; however by 1994 this proportion had 
increased to 32.3 per cent. One explanation for this increase might be the deep and 
prolonged recession in Victoria that may have contributed to additional stresses on 
families.

Table 3 shows the total number of SHR recipients in Victoria since 1988.

Tabie 3 Number of students in receipt of SHR at any time during year,
________ Victoria 1988 to 1994__________________________________________

Year 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994
Number 1,149 1,759 2,485 3,588 4,683 4,924 5,180

SoKrce.' DEET Management Information System Data 1988-1994.

The Victorian figures show a more rapid uptake of SHR than the national figures. 
Between 1991 and 1992, for example, there was a 30 per cent increase in the number 
of SHR recipients compared with the national figure of 19 per cent. In 1994, the national
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figures indicate a slight decline in the total numbers of SHR beneficiaries, whereas 
Victorian numbers show an increase of 5 per cent.

Pro#/e of Mfcfor/an rec/p/enfs
Figure 1 shows the age and sex distribution of SHR recipients in Victoria in 1994. 
These figures are consistent with the national age and gender distribution figures, and 
show that young women outnumber young men as recipients of SHR in all age groups.

Figure 1_____________________________________________________________

Tota) num ber of SHR recipients in Victoria in 1994  by age and gender

<16 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 +
Age as at 01/01/94

Source; DEET database

In 1994,63 per cent of all SHR recipients in Victoria were female. This has been a 
consistent trend over the years.

Sixty-seven per cent of SHR students were aged 18 years or younger in 1994, the 
mean age being 17.7 years. Of that group, 64 per cent were females. Females 18 years 
and younger represent approximately 43 per cent of all students receiving SHR.

The other major type of data held by DEET on SHR beneficiaries is the category 
under which they are paid. Table 4 presents the Victorian population of SHR recipients 
by category of payment.



Tab!e 4 The 1994 Victorian recipients of SHR by category of payment and SAC

SHR Austudy code Bendigo Box Hill Caulfield Dandenong Footscray Melbourne Northcote All

901 Domestic violence 31 83 66 118 110 158 76 642

902 Sexual harassment 10 16 21 25 14 42 8 136

903 Other exceptional 
circumstances 14 53 105 51 176 152 64 615

905 Transfer from YHA DSS 21 24 48 38 11 48 16 206

906 No Parental responsibility 1 4 - 19 4 29 11 68

908 Psychological abuse 6 8 17 21 18 143 33 246

910 Abnormal demands 3 34 5 5 3 13 9 72

911 Family homelessness 4 5 2 7 2 9 1 30
912 Extreme family 

breakdown 159 578 464 629 233 664 220 2947

913 Parents medically 
incapacitated 1 3 2 27 5 36 74

Other* 5 10 3 9 1 16 5 49

No code 21 16 13 12 9 16 8 95

Total 275 832 747 936 608 1295 487 5180

SoKnre.' DFE7*
a Other' includes Austudy categories: 904, Denial of access, 907 Criminal activity, 909 Physical neglect and 914 Parents in prison
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Administrative officers are responsible for determining the category under which a 
student is deemed eligible for SHR payments. Social workers, in providing 
recommendations, are also obliged to identify the category establishing eligibility. The 
coding of complex situations—the information provided by the student—into a single 
category is based on subjective opinions.

'Extreme family breakdown' is the most commonly coded reason establishing a 
students' eligibility for payment. This covered 56 per cent of all cases in Victoria in 
1994. This category is generic in nature and is often the option preferred by 
administrative officers and social workers as it does not imply that one single issue 
contributed to the student leaving home.

Table 4 shows some regional variation in categorisation, in the use of 'other 
exceptional circumstances', for example. This is most likely a reflection of different 
interpretations of the categories by the SAC staff rather than a reflection of differences 
in the client group. It highlights the need for regular training and discussion amongst 
SHR assessors and Austudy social workers with the view to establishing some common 
ways of interpreting applications and categories of payment.

Summary
Estimating numbers of homeless young people has been the subject of several studies. 
Most recent findings indicate an increasing number of young people experiencing 
homelessness in any one year.

The data supplied by DEET does not reflect this trend at a national level. The 
numbers of students in receipt of SHR has remained relatively constant since 1992. 
The number of SHR recipients remains significantly lower than estimates of numbers 
of homeless secondary students.

The data collected and made available by DEET provides only limited information 
on the profile and history of SHR recipients.

The Victorian figures indicate continued growth in the numbers of SHR beneficiaries.

Females represent approximately 63 per cent of all SHR beneficiaries. Recipients 
18 years old and younger represent 67 per cent of all students on pay.
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issues for Austudy
Based on the information discussed in this chapter the following issue arises for Austudy:

Database
* The current collection and processing of data in relation to beneficiaries of SHR is 

inadequate, because only cumulative year to date figures are published. This system 
fails to show information such as point in time figures and trends in the average 
length of time a student is in receipt of the allowance.
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Chapter Four T h e  S t u d e n t s

This chapter introduces the students whose experiences form the main part of this 
study. It first describes the locale of the study, introducing the socio-demographic 
characteristics of the region from which the students came. It then introduces the study 
group, providing a family profile and describing their current circumstances.

The study area
As discussed in Chapter 1, the target group for this study were students from the area 
serviced by the Dandenong Student Assistance Centre (SAC), which is part of The 
Department of Employment, Education and Training's (DEET) larger Victoria Area 
South East. It is an area that covers all of Gippsland and part of south-east Melbourne, 
and represents four DEET regions (see Figure 2).

The established suburban and industrial area of is one region. The
burgeoning growth corridor from Dandenong to Pakenham, including Wonthaggi and 
Phillip Island, is another, known as the Dan&nowg region. Eas? Gippy/anJ covers the 
high country, coastal and rural areas to the Victorian border. South Gippsland and the 
industrial and service centres of the La Trobe Valley comprise the DEET La 7whe 
region.

The study area includes a diverse range of living situations, from isolated rural 
communities to well-serviced urban centres. The range of lifestyles and socio-economic 
circumstances is equally diverse; with the exception of inner-urban Melbourne, the 
study area offers a chance to capture the diversity of young people's experiences across 
Victoria.

PopM/af/on
The study area had an estimated population of 525,623 in 1991.

According to data presented by the Office of Labour Market Adjustment (DEET 
1994), the growth rate in the DandeHong region between 1986 and 1991 was 19.6 per 
cent, compared to the state and national growth rates of 5.6 per cent and 8 per cent
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respectively, and this is indicative of the rapid development activity in the growth 
corridor through Berwick and Pakenham. Population growth in the La Tro&e region 
approximated that of the state average over the same period, with some losses in the La 
Trobe Valley and South Gippsland.

The population age structure for the study area as a whole is generally similar to the 
state and national averages. However, the DandgMong region has a relatively younger 
population, reflecting younger households in the growth corridor, and a markedly lower 
proportion in the over 55 year-old age group. In contrast, the La 7ra&g and East 
Gipps/and regions have a lower proportion in the 20-24 year-old group, which may 
reflect the need for young adults to travel beyond the region for further education and/ 
or employment opportunities. This loss of population is also significant in the 15-19 
year-old and 45+ year-old age groups, which may reflect the substantial job losses and 
retrenchments experienced in the region since the late 1980s.

DafMfgnang and 5pr:wgva/g combined have a significantly higher proportion of the 
population (35 per cent) coming from a non-English speaking background (NESB) 
than the Victorian and national (24 per cent) averages. Conversely La 7ro/?g and Las; 
Gipps/afK/ have a much lower NESB/overseas bom population (12 per cent).

Economic activity in the study area reflects the impact of industry restructure, the 
decline of manufacturing and the general downturn of the Victorian economy in the 
early 1990s.

The unemployment rate in June 1993 for La 7ro/?g an<% Las; Gipps/aw^ regions, at 
15.9 per cent, was significantly higher than the state (12 per cent) and national (10.8 
per cent) averages. At that time the heavy impact of retrenchments in the region was 
evident: 5.8 per cent of persons had lost their job, compared to the national average of 
3 per cent. This trend has continued since then with the down sizing of the public 
sector and the power industry.

In May 1993, these regions together also had a higher proportion of teenagers who 
were full-time unemployed (11.3 per cent) than the national average (8.1 per cent). 
They further had a high unemployment rate for young adults (19.5 per cent) compared 
with a national rate of 11.2 per cent.

By contrast, the Dam/gnowg -Spnngva/g regions had unemployment rates for 
teenagers and young adults that were lower than both the state and national averages.

The resurgence and diversification of the dairy industry and tourism development 
are positive features in some specific parts of the La 7roZ?e region. There has also been 
an expansion and upgrading of tertiary institutions in the La Trobe Valley which has



Figure 2 Map of study area
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improved local access to higher education and training and also created further 
employment options within the institutions.

E&tcaf/on
The proportion of teenagers (of 15-19 years old) attending school full-time reflected 
the state average (55.1 per cent) in May 1993 and is higher than the national average 
(49 per cent).

The population has a significantly lower proportion with a degree or higher 
qualification (4.4 per cent for La 7ro&e an<f Lay; Gfppyfan^ regions and 5.0 per cent 
the Da/MfencHg and Sjpnngvale regions) compared with the state-wide (8.4 per cent) 
and national (7.6 per cent) averages. Dandenang and gpnngva/e also had a lower 
proportion (3.6 per cent) of the adult population with a diploma level education.

In keeping with these low tertiary figures, Dandenong and 5pnngvn/e (65.1 per 
cent) and La 7ra&e and Lay; Gippy/and (63.7 per cent) had higher proportions of the 
population without any post-secondary qualifications than the state or national averages 
(61.9 per cent and 61.1 per cent respectively). Tertiary education attendance is likely 
to be influenced, amongst other things, by the location of higher education institutions 
and the associated need for many students to live away from home. This may explain 
the significantly lower proportion of young adults aged 20-24 years at full-time tertiary 
study in the area compared with the state and national averages. However, while the 
La/Mfenoag and 5pr:ngv<de regions also had a low percentage of teenagers at tertiary 
institutions (12.4 per cent), the La 7ro&e and Lay; Gippy/and region, at 17.2 per cent, 
approximated the state and national averages (17.2 per cent and 16.3 per cent). This 
disparity could be attributed to teenagers choosing tertiary options within these regions 
while maintaining dependence on family for accommodation and financial support.

In the skilled vocational category, known previously as 'trade qualifications', the 
study area exceeded the state and national averages. It is worth noting, however, that it 
is this occupational group that has experienced a high proportion of retrenchments in 
the region.

The students
Chapter 1 of this report set out the rationale for and method of assembling the study 
sample. The target group was 1994 Year 12 students who had been in receipt of SHR 
for a year or more.

Table 5 shows that the Dandenong SAC, which serves the entire study region, had 
responsibility for some 97 such students on 31 May 1994, some 17 per cent of the total 
Victorian numbers. This is a slightly higher number than would be expected on the



Tab!e 5 Victorian target popuiation—Year 12 students in 1994 who had been in receipt of payments in 1993

SHR Austudy code Northcote Melbourne Box Hill Caulfield Dandenong Footscray Bendigo TOTAL
901 Domestic violence 14 21 14 13 16 12 6 96

902 Sexual harassment 2 5 2 1 2 1 1 14

903 Other exceptional 
circumstances 6 20 6 12 5 25 74

905 Transfer from YHA DSS 2 4 2 1 2 1 2 14

906 No parental responsibility 3 3 - - 1 1 - 8

908 Psychological abuse 2 14 - - 3 - 3 22

910 Abnormal demands 1 - 1 1 - 1 - 4

911 Family homelessness - - 1 - - - - 1

912 Extreme family 
breakdown 22 62 53 35 67* 39 14 292

913 Parents medically 
incapacitated 4 1 - - - 5 - 10

Other* - 7 3 - - - - 10

No code - 3 1 2 1 2 1 10

Total 56 140 83 65 97 87 27 555

Source; DEE7* JaraAa^e refnevajybr jfaJgaM oa pay as af 37 May 7994
a A yarfAcr cigAr were saTMegMewt/y MewA^eJ oa a ^ecoaJ (Tafa&ne refn'eva/ e^ercMe cora7aere<7 <?a 37 Aaga^r 7994.
A OrAer ;wcAa7esAa.Ma<7y cafegorfe .̂- 904 Dea/a/ of acceM, 907 Crirmaa/ acAwfy. aa<7 909 PAywcai aeg7ecr.
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basis of population alone, but may reflect both the higher school attendance rates of 
teenagers in the area.

All the 35 young people interviewed for the study were enrolled to commence their 
Year 12 studies in the Victorian education system at the beginning of 1994. Twenty- 
nine of the 35 young people completed their Year 12 in 1994. Five discontinued their 
studies during the year, while one young man intended to complete extra subjects at 
Year 12 in 1995.

Aye and gender
Table 6 shows the composition of the group by age and gender. The majority of the 
young people were female and were under 18 years old.

Table 6 Age ol the students by gender
Age at 1 January  1994 Male Female Total

16 years old 2 7 9
17 years old 6 9 15
18 years old 1 6 7
19 years old 1 3 4
Total 10 25 35

/ncome
Thirty-three of the group had been in receipt of SHR of Austudy while they were 
living away from home and attending school. One young man was deemed ineligible 
and was in receipt of the maximum means-tested dependent rate ($129.80 per fortnight), 
while one young woman considered herself ineligible and had therefore not applied 
for SHR. She had left home of her own accord and was financially independent.
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Table 7 shows the students' sources of income.

Table 7 Sources of income by gender and by age
Income source

Male
Gender
Female Total

Age group 
Under 18 Over 18 Total

SHR only 5 16 21 10 11 21
SHR plus job 1 6 7 4 3 7
YHA (DSS) * 1 2 3 3 - 3
DSS plus other ^ 2 - 2 1 1 2
Other 1 1 2 2 - 2
Total 10 25 35 20 15 35

a Job Search Allowance (JSA) plus Young Homeless Allowance
& one student had casual job, the other had been in receipt of an annuity

Twenty-one students were totally dependent on SHR. The five young people who 
had left school were required to transfer their income support from DEET to Department 
of Social Security (DSS). Those young people under the age of 18 years automatically 
transferred to the YHA. This is an additional payment to JSA raising the income support 
to the equivalent SHR amount. Those over 18 years received the JSA at the adult rate.

In 1994, the SHR of Austudy was $218.40 per fortnight for 16 and 17-year-olds, 
and $241.50 for those 18 years and above. This discrepancy disadvantages younger 
students, as they received $23.10 a fortnight less than others. Seven young students 
were able to supplement their income via casual jobs. However, many reported that 
having to engage in this activity seriously hampered their study time.

/.ocaf/on and comp/ef/on of sfud/es
As mentioned earlier, a number of the students did not complete Year 12. Effort is 
made in this study to examine the differences between this group and the larger group 
who did complete their secondary schooling.

The students came from all parts of the study area and attended 23 schools. Half 
lived in areas more than 40 kms from the Melbourne Central Business District, most of 
these living in regional centres in the La Trobe Valley, while a small number resided in 
country towns in the Gippsland region.
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Table 8 shows the profile of the group by geographic location.

Tabie 8 Location of student by compietion of schoo) and gender

Location Completed Year 12 Discontinued Year 12 Total
Male Female Male Female

Metropolitan* 5 11 2 - 18
Non-Metro 2 12 1 2 17
Total 7 23 3 2 35

a Metropolitan is defined as within 40kms of the Melbourne Central Business District.

Fami!y background
Students came from a variety of backgrounds in terms of parents' place of birth and 
ethnicity, marital status and educational achievement.

E f M c / f y

Table 9 gives a profile of the group by parental birthplace, gender and school completion.

Tabie 9 Famiiy background of the students by schoo! compietion and gender

Parents born Completed Yearl2 Discontinued Year 12 Total

Overseas
Male

4
Female

10
Male Female

14
In Australia 3 13 3 2 21
Total 7 23 3 2 35

Various ethnic groups were represented in the study. They ranged from long- 
established groups such as Italians and Dutch to more recent arrivals from Vietnam 
and Cambodia, Africa and the Pacific region. Three families were from New Zealand.

Fourteen respondents came from families where at least one parent was bom 
overseas. Seven participants were themselves bom overseas with the eighth being bom 
in Australia but living most of his life abroad.

In seven of the 14 families with an overseas-bom parent, English was not the spoken 
language in the family home. They tended to be the families who had arrived within 
the past 10 years, and included ah the male participants.
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For the remainder of the report the 11 participants who had at least one parent bom 
in non-English speaking countries will be referred to as the NESB group.

Eight young people reported that they had an older sibling who had previously 
been expelled from the family home under similar circumstances. A further Eve students 
left their parental home with a sibling, all of whom became beneficiaries of either SHR 
or YHA from DSS. One-third of the group represented the eldest child in the family, 
and another Eve were only children.

Table 10 shows the marital status of the parents.

Tab!e10 Marita! status of parents________________________________________

M arital Status Number
Intact 12
Single parent 1
Separated 5
Widowed 5
Widowed/re-married 3
Separated/re-partnered 8
Total 34

the number of reports is as less than the number of students as participants include two 
siblings. Information is based on situation of major custodial parent, which in all cases 
was the home in which the students last resided.

One-third of the group had parents who were living together, while another third 
came from 'blended families' where their parent had established a relationship with 
another person. In a number of cases, parents had re-partnered in several separate 
instances. The remaining third lived in a home where, for a variety of reasons, there 
was only one parent.

Table 11 shows the educational achievement of parents.

Table 11 Educational achievement of natura! parents________________________
Education Number

No schooling 1
Primary 5
Lower Secondary: to Year 10 34
Higher Secondary: to Year 11/Year 12 9
Tertiary 11
Not known 8
Total 68

the number of observations is only 68 (rather than 70) as group includes two siblings.
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The educational backgrounds of the parent group show that 40 of the 68 parents 
had obtained Year 10 or less, with six parents having either no schooling or primary 
level only. Three young people reported that one of their parents had returned to 
education in the past few years and is currently studying to achieve a standard of Year 
12 or higher.

The vast majority of students had therefore achieved a higher standard of education 
than their parents.

t/Vbr/f a n d  in c o m e

Seven young people stated that the parents) with whom they were last living were 
totally dependent on DSS benefits. The other young people came from households 
where at least one adult was working full-time, with one-third having both adult figures 
engaged in some type of paid employment. This was usually of a skilled or unskilled 
nature (rather than professional).

Living conditions away from home
Almost all students had been living away from home for the twelve months or more 
prior to completing their Year 12.

Table 12 shows the length of time that the young people had been living away from 
home.

Table 12 Length of time since students teft home, by age and by gender
Length of time Age

16-17 18+
Total Gender

Male Female
Total

Less than 12 months 3 1 4 3 1 4
12 mths to 23 mths 15 4 19 4 15 19
24 mths to 35 mths 2 2 4 2 2 4
36 mths or more 4 4 8 1 7 8
Total 24 11 35 10 25 35

IVofe; students' age is as at 1 January 1994. Length of time since leaving homes is as at 
December 1994.

The average age for leaving home was 16% years. Twelve participants had been 
away from home for more than two years, with half of this group being under 18'years 
old at the beginning of their Year 12 school year. More than half this group had left 
their parents' home before they were 15% years old, with three moving away at 14 
years of age. Only one of these three 14-year-olds was known to, or ever referred to, 
the Department of Health and Community Services (H&CS), the Victorian department
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responsible for the welfare of young people under 15 years old.

D/sfance /rom f/?e /am/// Ziome
Table 13 gives details of the distance the young people are currently living from their 
parental home.

Tabie 13 Distance iiving from parentai home, December 1994, 
________ by compietion of schooiing and gender___________
Distance Completed Year 12 

Male Female
Discontinued Year 12 

Maie Femaie
Total

Within 2 km 3 5 - - 8
2 km - 5 km - 7 2 i 10
6 km - 10 km 1 3 - - 4
11 km - 20 km 1 6 - - 7
21 km or more 2 2 1 i 6
Total 7 23 3 2 35

Twenty-two young people were residing within 10 km of the parental home, and 
have remained within their known community. This issue and others related to family 
are discussed in the following Chapter 5.

Curran/ accommodaf/on
Table 14 shows the variety of accommodation the young people were living in at the 
time of interview.

Table 14 Accommodation arrangements of students by gender________________

Accomodation Gender

Self-rented private
Male

3
Female

10
Total

13
Self-rented public 1 3 4
Boarding with relatives 2 3 5
Boarding privately 3 2 5
Supported accommodation - 8 8
Total 9 26 35

supported accommodation category includes both youth housing schemes and 
adolescent community placement.
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Twelve young people were housed in subsidised housing including supported 
accommodation and Ministry of Housing units and houses. The privately rented facilities 
ranged from a caravan situated in a caravan park, to flats, units and houses.

Table 15 shows the amount of rent paid per week by gender and age.

Tabte 15 Rent paid per week by gender and by age of students

Amount
Male

Gender
Female Total <18 years

Age
18+ years Total

None 2 - 2 2 - 2
$1-20 - 4 4 4 - 4
$21-40 3 9 12 7 5 12
$41-60* 3 11 14 9 5 14
$61+ 2 1 3 2 1 3
Total 10 25 35 24 11 35

a includes four respondents whose payment included full board.

At the time of interview, 11 participants aged under 18 years were paying more 
than $41 per week, compared with six respondents over 18 years. They were living in 
a variety of situations. The three young people paying in excess of $61 per week were 
all renting privately, with two living with a friend and one living alone. Two were from 
country towns where there had been restricted choice. The two males paying no board 
were living with relatives.

The younger group were significantly disadvantaged, as they were contributing a 
higher proportion of their income to rent, being entitled to a lower rate of SHR.

Nine students were totally dependent on SHR and could not access subsidised 
housing.

Summary
The 35 young people who participated in the study came from a diverse geographic 
region. Eighteen young people lived in metropolitan areas while 17 lived more than 40 
km from Melbourne.

The participants were enrolled in 23 schools, with five discontinuing during their 
Year 12 studies. The majority of the group had either SHR or YHA as their only source 
of income.

One-third of the group came from families where at least one parent was bom
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overseas. The parents in 12 students' families were married, 11 re-partnered following 
a death or separation and 11 were single-parent households. The majority of parents 
had achieved an educational level of Year 10 or less.

Twelve young people had been away from home for more than two years, with the 
majority (19) having lived away from home for at least 12 months but less than two 
years. Most of the students (22 out of 35) lived within 10 km of their parental home, 
and had remained within their known community.

Seventeen participants were living in self-rented accommodation, with 13 of these 
in the private rental sector. Eight participants were living in supported accommodation 
with the remainder of the group boarding with either relatives or other families.

The amount of rent or board paid per week ranged from none to more than $61 per 
week, with the majority contributing between $21 and $60 per week.

issues for Austudy
Based on the information discussed in this chapter the following issue arises for Austudy:

Payments tor students younger t/7an 73 years
* The discrepancy in payments between those for the younger students and those 18 

years and older assumes that the daily living expenses of the younger group are 
cheaper.
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Chapter 5 T h O  f u t i l i t y

This chapter examines the changing nature of the young people's relationship with 
their natural family, from the time when they were living at home to the current situation. 
All the young people were asked to describe in some detail their perceptions of their 
family situation while they were living in the family home. Each respondent was asked 
to complete a series of concentric circles identifying their support networks at the time 
they were living with their parents. They were asked who they went to when they 
needed help of any type. They were later asked to repeat the exercise to reflect the 
situation at the time of interview. The reasons for leaving home and the manner in 
which they left were discussed, as were their feelings and perceptions of their family 
situation since they left. It was of particular interest to examine how young people had 
come to terms with their family circumstances and how they re-connected, if at all, 
with their family unit.

The majority of young people reflected on a combination of problems and conflicts 
that were adversely affecting their family's ability to function adequately at the time 
they were resident there. These factors included pressures that were external to the 
family unit, such as economic stress and work-related pressures, as well as internal 
factors, such as abuse, various addictive habits, adjustments to marital separations, 
marital stress or difficulties in interpersonal communication. The majority of young 
people perceived these problems to have been in existence for more than two years, 
and they believed with hindsight that leaving home was inevitable and the only 
alternative. The final act of either being expelled from the family residence, or agreeing 
to leave, or planning to leave, was usually related to a specific, sometimes seemingly 
trivial incident that was the culmination of all the family pressures at the time.

Most young people reported a degree of anguish about their family circumstances 
and the manner in which they had superficially resolved their differences. The act of 
leaving home had lessened the immediate pressure within the home, but had by no 
means helped individuals within the family unit resolve their longer-term problems. 
This was particularly evident in the case of those young people who had witnessed the 
same pattern with other siblings.
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Why the students !eft home
So as to understand why young people leave home, the respondents were asked to 
describe the circumstances in the household in which they had been living. These 
discussions elicited greater detail about the total family interaction than by focusing on 
the one specific incident that forced them to leave.

Asked to summarise the possible reasons for leaving home from a list of 14 options, 
the young people tended to choose various combinations of three factors that contributed 
to a build up of family pressures. These findings are summarised in Table 16. The 
categories presented were selected as they most closely related to the Student Homeless 
Rate (SHR) of Austudy eligibility criteria.

Tabte 16 Reasons cited for teaving home

Category Number of responses
Poor communication 28
Physical abuse 16
Emotional abuse 16
Chronic drug/alcohol abuse 8
Problems with step-parents 9
Issues of rules and discipline 7
Lack of support for study 5

Category Number of responses
Money 5
Psychological abuse 3
Cultural barriers 2
Sexual abuse 2
Other: domestic pressure* 2
Health problems 1
Settlement issues 1

a Unreasonable parental expectations in relation to domestic duties.
/Vote.- Respondents could cite more than one reason.

Because the information provided by the participants was complex and generally 
involved a combination of the categories identified in the table, the data is presented in 
a descriptive manner, under general headings. This thematic approach illustrates the 
family situations in which conflict arises.

Cofn/Tiun/caf/on prob/ems
Unsatisfactory communication was identified by 28 of the 35 respondents as being an 
underlying factor in their family conflicts. This was typically described by the 
respondents as a lack of understanding of them and their needs. Issues ranged from 
parents' inability to acknowledge children's changing needs as they developed a greater 
sense of 'self' and independence, through to a limited understanding of the range of 
pressures young people face as students. Several described their parent(s) as strong 
personalities who maintained a desire to control and own the household.



THE FAMILY 47

Seventeen respondents specifically cited inflexible attitudes by at least one of their 
parents as the reason why they felt pessimistic about resolving their family conflicts 
while they lived there. In some cases these attitudes did not change when they left 
home and this remained a significant factor in the young person's ability to maintain a 
relationship with their parents.

Some young people felt that their parents were totally engrossed in their own situation 
and were simply incapable of appreciating the point of view of others in their households. 
For example, seven parents were identified as having a diagnosed psychiatric condition 
which adversely affected their ability to relate to other family members.

/tbuse—emof/ona/, p/iys/ca/ or psyc/7o/og/ca/
Half the group cited emotional abuse as being one of the factors that resulted in their 
leaving home. This was characterised by verbal abuse such as name-calling and 
denigrating remarks. This was cited by some of those who also identified physical 
abuse.

While emotional abuse is inevitably more difficult to define, it is significant that it 
was rated equally with physical abuse.

Half of the group indicated that they had experienced a degree of physical violence 
in their family household and identified this as one of the main reasons why they left 
home. There were several common themes in the reports of family violence.

One theme is that of the household that has experienced chronic problems, with the 
young person reporting that their family has endured the pattern of violence throughout 
their lives. The young people in this situation, however, have invariably grown to 
realise that this is not necessarily something to be tolerated by them or other family 
members.

A second theme is the household that for some reason has experienced serious 
pressure—either external or internal to the family unit—which manifested itself in 
bouts of violence previously not known to family members.

In nine of the family situations where violence was identified, the perpetrator of the 
violence was an adult male figure—either the father, step-father or the de facto partner. 
In the remaining seven families, the perpetrator was the mother or step-mother. In 
eight of these 16 cases, the young person had related these violent episodes to other 
addictive behaviours, such as drug and alcohol abuse:

My DoA gawrA/gJ a Jot anA AranA a lor so wAgn Ag camg Aomg ArnnA rAar rgaAy
wasn't pleasant an<% sraj^ So Ag wonM ggr vrclgnt anA sra^ AAg rAar ... Ag AranA
gvgry wggAgnaf Aar Ag <aMn'r Air aA rAg rang Aar Ayg/r AAg A.
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Most of the violent men were reported as having experienced significant economic 
stress or work-related pressures in the 12 months leading up to the young person leaving 
home. One parent had been retrenched, another had gone bankrupt, and two were in 
low-income occupations where the availability of money always appeared to be a 
problem. Two fathers were engaged in high-pressure occupations, which the young 
people said adversely affected their stress level at home.

Three of the seven violent women had been single parents for an extended period of 
time. They all faced financial problems, and on reflection the young people perceived 
that their parent was very frustrated with their circumstances:

For 74 years Mam's always done it on her own. Ske gof/rasfrnfe<7 with as, instead 
of Mam yelling or groanding as or taking away privileges Mam ased to kick into as 
or kit into as. Mam never drank, ske fast kas too mack on kersey and fast ased to 
take ker anger oat on as kids.

Ongoing violence proved to be particularly distressing to young people where it 
involved men attacking their female partners. Four young women described long­
standing situations where their mothers were being abused but, for whatever reason, 
were unable to seek help or move away from the relationship on a permanent basis. In 
all four cases, the prospect of marital separation had been discussed between the mother 
and daughter, but the adult—although acknowledging the teenager's point of view— 
was not able to make that final decisive move herself. Some of the families had separated 
on a temporary basis, but the mother eventually returned to the abusive partner.

The outcome in these cases was that the young people left for reasons of their own 
safety, leaving their mothers behind. This situation left them feeling perplexed and 
disappointed as, given the choice, the young people would have preferred to stay with 
their non-abusive parent:

Five times they kad their arguments and ske was going to leave, stay  like tkat. At 
tke time of me wanting to go tkey kad resolved tkeir argaments. Z wanted to go. 
Mam kad a koase and everytking hat ske fast didn't kave tke bondfor it.

The remaining four young people reported that they were often hit by their parent 
as a means of resolving family disputes related to issues of rules and discipline around 
the home. These issues included such things as curfew times, and the young person's 
desire to pursue an independent social life or an independent identity:

Dad took my side a lot of the times and Mam was threatening to leave him yhe took 
my side. -She ie/t home. Ske went to live with ker mam and dad and my sister and 
Dad hated me fo r tkat so Z said listen Z'm going to leave home so Mam can come 
hack sort of thing. Basically Z was always forced to leave home. Zt wasn't a family 
environment at all not tkat Z coaid see a family environment. She came at me with a
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kni/e one Joy ckoFing we aroonJ Tke Acme wiTk a  kroow anJ wop /MFT TkingF iike 
TkaT/MFT kecaMFe 7 JiFagreeJ wiTk ker 3ke waF aiwayF cowparing we To oTker kiJy. 
Wky con 'r yoM ke wore iike ker an J  iike 7' J  go knT 7 'w nor iike ker 7 'w we yoo know. 
7 kave wy own win J  anJ iive /o r  wyFei/ 7kiF iF wkaT 7 wanT To Jo  anJ  wy keiie/F 
were ToTaiiy Jij^erenT/row rkeirF. 7 knew wkaT Tkey were TeocAwg we waF wrong.

/ssues MT/Y/7 ŝ ep-/a777///es
In 'blended family' situations involving violent step-mothers, two young people 
described a circumstance of intense dislike by this adult figure of the step-children. 
Although the majority of the acts were committed in the absence of the natural father, 
the young women involved expressed great disappointment that their father offered 
little support to them or any hope that things might improve. As in the cases of family 
violence discussed above, they were left with a feeling that their parent had chosen 
their partner over their own children:

My FTep-woTker oniy keitF yoM wken wy D aJ iF not kowe anJ yoM know yea can 'r 
Fay aayTAwg wken Ac coweF.... 7 Jon 'r know. Like one Jay ke went To work anJ  Fke 
iockeJ Tke Joor anJ everyTking an J  Fke FTarTeJ kaFking wy FiFTer ap. 7T way really 
kaJ. Like we TrieJ To geT Tke keyF kaT Fke won/Jn 'T IeT MF geT Tke keys."

Did your Dad really appreciate what it was like?

No. W& Try To Teii kiw. 7 Jon'T know. 77e waF aiwayF paieT you know anJ iT FeeweJ 
iike ke coaiJn 'T Jo wack. 3ke waF aiwayF in conTroi. were reaiiy yoang Too. 
Every Tiwe we TrieJ To Teii kiw wy FTep-woTker woaiJ Fay we were Jokking. 1%/MFT 
Jon'T koTker anywore.

Nine of the 11 young people living in blended families reported problems with their 
step-parent. Three of those family units completely broke down in circumstances of 
violence as discussed above. The remaining six related their problems to a lack of 
understanding of each other, and general resentment that their natural parent appeared 
to take the side of their partner over the children. This situation was particularly evident 
in circumstances where the young person had grown up in a single-parent household 
for an extended period of their lives. These dynamics led to situations where the young 
person felt very resentful and unwanted:

Me anJ wy FTep/aTker JiJn'T geT aiong. LvenTMaiiy J  TMmeJ OMT TkaT Maw FTarTeJ 
Taking k:F FiJe an J  7 waFn 'T geTTing along we J  wiTk ken Eve/yTking 7 JiJ/ive winaTeF 
iaTe, cpwing kowe /row Tke FTreeT, i/7 FaiJ 7 'J ke kack aT 77.30 anJ  7 waF kaek aT 
77.33. GoT wy arFe kickeJ. LveryTking. 7/7 ka J  wy WMFic op Too ioaJ or i/7 kaJ wy 
WMFic on, or y  everyTking. 7 MFeJ To/MFT Take :T anJ Fay yeak yeak or wkaTever 7?MT 
now TowarJF Tke en J  o/iT 7 /MFT goT FO Fick 7/MFT en Je J  Hp in raving argawenTF wiTk 
kiw anJ Maw. LaFT/aii-on argnwenTF anJ 7 'J  enJ op walking OMT p/Tke koMFe or
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jusf go fo my room. 77:e bigggst fhmg was money, ^ep-yof^er having fo
pay^br me, he efidh'f ^hinh h was hij responsihiihy.

Deaf/? of a parenf
Eight parents had experienced the death of a partner. The impact of this circumstance 
varied, depending on the age of the child at the time of death. Three students were 
adversely affected by this circumstance, and identified this as the turning point in their 
lives. Although the situations.were completely different, the three young people shared 
the same experience of the surviving parent being unable to effectively manage this 
tragedy, and consequently the children suffered. One young person was continually 
blamed for creating stress that contributed to the death of the parent, while another's 
parent secretly courted and re-married without any discussion with the children.

Econom/c /lardsb/p
Those young people who had been living in a single-parent household - in most cases, 
with their mother - faced a combination of problems. Economic stress was reported to 
have a major impact on these households, particularly in the circumstances where the 
parent was a long-term Department of Social Security (DSS) beneficiary or engaged in 
unskilled work. Parents facing this type of financial hardship were more often than not 
unable to fully support the young person in pursuit of their academic aspirations. Poor 
study conditions were noted by some as a continual point of conflict.

Many of the young people who had been away from home for an extended period 
were able to reflect back on their family situation and identify the degree of frustration 
their single parent must have endured. The economic and emotional stress experienced 
by them was perhaps one aspect of family life that had not been fully appreciated by all 
parties at the time. Those factors also impacted on the young person in relation to 
domestic responsibilities and the minding of younger siblings. Conflict was apparent 
when both parties could not come to a reasonable arrangement that accommodated the 
individual needs of all the family.

Sextva/ abuse
Five young women cited experiences of sexual abuse during the course of the interview 
process. Only two attributed leaving home to these experiences, and it was the manner 
in which the disclosures were handled that provoked the exit from the parental home. 
The perpetrator in the other three cases was a member of the immediate family, and the 
issue had not been disclosed until some time later.

One family is still unaware of these allegations, while another has had this 
information disclosed since the young person left home. A further two families who
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were informed of the situation while the young woman was still at home were 
disbelieving and, despite referrals to the police and charges being laid, have still not 
offered support to the young person. In that predicament, the young person was forced 
to leave the family home, as interpersonal relationships were completely divided and 
hostile. One young woman's family has tried to address the issue in a more constructive 
manner via therapy. However, the issues proved to be very complex and she eventually 
left home to preserve her own health and well-being.

In all five cases the degree of anguish suffered by these young women has meant 
that they have sought individual counselling since they left home. Several commented 
that these experiences have significantly affected their ability to trust men and relate to 
their boyfriends.

Four of these five cases were not reported as part of the Austudy application process, . 
which gives considerable weight to the argument that there is significant under-reporting 
of this particular issue in the official statistics.

Lo/ip-ferm /ami/y cf/s/ocaf/on
Two young people experienced long-term family dislocation, particularly in their first 
ten years of life. Long periods of time away from their natural parents, either in foster 
care or with extended family members, had left these young people with a feeling of 
insecurity within their natural family unit. Various attempts to re-integrate them had 
failed, and the young people were left feeling they were to blame. In one case, there 
had been extensive involvement by the state government authority, but various attempts 
to reconcile the differences had achieved no positive outcomes, as the young person 
considered that the sessions focused on her as a 'problem', rather than on addressing 
the broader issues of their lack of communication. Describing these Health & 
Community Services (H&CS) worker's sessions she said:

/  never^tlt com/brtahle enough with them to jay to fhe/n well this is what she dogs 
to /ne how do yoa think / ,/eei... it ail seetneef soyoh-likg.

The other young woman felt unloved and unwanted, and she was unable to resolve 
that feeling of alienation at the time. A lack of understanding of each other, and poor 
communication, led to a complete breakdown in the fragile family dynamics:

/  knew she never really wanted to he a mother %ah she always told nte that.

Of/7er reasons /or /eav/ng /iome
Two young people related part of their conflicts at home to cultural barriers. Both 
expressed the opinion that their parents' beliefs and parenting style were very inflexible 
and significantly influenced by their own upbringing in another country. They considered
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this style was very old fashioned and their parents had not adjusted to the Australian 
way of life. In one case the parents arrived more than 20 years ago whilst the other 
family arrived in Australia in 1981.

In contrast, settlement created problems for one young man who arrived in 1992. 
The stress associated with relocating a large refugee family became too much for him.

Excessive and unreasonable demands regarding domestic duties were cited by two 
young people from a non-English-speaking background (NESB). Both considered 
their parents had too great an expectation about the amount of domestic responsibility 
they could manage around the home. In one case, the young woman was expected to 
constantly mind her younger siblings, while the other was required to perform all the 
household chores in place of his mother who was no longer living in the family home.

How they !eft home
Table 17 summarises the manner in which young people left home.

Tab)e 17 How the young peop!e !eft home by gender__________

How left Gender

Expelled
Male

2
Female

7
Total

9
Planned 3 8 13
Left after argument 3 8 11
H&CS - 2 2
Total 10 25 35

One third of the group (13) had given some thought to leaving home and in some 
way planned to go. This usually followed a total feeling of pessimism that the family 
was unable to overcome the recurring problems.

Six respondents from this group had had intensive counselling over an extended 
period. These processes had not effected change so the young person had concluded 
the only way to escape the problems was to leave.

Interestingly, six of the other seven were NESB young people. In the young people's 
opinion seeking help for the family as a whole was unlikely to ever be acceptable. The 
other young man had some medical problems, which he was aware affected his tolerance 
levels and in so doing made him difficult to live with.

Seven of the 13 young people who planned to leave met no resistance to the idea of 
leaving the family home. Some had warned at least one of the parents of the impending 
move, while others left more on the spur of the moment, when the opportunity arose.
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Most often this was when they had some immediate access to shelter. However, it did 
not necessarily mean they had made longer-term plans to gain income support.

Twenty-two young people had left home in overtly hostile circumstances. That is, 
they were either expelled, removed by H&CS or fled after a serious incident. The 
turmoil created by such circumstances often resulted in the young people facing chaos 
and becoming highly agitated. They usually had minimal personal and material 
possessions which further complicated their situation, especially in terms of attending 
school. Regaining access to possessions left behind was a further problem which 
sometimes required either a covert operation, or protected access using either the police 
or a community worker. This action often led to a further inflammation of the families' 
problems.

Fami!y supports prior to the young person 
ieaving home
From the students' descriptions of their network of supports, obtained via the concentric 
circle exercise, the majority of young people relied more on informal networks than 
formal (or professional) ones during the time they were living with their family.

Six young people left their circles blank, saying they were completely isolated and 
had not discussed their family problems with anyone. A further 21 stated that the only 
people on whom they regularly relied to help them through family conflicts were friends 
and other family members. In this situation family members included the extended 
family network from other households, such as aunts, uncles and grandparents.

Only eight respondents had formed an attachment to a professional worker and 
nominated them in one of their circles. Seven of the eight were counsellors associated 
with school-based services—either a Student Welfare Co-ordinator, Chaplain or School 
Support Network worker. The eighth respondent, a young woman, nominated the police 
because they helped her through a family ordeal. The respondents described these as 
particularly supportive relationships which had usually been established over an 
extended period. Four of this group of eight had chosen not to involve the rest of their 
family in the counselling process, but had viewed the counsellor/support person as 
their own lifeline.

The majority of respondents explained that their support networks were poorly 
developed because they were simply too young to fully appreciate how to gain support 
or help. This factor, coupled with a strong sense of family loyalty and a family culture 
that dictates that problems be dealt with in the family home, meant that these young 
people were quite isolated. This issue was particularly relevant to those young people 
from families who had immigrated more recently, as the language and cultural 
differences created further barriers to getting help of any type. A typical explanation 
was that these family matters were just not spoken about' and obtaining help from
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'outside' was shameful to the family name and foreign to their cultural mores.

Eleven respondents had sought help from a school-based service prior to leaving 
home, as discussed in the following chapter. This could have been at anytime during 
their secondary schooling, and it might have been at a previous school. Nine respondents 
involved their parents in this process in an attempt to resolve family conflicts. One 
young woman sought individual counselling from a community health centre prior to 
leaving home, and another had extensive involvement with H&CS in the years preceding 
Her final departure. Five of this group of 11 had also accessed a community-based 
service in an attempt to address the same problems.

The young people reported that the counselling processes had not been able to 
effect constructive change, as the battle lines had already been drawn and family 
members were unable to alter their positions. Several people reported that their parents 
would agree to be more flexible in their handling of family disputes in'the counselling 
sessions, but when they returned home family communication quickly deteriorated to 
the previous patterns:

my sisfgry /KM? a go at if/irsf. WifA coMnseiiors frying fo worA: if oMf... fAe 
coMnygiiory siffing on one sMfe and my Mam on fhe ofAer frying fo fni% if oaf. Zf 
woaid wor^/or airoaf fitree wee%y and fhen if woaid yfqp. 7 fried if once. Z way in 
% ar 9 and fhen sAe way aii righf /o r  a/ew wee%y anddten if yfopped...// foid fAem/ 
we're yicA: o/fhe conyfanfyeiiing ay if way making everyone anAappy... keaA we've 
aii been f/rroagA fire coanyeiior irif.

Only two young women of the 22 who did not seek help considered that counselling or 
mediation prior to leaving home could have prevented them from leaving. One felt that 
some crisis counselling or police intervention might have stopped her father's drinking 
and associated violent episodes. The other thought that some of the heat of the arguments 
could have been diffused and that perhaps both parties could have learnt to appreciate 
each other's point of view. The others were of the firm belief that their problems and 
conflicts were too deep-seated, and they were pessimistic about the effectiveness of 
counselling or mediation at that point.

Maintaining contact
All the 35 respondents expressed some desire to maintain contact with either their 
parents or other family members. Establishing this contact, having left the home, proved 
more difficult for some than others.

Those young people whose parents offered no resistance to their leaving the family 
home usually allowed the child to visit the home. However, the young person, was 
aware that little had changed within their family's dynamics, so they preferred to remain 
at a distance, particularly in the .early stages. Their energies, were focused op basic



THE FAMtLY 55

survival as they had to acquire income support, find suitable accommodation and try to 
maintain a regular, productive presence at school. Those young people who left home 
in hostile circumstances faced much greater chaos and turmoil as the process of leaving 
home had left them in shock. They were confused about their family circumstances 
and what the future might hold for personal contact with family members, particularly 
those non-offending parties whose friendship they valued. These young people also 
had to focus on organising themselves as quickly as possible, as they were very aware 
they could not allow too much disruption to their academic program.

One young man explained his thoughts about leaving home:

7Ag OMfs/Jg wor/J, ygaA, Zs a  /or AarJgr f/mn if Zooks. 7 fAoMgAf oA ygaA if wow/J Ag 
s/wp/gr yoH knott; if!y going fo Ac nofA/ng. 7 J iJn 'f  know wtMcA aAoMf AMsmJy. 7 
fAoMgAf, oA ygaA 7 gef a  porf-fi/ng joA a n J  go fo scAoo/, pay renf o n J  go ybr if yon 
know.

7f ̂  ZmpossZA/g fo Jo  work a n J  go fo scAoo/. 7Ag Aonrs are reai/y AarJ a n J  7ybanJ 
oaf aAoMf AMifta/y. 7f ̂  nof gasy fo ggfAa^fMJy, a n J  if ̂  nof gasy fo sMAv/vg Ay yoarygy

Some young people chose to completely isolate themselves from their parents Until 
they were ready to make contact. It was important to them to control this, as they felt 
very distressed by their expulsion from the family home. Some tried to-make some 
initial contact to reassure their family that they were safe. Others attempted to smooth 
things over; however this type of contact was not necessarily met with a friendly 
response. Only a handful of respondents had any professional intervention at this point 
which was aimed at facilitating any reconciliation, and none of these counselling attempts 
achieved a positive outcome at that point, as either one or both parties were not able to 
accept any responsibility for contributing to the family breakdown.

By the time a young person had been away from home for a few months many of 
the initial positive gains had been replaced by a feeling of depression and aloneness. 
Most young people admitted it was much harder to live independently than they had 
ever thought. Trying to keep up at school was very stressful, as they were very aware 
of how much more time they had to spend just looking after themselves in a domestic 
sense compared with other students who were living in supportive households.

Many young people said that these pressures became all-engrossing, and that their 
own emotional state was worsened by unresolved family conflicts or feelings of guilt 
regarding their family situation. These feelings usually led the young person to initiate 
some direct contact with their family, hopefully to begin a healing process.

One young man was not able to effect the positive response from his parents that he 
had hoped for:

M ypargnfs k/ckgJ-wg on? q/Aorng yoM know. <So 7 fAoMgAf wAo carg.y? %M kick wg
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<?Mf... 7 'J  go. 77:ea fA:g ̂ r^f manfA: :f J: Jn 'f worA:/or we aa J  fAaf^ wAen 7 cowe 
Aowe awJ bggggJ fo Aef we w &Mf f^ey J: Jw If occepf we. ^o fhen 7 MiJ, 7 fAoMgAf OTf 
7 caa'f fAtwA: ̂ fapiJ 'cos 7'M Jig so 7've gof fofAmA: sw arf... 7 weaa 7 worA:e<7 :'f oaf 
sJowTy w:f/: a bif o/paper of wAfaf 7 AaJ fo Jo. 7 'J ficA: if o^wAtaf 7 haJ fo Jo. Each 
weeA: 7'J  wrife a new owe. 7 ha J  fo grow op gnicAJy. 7 fhiaAc yoa Jo grow op ^aicA:iy.

yba Jo gef Aowesic%. 7 gof itowesicA: haJ. 7w fhe /irsf /noafh 7 'J sieep a f/rieaJ^  
Afoase, giri/ncaJ'^ Atoase, friewJ!y Aoase, wafers Aoase, everywhere yoa Awow. 7f 
wasa 'f/MM. 7 gof howesich. Ehaf's why 7 wewf howe fo fry.

One young woman was rewarded by her tentative approach to her family:

Wifh we awJ Greg we JiJn 'f faiArJbr/fve wonfhs - if ̂  owiy hecaase 7 was foo wervoas 
haf fhen 7 fhoaghf 7 heffer waAre aay efbrf. 7 fhoaghf he Maw's hashaaJ you Awow 
fhey're o^iciaiiy warrieJ. 7f's ahoaf fiwe 7 waJe aa efbrffor as fo hecowe frieaJs 
again, ^o 7 JiJ.

Within the first 12 months, most young people had tried to initiate some form of 
contact with their family members. Several had returned home but the previous hostility 
re-appeared quickly and the idea was abandoned.

The early phase of being away from home can be characterised by a very sharp 
learning curve. The young person must grapple with how to manage on a meagre 
allowance, organise the housekeeping, learn to deal with their own problems and sort 
out their place within the changed family structure.

As the time away from home coincided with increasing study pressure, many young 
people spoke of cycles of depression that made it hard to keep going. This was 
particularly evident among the young people who had not been able to resolve their 
anguish about their home circumstances. It played on their minds and made a difficult 
situation even harder to endure.

Several young people described a situation where they thought they were going to 
crack up under the pressure of basic survival. They didn't want.to ask for help because 
sometimes they weren't sure what type of help they needed. They depended on people 
around them to help them through tough times, but sometimes this led to personal 
conflict with friends or house-mates that in turn forced them to move house.

The most troubled young people sought professional help, as they realised it was 
going to be impossible to keep going unless they did so. For many this was the turning 
point: helping them move towards taking control and knowing what was realistic and 
what was impossible. Many young people reflected with some regret that they had 
waited so long to seek help, as they realised they had suffered unnecessarily.
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Current fami!y retationships
The young people were asked to describe their current relationship with individual 
family members, detailing the frequency and the nature of the contact. The concentric 
circle exercise was repeated to reflect their current support networks. In this context, 
the notion of family was broadened to include parents, siblings, grandparents and other 
extended family members.

The participants were also asked to rate their current relationship with their parents 
compared with when they were living at home. The results are summarised in Table 
18.

Tab!e 18 Rating of current reiationship with parents by gender
Rating

Male
Gender

Female Total
Better 2 19 21
Same 5 1 6
Worse 3 5 8

/ m p r o y e d  r e /a ^ 'o / i s / i /p

The 21 participants who reported improved relationships with their parents did so 
most commonly for several reasons. Obviously not living together removed the day- 
to-day pressure placed on relationships in a domestic setting. All young people reported 
they had improved their ability to communicate with their parents. This had occurred 
because the young people believed and perceived some change, even If only small, in 
their parents' attitudes towards them. Their parents appeared to be more accepting of 
them as an individual and as a young adult who had survived independently. The anger 
that had been present at the time they were at home had been dispelled, creating a less 
hostile environment. Some parents displayed interest in their academic progress and 
their achievements. The young people themselves also realised it was important for 
them to be seen to be making an effort and perhaps modifying their own behaviour and 
attitudes to help facilitate the process. Four young people who left home for serious 
safety reasons reported that the offending parent has since modified their behaviour 
and created a more stable home environment. The young people felt this had occurred 
as a direct result of their leaving.

Most of these young people reported regular, if only brief, contact with their parents. 
Depending on the nature and complexity of the reasons for leaving home, the contact 
with parents took various forms. Telephone contact was most frequent, followed by 
visits to either the young person's residence or the parent's residence. In some situations
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it was left to the young person to initiate the contact, and in others, particularly those 
family circumstances where there was a problem with only one parent, they would 
usually initiate contact away from the family home during times the offending partner 
was absent.

Several of these respondents had returned home for a short period to try living 
together. None of them was able to successfully re-integrate in the domestic setting 
despite being highly motivated at the time:

77te reason 7 moved back fo/ier 78 monf/ts7 was becnase 7 realised my mam was
dead, and fbaf 7 only /tad one parent le/t. 7 was trying to get along wit/: /dm. 7
wanted to get closer to him and have a bond with my father Bat it didn't work.

The main reason cited for this failure was that the young people felt they stepped 
back into the same situation they left. Many parents spelt out the ground rules on their 
arrival which, in the young person's eyes, did not reflect any greater flexibility than 
when they previously lived in their parents' home. The young people felt their experience 
of independence should be acknowledged by their parents and taken into account by 
negotiating more reasonable domestic rules. Both points of view perhaps needed to be 
tested, and rather than risk a total disintegration of the relationship it was preferable for 
the young person to remain independent, allowing both parties to reap the benefits of 
an improved relationship.

The other important element contributing to the betterment of the relationship was 
the young person acknowledging its strengths and weaknesses and developing strategies 
to obtain optimum support. Several young people specifically stated that they had had 
to lake some responsibility for controlling themselves and the situation. They were 
also aware that if they wanted to maintain relationships with siblings, particularly 
younger ones at their parents' home, it was necessary to tdlerate their parents.

All participants in this group had strong connections with their siblings, and they 
cited this relationship as very important. Some had daily contact with their siblings at 
school, others had visits and telephone calls from them. In situations where there were 
long distances between the young people, they had made specific arrangements to 
contact each other on a regular basis (for example, on Sundays when STD phone calls 
were cheaper).

Some of these young people nominated either one or both of their parents in their 
circle exercise. In their opinion their parent had moved back into their perceived support 
network, albeit at a distance.



THE FAMILY 59

The case of 'Gayie' iHustrates how this famiiy worked towards improving 
their reiationships.

Gayte tived with her sister and famiiy in a country town. Their parents worked very 
hard and iong hours in their famiiy business, which they had had for many years. 
Their grandparents iived nearby and were activeiy invotved in supporting the famiiy. 
They sometimes cared for the sisters before and after schooi white the parents 
were engaged at work. Gayte said there had been probiems at home for at ieast 
four years prior to her teaving home. Looking back, Gayie betieves that the basis 
of the probiems at home were poor communication and pressure reiated to running 
a famiiy business that had been hit hard by the recession:

They had qo/Ze a /of of pressure, so when they came home... /hey wou/d o#en 
abuse us. They used /o put fde/r hass/es onto us. M/e wou/dn'f pet any 
homework done we /usf ended up go/'ng fo our room c/y/ng a// fhe f/me.

There was yusf no commun/caf/on. t/Me'd be /ucky /f we had a f/ve-m/nufe 
conversaf/on w/fh Mum once a week. And fhaf was /f.

The famity probiems were evident to some teachers at the schoot, but the option 
of counsetiing was not taken up as Gayie feared that her mother, whom she 
described as a very controiiing and an inftexibie person, woutd not aiter her position 
and the situation might then be further infiamed. Gayie had run away on severa! 
occasions, but had atways returned within a day or so.

Gayie said that they reaiiy tried to work their probiems out by having famiiy 
discussions, but nothing was effective. She said both parties were genuineiy sorry 
for the situation they found themseives in, and often her father, in particuiar, wouid 
apoiogise for their hostiie outbursts. At one point a community worker was caiied 
upon to taik to both parties but again the process was unsuccessful as neither 
party was abie to change the way they communicated.

Gayie ran away for the iast time foiiowing a big argument. She was 17 and in Year 
11 at schooi. She stayed at a friend's piace. Gayie toid her parents where she 
was, and after a week her father notified her that he had discussed the situation 
with his wife and they beiieved now it wouid be best if she ieft on a permanent 
basis. They aiiowed her to coiiect some possessions. Aithough not activeiy heiping 
to find accommodation and support for his daughter, Gayie's father facilitated the 
process of income and housing support by making himseif avaiiabie to workers to 
contact him, confirming the famiiy breakdown. Gayie remained in some contact 
with her parents and grandparents even though it was occasionai. She found 
iiving independentiy and gofthg to schooi much harder than she thought, it was 
isotating and quite depressing not having famiiy support:

A* '
The p/ace /ooks pood bo/ //{s bard //v/ng away /rom borne espec/a//y do/ng 
scboo/. /Z's no/ //ke a /am//jA //'s //ke no/ warn? and cosy Even /7 // /iee/s

\
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com%Mfab/e it's not ///re being af borne.

After being away from home for 10 months Gayie wondered if things wouid be 
much better at home. The pressure of schooi and various other persona) probiems 
she faced seemed overwheiming. She described herseif as not a particuiariy good 
student̂  and she was having troubie understanding and managing Year 12. She 
decided to try a week back with her parents. Unfortunateiy the situation deteriorated 
to what it had been iike prior to ieaving and any positive gains made white she was 
away from home were in danger of disintegrating. She decided it was better to iive 
independents and know that there was access to support when she needed it, 
rather than risk iosing aii positive communication with her famiiy members.

Gayie said she knows her parents care about her because they remain in contact, 
sometimes hetp with schooi work and occasionally visit. She vaiues that contact 
and wants to keep things' that way.

f?e/af/ons/7%3 muc/? #?e sam e
The six respondents who stated their relationships with their parents were 'much the 
same' felt pessimistic about any improvement in the foreseeable future. There was a 
common theme of unhappiness, in that nothing they could do or say could facilitate a 
more satisfying relationship with their parents. In all of these circumstances it was the 
young person who initiated the contact, rather than the parent. Four of the six maintained 
some type of regular, if only infrequent, contact with at least one of their parents. This 
took the form of either visits to the family home or telephone calls. They appeared to 
do this out of a sense ofToyalty more than anything else. The remaining two respondents 
still kept company with their siblings.

There was a general sense of disappointment in their parents as role models and their 
inability to offer the young people any form of guidance or support, either currently or 
in the future. These parents also displayed no interest in their children's ongoing struggle 
to remain at school to achieve Year 12. Three young people described their parents as 
persotlally incapable of change as they were not particularly motivated to do so:

She wrote we a fetter and sent it to the school one time. That was ready hard. She 
wrote a fetter saying 7 miss you, 7 fove yon aff this s t i#  7he writing was aff wessy 
and she's reaffy a  neat writer She was drank or something. 7 was j'ast wafking to 
cfass reading this fetter 7 hated that.

The other three perceived their parents to be personally trapped in a circumstance 
that was unlikely to change, or with a complicated set of personal problems that also 
inhibited change. These parents were single and long-term DSS recipients engrossed 
in their own problems, and in various ways placing unreasonable burdens on their
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children. In the worst situation, contact with the parent ied to demands for financial 
help from the student. This was the situation of three young men facing demands from 
their mothers;

The case of Dav/tf' ///usfrafes Ms v/ewpomf that fMngs were much the same.

David was the third chiid in a famity of four. He iived with his singie mother and 
young brother. His two oider sibiings had ieft home in simiiar circumstances to 
him.

David said there had been probiems in the famiiy home for many years. The home 
environment deteriorated in the iate 1980s when David's father was no tonger 
iiving there. David said his father provided the 'buffer zone' between the chiidren 
and their mother. When confiict arose he wouid intervene to prevent the probiems 
from escaiating:

She /mew no-one cou/d stop her from h/ff/ng us. My dad used to stop her from 
h/K/ngr us.

David said his mother had chronic probiems. She was constancy in iii heaith, had 
major probiems managing on her pension and was aiways yeiiing and verbaiiy 
abusing the chiidren. David feit quite distressed by the constant denigration and 
what he described as his mother's iack of interest and negiect of them:

She yusf /ef me run w//d, that's the th/ng / d/dn't ///re... Peop/e need to he to/d 
what to do, not ///re extens/ve/y hutyusf a //tt/e h/t so that they show they care 
for you.

Counseiiing had been sought by the chiidren at one stage but the process had no 
iasting effect, with the famiiy environment quickiy deteriorating back to a scene of 
constant arguments and name-caiiing. David had been giving some thought to 
ieaving home as he feit unabie to iive with the constant fighting. He had run away 
severai times before. Foiiowing an intense argument, David toid his mother he 
was ieaving. She agreed with him and he ieft.

David never ceased contact with his mother partiy because he wanted to check 
on his brother, and partiy because of his pets. He found that returning to the house 
or seeing his mother even if it was just down the street, ended in an argument. 
They stiii appeared iocked into the same probiems as she compiained to him 
about her situation and how he was a burden to her.

David said his mother "didn't reaiiy care" whether she saw him or not. David has 
sought counseiiing to heip him cope with this situation.
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Re/af/ons/i/p worse
In the eight cases where the young person described the situation as worse, seven 
students stated that their relationship, and indeed contact, with their parents was non­
existent. Either the parent or the young person had completely severed the link because 
of ongoing hostility and a total inability to deal with the family conflicts.

In several cases, the young people had returned home at some stage - usually, they 
said, for the wrong reasons. Problems with accommodation forced them to return to 
their parents' home, often with disastrous consequences. This served only to increase 
hostility on both sides and created circumstances where re-creating links with their 
parents became virtually impossible. In the worst cases, intervention orders had been 
taken out against the parent to prevent any further harassment.

In the one case where a young woman still had contact with her parent, she attributed 
the deterioration to her mother's total inability to change her own situation. She felt 
haunted by her mother's domestic and marital problems about which she had refused 
to take any action. The young woman had tried to escape the ongoing family dramas 
by moving away; however her mother continued to impose this emotional burden on 
her by continually complaining of her position.

Contact with siblings by this group was difficult because of the complete family 
breakdown with the parents. Only two were able to maintain that link - and that was at 
places away from the parental home and without the knowledge of the offending parent.

However, in the most hostile situations, members of the extended family had 
developed a special role. Three young people had weekly contact with grandparents 
who had taken an active role in initiating and maintaining contact with the young 
person. The young people reported their grandparents as caring individuals who wanted 
to establish a degree of impartiality in the family disputes. These young people 
appreciated their presence. The two young people who were most alienated from their 
family were children of immigrants who had no extended family in Australia.

The case of Mick/' ///usfrafes /tow /am//y re/af/onsh/ps /tad defer/orafed over 
dote.

Vicki is the eidest girt in a famiiy of four. AM the chitdren iived at home. She said 
she had iongstanding personaiity confiicts with her father who, she said, was a 
heavy reguiar drinker. Vicki's mother worked in the afternoons and, being the eidest 
daughter, she was expected to organise many of the domestic tasks at home in 
her mother's absence. Vicki said this created the situation where she was in constant 
confiict with her father:

Everyth/ngf / d/d he'dyump down my fdroaf because / had fo has/ca//y run the
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/rouse because my Mum worked rea//y /a/e and stu% IVhenever /re /rad a 
chance /o ye// a/ me he'd do //. And so  / /us/ go/ s/c/r of // bas/ca//y

After many years of unhappiness at home Vicki approached a counseiior for heip. 
She deveioped a strong reiationship with this person who, reaiising the seriousness 
of the situation, suggested some famiiy counseiiing. Vicki was not keen to invoive 
them because she was worried about it 'backfiring' and oniy creating more probiems. 
in Vicki's opinion there was iittie hope of things changing at home so she decided 
she wouid ieave. Vicki, then 16 years oid, toid her parents she was ieaving the 
night before she went. A big argument foiiowed. Her father tried to sabotage her 
pians and refused to co-operate with any mediation process, indicating he'd sort 
his own probiems out.

The student was encouraged by a community worker to maintain contact with her 
famiiy; however this was met with a negative response by her father.

Vicki said her father "just didn't want to, iike he said you ieft just don't come back". 
Vicki's father tried to prevent her from having contact with other famiiy members, 
particuiariy her mother. Vicki was aware of her father's threats against her mother 
for continuing this contact.

Vicki said she was 'reaiiy stressed out' by aii these ongoing famiiy probiems, and 
the day-to-day probiems of iiving independentiy. She was taking her anger out on 
peopie at schooi, describing her behaviour as fairiy 'obnoxious'. She hit a reai iow 
point, and seriousiy considered ieaving schooi, but was convinced of the merits of 
staying untii the end of Year 12.

After nine months of trying to manage this situation Vicki decided to sever the 
ongoing contacts with her mother, as she fett responsibie and guiity about the 
additionai probiems this contact was causing at home. Vicki secretiy maintains 
contact with her sibiings.

Summary
In describing and reflecting on their family circumstances, most of the young people 
alluded to long-term conflicts that had significantly affected the family's ability to live 
together. Poor communication was understood by the majority to be the basis of the 
problems. This factor in combination with other stresses, both internal and external to 
the family unit, created an untenable living environment.

Abuse, both of a physical and emotional nature, was the most likely factor 
contributing to a total family breakdown. Most young people expressed a pessimistic 
view of their family's ability to constructively address issues within the home and to 
change the manner in which they related to each other. Age, lack of known services,
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and family loyalty and culture were suggested as inhibiting factors. NESB young people 
were more likely to feel these pressures and not seek help. Relatively few young people 
and their families obtained professional help to resolve the conflicts prior to the young 
person leaving.

Two-thirds of the participants left their parental home in hostile circumstances, 
with little or no pre-planning. The remaining third had given some thought to the idea 
of leaving but had not necessarily organised or anticipated sufficient support to help 
them through the crisis. Eleven respondents came from families where a sibling had 
previously left the family home or where the siblings left together.

Irrespective of the nature and the degree of conflict within the parental home, all 
participants acknowledged that it was important to establish some contact with either 
their parents or other family members. The process of achieving this depended on 
individual circumstances; however the manner in which the young person left the family 
home affected their ability to maintain contact. Those young people who left in hostile 
circumstances were more likely to have difficulty establishing contact with their parents 
than those who left in a planned way.

Within 12 months most young people had established contact with some family 
members. Contact with siblings and other extended family members became very 
important for those young people who continued to experience the greatest difficulty 
with their parents.

The majority of young people reported at the time of interview that their relationship 
with their parents had improved since leaving home. Living apart, away from daily 
domestic pressures, and an acceptance by both parties that they needed to be more 
tolerant and accepting of each other and their attitudes were the most commonly cited 
reasons for the improvement in their relationship. The young people in this situation, 
although tentative about their future within their changed family structure, generally 
felt optimistic.

Those young people who were unable to achieve better communication with their 
parents were generally pessimistic about their future roles within the family. They 
were unhappy and disappointed that they had not been able to effect positive change. 
The main factors contributing to this circumstance was an inability of both parties to 
resolve ongoing conflict, and the young people's perception that their parents were not 
motivated or were unable to change their situation.
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tssues for Austudy
The discussion in this chapter has many implications for the policy and administration 
of Austudy.

f?e//ab/V/fy of cfafa
* The application process assumes that the student is capable and willing to voluntarily 

articulate the full details of their circumstances. These findings indicate a strong 
reluctance to do this. This situation can contribute to under-reporting of issues such 
as domestic violence and sexual abuse.

Profess/o/ia/ soppoft workers
e  The application process assumes that the student has established a relationship with 

a professional worker prior to leaving home. These findings have shown these 
relationships do not commonly exist.

App//caf/on process
w The written application process demands a retrospective assessment of the factors 

leading up to the crisis of leaving home. This is often an unrealistic expectation 
particularly for young people who have been expelled from their parental home. 
These findings indicate that this knowledge develops over time.

Pam/// med/af/on p//ofs
* Most young people described long-term family problems where both parties had 

developed entrenched positions. These findings indicate that family mediation on 
its own is unlikely to be an effective means of resolving family conflicts. Enforced 
mediation, as a pre-requisite to SHR payments, is also unlikely to achieve positive 
outcomes for the same reasons.

Ma//7fa//i/ng confacf
* All young people expressed a strong desire to re-establish contact with their parents 

and other family members. However these relationships are often fragile. Attempts 
to improve communication should not be confused with issues of on-going eligibility 
for SHR.
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chapter 6  The schoot
This chapter examines the young people's experiences in the Victorian secondary 
education system. All respondents were asked to detail their educational history since 
Year 7. A discussion in a semi-structured format followed, investigating their relationship 
with their school prior to leaving home and their experiences since they had become 
independent. It was of particular interest to examine the students' knowledge and 
awareness of school support networks, and how they had chosen to use them. The 
students were also asked to identify the areas they had found to be most problematic 
within the school structure and those areas that had created barriers to their attending 
school.

The 35 students in this project attended 23 different educational institutions, located 
throughout the target area. They included two metropolitan Technical and Advanced 
Education (TAFE) colleges, five senior colleges and 16 secondary colleges. Four schools 
had three or more respondents in attendance.

Twenty-nine of the 35 completed their Year 12 in 1994, while five discontinued 
their studies during the year. One young man has returned to complete some extra 
subjects at Year 12 level in 1995.

Education prior to Year 12
Twenty-eight of the 35 respondents had been studying continuously at the secondary 
level, whilst seven young people had left school for an extended period and had chosen 
to return to complete their Year 12 in 1994, most having re-enrolled at Year 11, the 
start of the Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE).

The VCE is attained through the study of subjects in Years 11 and 12, with a pass in 
English as a necessary requirement. The Common Assessment Tasks (CATS) in each 
subject are completed and assessed during the school year, with most subjects requiring 
external examination in November of Year 12.

Those students who wish to go on to tertiary education have to attain sufficient 
points in their VCE to gain entry into the chosen field of study at a particular tertiary 
institution.
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The VCE can be obtained through study at various institutions. These include TAPE 
colleges, senior secondary colleges for Years 11 and 12 only and secondary colleges 
including Years 7-12. In examining the school experience of the 35 respondents, a 
distinction can be made between these two groups: the seven young people who had a 
break in their secondary schooling—the 'returnees'—and those students who remained 
at school continuously. The distinction is important for several reasons. The 'returnees' 
were generally older and had returned to the education system after having either been 
in the work force or dropped out of education primarily due to overwhelming personal 
problems. Six of the seven young people had been away from home for some time 
prior to their re-enrolment. All seven made a conscious decision to return to school 
even though they would be economically disadvantaged by doing so. Those in receipt 
of income support from the Department of Social Security (DSS) would have lost their 
rent assistance entitlement, and those who had been working also faced a drop in income.

Separate issues for returnees and continuing students sometimes emerged and are 
noted in the discussion that follows.

The issues facing the five young people who discontinued their Year 12 studies will 
also be examined. Three of these were returnees.

Schoo! se!ection
Table 19 summarises the number of changes of school since the young person left his 
or her parental home.

Tabie 19 Number of changes of schoo! since !eft home by schoo! 
________ comptetion and gender

Changes Completed Yearl2 Discontinued Year 12 Total

None
Male

6
Female

14
Maie

1
Female

2 23
One 2 6 1 - 9
Two - 1 1 - 2
Three plus - 1 - - 1
Total 8 22 3 2 35

The majority of students (23) had not changed schools since leaving home. Sixteen 
had been attending the same school since Year 7.

These students described a sense of comfort and familiarity with their school 
environment. They had established social networks, and they knew the school culture 
and ethics. Even if the teachers were unaware of the degree of their family problems,
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the students did not want to complicate their situation any further by changing schools. 
Many were forced to endure several residential changes simply to be able to stay at the 
same school. They hoped that some residential support of a long-term nature would 
eventuate so their lives would be less chaotic and problematic.

Of the seven returnees, four returned to their known school. Most exercised this 
option as they were still resident in the same area and their choices were limited, 
particularly for the young woman from a country town. Nevertheless, the young people 
considered it to be an advantage to re-enrol at a familiar institution.

The other three returnees who had chosen different institutions embarked on a 
calculated selection process that topk account of their specific needs. This choice 
involved considerable travel. These young people assessed various aspects of the school 
which included the academic reputation of the school, the range of subjects offered, 
and the staff's attitude and acceptance of them, knowing they were living independently.

This point is illustrated by Sandra who lived in an area where there was a choice of 
three schools.

/3cAoo/ no. 77 stu^eJ me arounJ wAcu 7 rang fAem op. 7%en 7 went to /IScAool no.
27- 7%cy were sfuc& up an<7 rn^e /i%e yoa can't <7o ?7us an<7 you can't do tAat. 77:cy
were acting as fTtougA 7 way some sort o/yrea%, and 7 went to yScAooi no. 37 tAe next
day. 77:ey were just ready nice. So 7 went tAere.

So you really shopped around. What were you looking for?

A scAooi tdat wasn't going toybiiow me around because 7 Aad a  nose-ring in and
s t t#

Those students who changed schools without a break in their education did so for 
similar reasons. Most of the young people expressed dissatisfaction with various aspects 
of the school they were attending and preferred to change schools to have a fresh start. 
Three students said that they were asked to leave the school as their behaviour was 
unacceptable to teaching staff.

Enrotment process and schoo! !evies
All the young people who changed schools after leaving home were enrolled as students 
without parental support. Having selected a school that they considered met their needs, 
some students were immediately confronted with a demand for a contribution to the 
school by way of a 'levy'.

Two returnees were unable to enrol at a secondary college until they paid an up­
front contribution of one-third of the school levy, with the rest to be paid in instalments 
throughout the year. The two women who attended TAPE, although entitled to a
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considerable concession for enrolment fees, were also expected to pay on enrolment.

The remainder of the group were informed of the levy and were pursued for the 
payment throughout the year. This usually took the form of a letter of demand detailing 
the amount owing. This figure ranged from $160 to $300 depending on the subjects 
taken.

Despite protests regarding their inability to pay this total fee, the outstanding debt 
was still sought. In some cases this was held against the student, preventing them from 
participating in some school activities. Most students expressed distress at being 
subjected to this process. They felt the whole account was well beyond their means 
and they would not be in a position to repay the debt at any stage.

Support from the schoo!
As discussed in the previous chapter, 11 young people stated they had sought help 
from a school-based support worker at some stage prior to leaving home. This could 
have been at any school they attended. Nine students had involved their parents in this 
process of conflict resolution.

Seven of these young people described a strong supportive relationship with this 
worker. The remainder of the group stated they had not discussed the nature and extent 
of their problems at home with any person at the school. Lack of knowledge of available 
support services and family loyalty were the main reasons suggested by the young 
people as inhibiting the support process.

Sc/?oo/ response fo cr/s/s
After having left or having been expelled from the family home, six respondents stated 
they sought the help directly of a counsellor at school. The students stated they went to 
this worker for crisis help—which included practical help, advice and counselling. 
Discussing the range of accommodation options, as well as help to complete an 
application for income support, were the most immediate needs. The more informed 
student welfare counsellors were able to directly refer the young person to appropriate 
community services for additional support services.

Ten young people were already linked into the school support network, so their 
support was ongoing. They also required some practical advice and help with their 
Austudy applications. Only four of these 10 were referred to local community youth 
services. In five of these cases where ongoing support existed, the counsellor attempted 
direct contact with other family members with a view to reconciliation or mediation. 
Two parents made an approach to the school for help and advice.
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The remaining 13 young people who remained in the education system at the time 
of leaving home did not directly initiate any contact with any person at the school in 
the early weeks following that move.

There appears to be several reasons why this situation occurred. More than half of 
this group of 13 were not actually attending school at the time they left home. The 
family breakdown occurred during the school holidays (eight during the Christmas 
holidays), so the immediate help they required was obtained from another source. 
Some sought help from community-based services which attended to all their immediate 
needs, such as accommodation and income support. Others struggled on without any 
form of professional help and tried to resolve their own difficulties. On their return to 
school, some students did not feel inclined to reveal their personal problems to the 
school staff. Some considered it was not the school's immediate concern as they had 
income support and had established reasonably stable accommodation. Others, 
particularly from the recently arrived immigrant groups, felt very sensitive about their 
circumstances and less inclined to ask for help.

One young man admitted forging signatures on notes for an extended period of 
time in an attempt to hide his personal problems. Another had no books for more than 
four weeks. He felt too ashamed to say anything and was unaware of what help was 
available within the school setting to facilitate the process, of income support. Within 
several months all 35 students' independent status had become known to at least some 
of the school staff. Demands for parental permission or absenteeism notes had usually 
forced the issue.

Ongoing sc/ioo/ support
The school response, and the students' ongoing relationship with school staff, played a 
critical role in their ability to successfully manage their secondary studies. Even in 
circumstances where the students were well supported outside the school environment, 
they were still dependent on the school staff maintaining an appreciation of some of 
the complex personal problems they faced daily.

Many students made the point that they were not wanting special treatment but 
rather an understanding of some of the pressures of living away from hom e, that they 
had to assume 'adult responsibility'. These pressures ranged from surviving on a basic 
income with few educational resources, to coping with unresolved family conflicts 
which impacted on their emotional and mental well-being, to being fully responsible 
for themselves in an independent lifestyle.



72 MOViNGON

Georg/a /s an examp/e of a conf/nu/ng sfuden? who sough? support from her 
schoo/.

Georgia attended the same schoo) since Year 7. Being the eidest in a iarge famity 
she feit considerate pressure at home, as her father was prone to vioient outbursts 
mainiy directed towards his wife.

Georgia's mother had ieft the famiiy home with the chiidren on severai occasions. 
However, she aiways returned. Georgia feit uncomfortabie with this circumstance 
and had sought support from a staff member at the schooi. She confided in this 
person over a number of years, expressing her distress regarding the ongoing 
maritai confiict and the effect it was having on her. Georgia feit pessimistic about 
the possibiiity of her parents changing their ways, particuiariy as she feit she was 
unabie to effectiveiy communicate her point of view to her parents.

After consuitation with her counselor, Georgia decided to ieave her parents' home:

/ yusf got s/ck and f/red of /?.

Georgia moved in, and remained with another famiiy in her iocai community. She 
continued to receive ongoing counseiiing and advice from her counseiior who 
aiso faciiitated the Austudy appiication process.

Georgia never thought about ieaving schooi as she had a particuiar career path in 
mind, and wanted to achieve tertiary entrance. She commented on how much she 
enjoyed attending schooi as she had many friends and she feit the teachers were 
very heipfui, friendiy and dedicated to providing extra support when required.

Maintaining contact with famiiy members was important to Georgia. She was 
particuiariy concerned about being cut off from her younger sibiings. She feit 
tentative at first with her mother whom she knew was disappointed with her actions:

A? t/rsf fb/'ngs were rea//y bad  a s  / d/dn'f know wdaf to say.

Georgia was abie to taik through some strategies with her counseiior regarding 
estabiishing positive contacts with her famiiy. Confidential was important, as 
Georgia had other famiiy members at the schooi. She needed to be sure neither 
her situation nor that of her sibiings was going to be compromised in any way.

Georgia was abie to confidentiy appiy herseif to her studies and compieted her 
Year 12. Georgia obtained tertiary entrance to her chosen fieid.
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Schoo! atmosphere
Some educational institutions were better equipped than others to deal with the range 
of problems faced by independent students. This was partly reflected in the formal 
allocation of resources provided to help vulnerable young students and partly in the 
attitude and ability of the staff to empathise with young people who were without 
parental support. The degree to which the institution had experienced or been exposed 
to issues of student homelessness was also relevant.

Common themes arose during the course of the interviews highlighting the various 
strengths and weaknesses of school systems. These issues will be examined in some 
detail.

Many young people spoke very positively of their school experience. They described 
on a supportive situation, where the staff were prepared to offer extended tuition or 
help to any student when required. They spoke of a positive atmosphere amongst fellow 
students and staff. They felt that they were accepted as an individual in a diverse 
population, irrespective of their appearance, age or family circumstance. In the cases 
where the students had been away from home for more than two years, school became 
even more important to them. One described it as her 'big security blanket' whilst 
another said it was a place to forget about all her troubles. There was a particular sense 
of comfort for those students who had been at the same school since Year 7.

Conversely, some students complained that their experience at secondary school 
had been marred by unsympathetic attitudes of staff, and a school atmosphere that was 
less tolerant of individual differences and the 'abnormal' situation of students living 
away from home. In some cases this was related to particularly conservative values 
within the school with little experience of independent students. Others gave the 
impression there were so many problems in the school that staff were overwhelmed or 
uninterested in providing the individual attention to any student in need:

7Aere !y oAvioasTy sawtefAiMg wrong 'cog o f  a/J fAc Aomc/cM Aa%s, 7'J yay 9 0 per cent
Aave /e/h 7 /neon wAy ? 7%ere was aAoaf 23 of as 7 rccAow :w % ar 72 a t fAe start of
tAe year TAey've /e/t wow 'cos tAey fast coaMwTf AawcMe :t.

Some described their schooling as a constant battle to keep going, with the worst 
scenario being the students discontinuing their studies.

School amalgamations was one issue mentioned by some students. They felt the 
transitional process had placed great stress on the school community as a whole and 
this process contributed to a strain on resources for both the teaching staff and the 
students.
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Estab!ishing re!at!onships
One of the crucial factors in contributing to a young person's positive experience at 
school was the ability to establish a rapport with an individual staff member. This 
relationship served many purposes, both formal and informal. In some circumstances 
it was important to have an ally on staff who could advocate for the individual student 
when the need arose. Behaviour problems or poor academic performance were suggested 
as two examples of this situation. Informally, the presence of an approachable adult 
with whom the student felt a bond contributed to a sense of security.

The development of relationships appears to be dependent on the individual 
circumstances. Half the students initiated the contact themselves, either prior to leaving 
home or immediately after they left. In these cases, the students were seeking help 
from a known person in a defined welfare role. The adult contact was well known 
within the school and their profile was a positive one. They were approachable and 
most importantly they were respected for their ability to maintain confidentiality.

The remainder of the group were more tentative in their attempts to initiate direct 
contact with welfare co-ordinators. They may have had some casual consultation and 
preferred not to continue the relationship for a variety of reasons. They may have been 
too shy or mistrusting to actively pursue asking for help. Many young people 
acknowledged that asking for help was a particularly difficult task and that they often 
deferred the action until they were really desperate. The males from non-English- 
speaking backgrounds (NESB) appeared the group most reluctant to ask for help. 
However, once an informal approach was made to them by an empathetic staff member, 
usually a teacher, their circumstances changed dramatically and a highly valued 
relationship developed. One young man explained that he was shy and had trouble 
trusting people:

Be/ore T'm not felling anyone. T'm a /nan, a very strong man and T can cope wifh 
any sifoafion. T wasn 'f going fo feii anyone a&oaf my problem. Now 1 have someone 
fo talk fo. She knows by my behaviour if T'm down.

Those returning to study appeared to be particularly tentative about making formal 
approaches for help, but tended to form closer bonds with teachers. Those relationships 
usually began over school work-related matters and then developed as trust strengthened. 
Typically this group wanted to control the amount of personal information they divulged, 
as several had been away from home for many years and were tired of people focusing 
too much on their personal problems:

T've had a lof of people frying fo help me. They always infrade foo mach. /f $ good 
fo have someone fo falk fo baf fhey fasf don 'f wanf fo do fhaf. They wanf fo falk and 
falk and falk and yoa fasf gef sick of if. %a wanf fo have a friend. Thaf ̂  whaf T was 
looking for was a friend.
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Absenteeism
Absenteeism was the issue most commonly cited by the respondents as a problem area. 
Many young people stated they were sometimes placed in the position where they 
needed to take time off school. This may have been for appointments, sickness or the 
necessity to organise accommodation, banking or other domestic tasks. On some 
occasions it was related to feeling depressed or unmotivated.

Many students complained they had difficulty with this situation as the school staff 
would not accept their excuse as legitimate. The process of writing notes became 
problematic as the independent students had no adult figure in their domestic setting 
who could verify their circumstances. Many students complained of feeling victimised 
over this predicament, as the staff displayed little empathy for them. Their entitlement 
to Austudy was used as a threat and in some cases they had their entitlements docked 
accordingly. School attendance is part of a regular checking system employed by the 
Benefits Control Unit of the Department of Employment, Education and Training 
(DEET). Information from the school regarding attendance is completed on DEET 
forms and is passed directly to this unit. Anomalies are then referred back to the assessing 
officer for action. Many students recognised that establishing an attendance standard 
was important. However, they felt it could have been administered in a fairer manner:

7f !y a conservative scAooi... 7 weeded to sign /ny own note.? awd sta^/ike tAat. 77/ey
tverew't goiwg to iet /we, tAey wanted /we to get a court order .saying 7 co/dd do tAat.
7 tAoagAt tAat wag ready stupid 'cos 7 was over 7# and 7'd ie/t Ao/ne.

Confidentiatity
Confidentiality was another issue that was raised by the respondents as being extremely 
important. In a school environment that engendered a positive atmosphere, students 
commented that they felt their personal circumstances and those of fellow students 
remained private and that confidentiality was respected. The school and staff were 
discreet and sensitive in their approach to all students. Students chose to give permission 
for their personal details to be discussed with other staff where it may have impacted 
on their academic performance, school attendance, or degree of motivation.

In less positive environments, students said they felt they were 'victims of gossip' 
and that everyone knew things about them that they hadn't told them directly. The 
students who experienced this problem had greater difficulty establishing strong links 
with staff members as they were less inclined to feel in control of their own situation. 
The very nature of their independent living and homelessness contributed to a heightened 
degree of sensitivity about their personal life that needed to be respected. In the longer- 
term this situation really worked against the student, as. they invariably chose not to 
confide in the staff again and in so doing limited their potential for support.
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The issue of confidentiality also became problematic in some circumstances 
involving the other family members. Some students had siblings attending the same 
school so it was particularly important that contact with other family members did not 
compromise the student living away from home. Others had fears they may be harassed 
by a parent at school. Some schools had not addressed this issue and were less than 
sympathetic in this situation:

7 regaesfed fAey don't give any iw/brmadon oaf to my mother a&oaf where 7 wag
/ivmg or what 7 wag doing or anything iihe that. 7hey re/hged. 7%ey gaid no they
weren't going to. Tfghe aghed they wotdd teii her

Academic aspirations and achievement
Common to all those young people who completed their Year 12 was the strong desire 
to achieve a goal. Some had set their sights on completing their secondary schooling 
whereas others had expressed great determination to obtain tertiary entrance.

Achieving this goal seemed paramount in these students' minds and they had given 
little serious thought to leaving school. Many of these higher achievers stated they had 
a particular vocation in mind and had always wanted to fulfil this aspiration:

7 wasn't going to let my parents wrecA my /f/e.

Other students stated they wanted to prove to their parents they could make it despite 
the constant denigrations they had received when they were living in their parents 
home:

7'm not a A/adger 7%at$ wAat they were coding me at Aome.

7 want to prove to my parents, not only my parents Aat to my/riends, tAat 7'm not a
Aiadger 7 want to do gomefAmg with my /i/e.

Others in the group wanted to be the first in their family to have achieved a minimum 
standard of Year 12. They had been encouraged by at least one of their parents in their 
early life to aspire to this goal as that opportunity had not been afforded to their parents. 
The family culture was to value the education process as this was a means to achieve 
economic success.

Acade/n/c pedb/mance
Many students expressed frustration with their personal circumstance and the effect it 
was having on their ability to achieve their academic potential. More than half the 
group described themselves as being capable students. However, many of them spoke 
of being angry that their family breakdown had placed them in a disadvantaged situation.
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This feeling extended not only to the emotional turmoil they had experienced as a 
result of leaving their family home, but also to the impoverished physical circumstances 
in which they found themselves.

Eight students felt their study environment was worse than when they were living 
at home. Lack of resources, such as a proper desk or even a television created difficulties 
for students when access to such facilities was assumed at school. Some also had 
problems purchasing books and stationery.

On the other hand, some schools had allowed students unlimited access to educational 
facilities and resources and encouraged any disadvantaged student to use them when 
required.

Those young people who had been away from home for more than two years were 
almost resigned to the fact that they couldn't do as well as they might have in other 
circumstances. Some had struggled since Year 8 to remain at school, and they had 
faced many situations that affected their school performance:

/  a/wayy got good /narky in yckoof, &M? /  coaM Aavg goffgn /nack 7'/n pro&a&fy
siHing on a  *C". Becaaye q/* ?k/'y y?M  ̂?ka?!y %?een going on iy reaiiy a%?ecie<% /ny
yckoo/ing.

What stuff?

WiiA /ny par^n/y, going /o coarf, jay? gvezy/Aing.

Two young women who were residing in a community adolescent placement had 
the benefit of a personal tutor to help with their studies. The tutor was not associated 
with the school, and visited on a regular basis to provide individual tuition and 
encouragement with the student's study program. Both young women found this to be 
of enormous value as they felt the service had helped them to focus on their studies and 
had maintained their incentive to complete their secondary education.

The other students in the group were asked their opinion of this tutor system. The 
majority concurred it would have been something they would have liked, as the one- 
to-one adult contact would have sustained their motivation.

Motivation
All 35 respondents were asked about how they maintained their motivation fo remain 
at school. Those returning to school felt they were in a better personal circumstance 
and could apply themselves more readily to the study situation. They had developed 
supportive relationships with people outside the school environment who were 
encouraging them to return to school. These relationships proved vital during times of 
personal stress or when study pressure was at its peak. Those students who were
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continuing with their secondary studies also spoke of the importance of particular 
relationships outside the school setting and the role they played in keeping them 
motivated on a daily basis.

For 9$me, the support or encouragement came from a flatmate or long-time boyfriend 
or girlfriend. Other students had various extended family members who were very 
important because they took an interest in the student's work and activities. In some 
cases, improved communication with one parent inspired the student to apply themselves 
to their studies.

In situations where siblings were living together, they appeared to have developed 
a special bond that helped them remain attentive to their studies.

Common to all those young people who completed their Year 12 studies was the 
existence of a special relationship that had been established for more than twelve months.

Within the school setting, the respondents related their motivation to continue their 
studies to various aspects of the school experience. Encouragement by school staff 
was mentioned as one of the most important elements to sustaining motivation.

As the VCE is structured to include continual assessment projects, maintaining 
confidence and meeting timelines were very important. Study pressure was cited by 20 
students as being one of the main problems they faced while living away from home, 
(see Table 22) Many students stated that receiving positive feedback and some good 
marks for completed work helped them considerably. Those who had developed a 
strong relationship with a staff member spoke of the influence of this relationship, 
particularly during times of self doubt or overwhelming study or personal pressure. 
Knowing they could talk through their problems with this empathetic adult figure gave 
them great comfort and inspired them to keep achieving.

Those students who had developed weaker attachments to individual staff members 
were more likely to feel fragile and less confident in managing their work load.

'Sa/iy's' s/fuaf/on iiiustrates this process. After Saiiy had been away from 
borne for sbr months, she reca/fed her feelings;

/ fe/t confused. / didn't know what / was doing.

Her famiiy situation was causing her great distress. She had a casuai discussion 
with the weifare co-ordinator:

i just didn't feet comfortab/e, and i feif / had to feii him everything before i got 
a response.

Saiiy said she became increasingiy depressed.
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/ /us/ d/dn7 wan? fo go f/o schoo//. / /us/ d/dn7 wan/ fo go anywhere.

Sa!!y said she was very quiet in ciass and found it difficuit participating in any 
discussions. Mid-year, Saiiy received two good marks with her work. A teacher 
took the time to ring and congratuiate her on her performance. Saiiy said that 
encouragement inspired her to keep going even though her famiiy situation was 
stiii a distracting infiuence. She said:

/Vow /hey nof/ce /7 /'m no/ /here or no/.

Saiiy summed up the situation:

//you've go/ no-one /n/eres/ed /n yon, yon /h/nk why /n /he he// are yon cfo/ng 
//. /Vo-one here /s /n/eres/ec/. When yon are on/ of home yon /ose s/gh/ of wha/ 
yon are a/m/ng /dr

7"he case of Ph////pa' ///ns/ra/es /he c/rcums/ance of a returnee.

Phiiiipa iived with members of her extended famiiy for most of her iife. She wouid 
visit her parents on weekends. She described herchiidhood as quite disruptive as 
with each move to another rotative she had to change schoois. Phiiiipa ieft schooi 
at Year 10.

On her sixteenth birthday her mother asked her to come and stay with her. Against 
her grandmother's advice she ieft and moved to the country with her mother and 
sister. The arrangement iasted eight months, with Phiiiipa being asked to ieave 
foiiowing a major argument:

Vbn cou/d /e// she d/dn7 rea//y /ove me. // was re/ecf/on /ha/ / /e//.

Phiiiipa jumped on a train back to Meiboume and spent the next 15 months moving 
around different refuges and various piaces in the private rentdi sector. Phiiiipa 
said during that time she was very confused, was crying ait the time and feit 
"emotionaiiy exhausted".

On the advice of a girifriend she had seif-referred to a community-based sociai 
worker with whom she deveioped a ciose and trusting reiationship. With her heip 
Phiiiipa was abie to taik through some of her probiems, move on to taking controi 
of her circumstance, and pian her future:

/ dec/ded /he nex/ year /?993/, no maf/er wha/ happened / was go/ng /o go 
hack /o schoo/. 7ha/'s wha/ / a/ways wan/ed /o do.

Phiiiipa chose to attend a TAFE coiiege because she perceived that to'be a 'freer* 
environment and more accepting of oider students. She described her experience 
there as a very positive one, the teachers: dea/ w//h you on a one /o one bas/s,
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and are more than wiiiing to he!p you, or understand the pressures you face outside 
the schoo! setting. Phiiiipa maintained contact with her sociai worker whom she 
described as her inspiration. She knew she couid contact her at any time.

Phiiiipa said aithough it remained difficuit studying and iiving independent^ she 
maintained her motivation because:

/ really want to help people. That's kept me going. Maybe If / go fo Llni. / might 
be ab/e to he%? peop/e.

Those who discontinued Year 12
Five young people discontinued their studies prior to their completion of Year 12. 
Three of the five were returnees and had resolved to return to school to further their 
studies with the view to bettering their employment options in the future.

Although each individual faced specific problems that contributed to their inability 
to remain at school, there were several key common factors:

* all five young people were hesitant in establishing and then maintaining a strong 
relationship with a staff member over an extended period. Several found a teacher 
with whom they had some rapport but for various reasons these staff were moved 
on, and the students were unable to easily relate to other staff members;

* four of the five young people had significant personal problems that were related to 
a particularly traumatic incident. As a consequence, they felt rather vulnerable and 
fragile, and pre-occupied with their own problems which sometimes led to difficulties 
with concentration. These problems also led to increased absenteeism as it was 
necessary to attend numerous appointments outside the school system:

7 fast coaidn'f handle if /school7- 7f was fast foo much as 7 had everything else fo 
worry ahoaf.

* these factors meant this group of young people were more likely to feel alienated 
and different, particularly if they had enrolled at a new school, were older, or had a 
limited informal social network;

* most importantly, none of the group of five had a specific goal they wanted to 
achieve by being at school and as a result had problems with motivation. One young 
man articulated this:

Poor motivation led fo poor resaifs, which then confirmed a sense of inch of 
achievement.
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%M receive oAoMf 70pgr cgnf nggalrve^gJAacA ay opposed To poyArvg, A rgfw/orcĝ  
a low Arrve aaA /ow yeTf-eyfeem.

Continuing to attend school became overwhelmingly difficult and inevitably led to 
their questioning why they were there? Several were disillusioned with the content of 
their courses, which they believed was becoming less relevant to their daily lives:

%ar 77, 7 was going to school gvgry<7ay, fAaf wayying. Got to %ar 72, 7 ytartg<7 
going to ycAoo/ rggaiariy an<7 rAg/r ycAool yfartg<7 ggfting rga77y Coring anJ 
monotonoay 'coy 7'A &ccn rAgrg Ay 73 yeary. 7 y'ayt AaA cnoagA. 7 way /c<7 ap. 7 
ytartc3 rAin̂ ing wAy am 7 Acre. 7'vc ycen yo many of Aery wAo Aave gone aii fAe way 
tAroagA down to %ar 72, got fAeir VCE and tAey've Aeen anempioyed ever yince. 7 
rAoagAi A wayn'i wortA rAe Aayyie.

All five young people felt they had made the right decision to leave school. Several 
expressed regret that they were unable to manage their schooling and they thought 
they may return to some type of study, albeit part-time in the future. In considering this 
option, all agreed they would not return to a secondary school environment but would 
search for something more flexible, that accommodated their individual needs more 
appropriately.

Having made the decision to discontinue their studies, all five believed there was 
nothing more the school could do to influence this decision. In advising the staff of 
their intent two were encouraged to reconsider, while the others' decision was endorsed. 
No-one recalled being given any clear advice as to the range of options that might be 
available to them in the foreseeable future. They simply signed out and left.

The case of 'Henry' ///usfrates fAe problems faced by yotmg peop/e who 
d/sconf/noed fbe/r sfud/es.

Henry had !eft schooi at Year 10 and obtained an apprenticeship. He was the 
eidest of three chiidren remaining in the parentai home. Henry's mother had chronic 
addictive habits which she was unabie to overcome. These probiems had ied to 
iong-term domestic disharmony and a maritai confiict. These confiicts in the home 
impacted on Henry and he eventuaiiy iost his job as his mother was harassing him 
at work.

Henry decided his best option was to return to his secondary schooi studies. He 
enroiied at Year 11, at a new institution that he beiieved wouid give him a fresh 
start and that offered him the range of subjects he wanted to pursue. During the 
year Henry's famiiy probiems escaiated and he ieft home, as he touidn't take it 
anymore".
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Henry was aware of the welfare co-ordinator at the schoo) but he feit reiuctant to 
divuige his persona! situation:

/ never rea//y asked them for he/p. / d/dn'f rea//y want to ask anyone for he/p.

Henry had deveioped a rapport with one teacher who heiped him keep motivated. 
He compieted the year and returned to do Year 12 in 1994:

The reason why / went back for the next year was because / bad an <4rf teacher 
that cou/d he/p me and /earn off... The next year they pot fb/s other teacher / 
d/dn'f //ke anyfh/np she sa/d... / ended up a/pu/np and swear/np at her

Henry feit deepiy distressed by his home circumstances and was worried that his 
younger sibiings were aiso going to have unhappy feeiings about their chiidhood. 
He feit poweriess to change the situation, guiity about his inabiiity to manage:

/ just cou/dn't concentrate. L/ke /'d po to schoo/ pet /nto c/ass and the teacher 
wou/d ask me to do somefh/np and /'d j'usf fh/nk what am / do/np here?... /// 
ynst wasn't pett/np anywhere w/tb /f. / was /ust stup/d. 7he povernment was 
p/v/np me money and /t's not even po/np to the r/pht use.

Henry eventuaiiy ieft schooi, to iook for another job. Refiecting on whether he had 
made the right decision Henry repiied:

Y&ah / do. / St/// fh/nk / w/sh / had a better educaf/on. / w/sh / cou/d have done 
better Vbu knom / rea//y w/sh / cou/d have yusf stuck /f out.

Summary
In discussing the students' experiences at schooi, common themes deveioped regarding 
factors that heiped young people remain at and enjoy their time at school, compared 
with problem areas that create barriers to this process.

In examining the school experience, a distinction was made between those continuing 
in their secondary studies and those returning to study after a break (returnees). Issues 
concerning those who discontinued Year 12 were also examined. School selection was 
an important factor with the students. The majority had not changed schools since 
leaving home. Four of the seven returnees re-enrolled at their previous school, with the 
remainder seeking a school they considered more appropriately met their needs.

One of the major barriers students can face when either changing schools or returning 
to school is the demand for an up-front contribution to the school levies as part of the 
enrolment process. In schools where they were known, students living without parental 
support were pressured for payments throughout the year.

A central theme that emerged in relation to the school experience for all students
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was the establishment of a positive relationship with a staff member who was able to 
provide ongoing support and encouragement. School environments that facilitated this 
process engendered positive self-esteem and confidence amongst students by accepting 
individuals irrespective of their family background or current circumstance. They 
respected confidentiality and gave prominence to the development of both formal and 
informal student welfare networks throughout the school.

Some students had sought help prior to leaving home. They were better placed to 
deal with the crisis of leaving home than those who had not been able to obtain the 
same degree of support. The main reasons for not seeking help prior to leaving home 
was lack of knowledge of available support services, particularly for younger students, 
and family loyalty. NESB students were less likely to ask for help both prior to leaving 
home or after leaving home.

Half the group sought help from the student welfare co-ordinator either prior to or 
immediately after leaving. Accommodation and income support were their main needs 
at that point. The remainder of the group were either not at school at the time they left 
home or chose not to initially ask for help.

The returnees and those who experienced difficulty in asking for help were more 
likely to gain ongoing support from a teacher rather than a staff member in an identified 
welfare role. An inability to develop a strong relationship with a staff member was 
identified as a factor contributing to students discontinuing their Year 12 studies.

Absenteeism was described as a problem for most students, as they did not have an 
adult figure who was able to verify their reason for being absent. In the less empathetic 
environments, students felt they were unfairly treated as they had trouble effectively 
conveying some of the problems they encountered as a result of living independently. 
Attending appointments or moving house were examples of some problems faced.

Maintaining motivation was a particularly difficult task for all young people wanting 
to complete their Year 12 studies without parental support. Encouragement, particularly 
by teachers and the student's support person, was noted as important elements in 
overcoming continual study pressure associated with the VCE system. The desire to 
achieve a stated goal was also an important factor. All those students who completed 
their Year 12 had set themselves the goal of at least achieving that end. The more 
ambitious students wanted to pursue their studies at a tertiary level. Conversely the 
absence of an academic goal or defined career choice was one contributing factor 
leading to the decision of those who discontinued their Year 12 studies.

In circumstances where there was improved family relationships, students 
commented this helped them remain attentive and focussed on their studies. Where 
family relationships had not been satisfactorily addressed students found themselves 
distracted and were less able to concentrate on their school work. In the worst cases the
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students discontinued their studies as they were unable to overcome their personal 
distress associated with their family problems. Supportive relationships with people 
outside the school network were also noted as being important in helping and 
encouraging the students to apply themselves to their studies.

Most students felt a degree of frustration that their personal circumstance would 
adversely affect their academic potential. These feelings were related to the emotional 
turmoil created by their family problems as well as their disadvantaged financial 
situation, which sometimes meant they were unable to fully participate in the curriculum 
or gain access to sufficient resources.

tssues for Austudy
From the discussion in this chapter the following are issues arising in relation to 
recipients of SHR:

/nadequafe /ncome
* The demand by schools for a contribution to enrolment fees and school levies is an 

additional financial burden for SHR recipients who are unlikely to have any capacity 
to save. These findings indicate that the students' inability to contribute to these 
fees is distressing and sometimes leads to the students limited participation in the 
school curriculum.

* Attending school incurs many additional expenses for books, stationery and 
educational resources. These findings indicate that students are unable to meet these 
costs and they are either dependent on material aid or persevere with insufficient 
resources.

Abse/ifee/sm
* The need to take time off school for a range of reasons was cited by many students 

as a problem area. These findings indicate that there are many misunderstandings 
about this issue and the process employed by some schools to monitor absence 
notes is disadvantaging vulnerable students.



chapter 7 Living independentiy
The previous chapters examined the two major influences in the lives of the students - 
family and school. However, there are a number of other factors that contributed to the 
students' ability to live independently.

This chapter identifies the availability and usefulness of government and community 
support services as perceived by the respondents, notably access to income support. It 
examines the accommodation options that the young people experienced and the relative 
advantages and disadvantages of different living arrangements. It also presents their 
views on the definition of 'homelessness'.

The problems experienced by the respondents since they left home and their 
expectations for the future are summarised. These provide an interesting comparison 
with the responses yielded in the follow-up interviews six months on. The chapter 
concludes with a description of the transition period between school and the tertiary/ 
work environment.

Youth and community services
As the 35 respondents came from a large and diverse geographic region, their use of 
community resources varied. The provision of youth services across the target area 
appeared to be uneven. The most common problem cited was access to subsidised 
housing, either youth housing schemes or public sector rental. Most young people's 
knowledge of, and access to, community resources prior to leaving home were limited. 
There appear to be several reasons for this. As many young people had not expected to 
leave home when they did, they had no obvious need to seek help via a community- 
based service. This situation was compounded by the young age of some of the 
participants when they had left home. Lack of visibility of some of the support services, 
particularly in the metropolitan areas, also contributed to this circumstance. As the 
community services were scattered throughout the area, the services were 
compartmentalised and it became difficult for young people to obtain information about 
the range of services available. Many young people said when they were first seeking 
help they were unsure of what to ask about. Their initial concern was for shelter and 
money, but their longer-term needs were unclear. Those young people were appreciable
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of being able to obtain help from a single person who was able to deal with a range of 
problems, provide advice or act as a referral point. Those students who were able to 
locate a youth resource centre were considerably better off as they were able to use this 
service as a central resource point.

Community health centres located in country towns were a visible, central source 
of help and were well known within their neighbourhood. Young people were more 
easily able to self-refer to these services or be directed there by other friends or adults 
from whom they sought help. This situation proved particularly advantageous for young 
people who left home during the school holidays.

Nine young people had not used any community-based youth service other than the 
Austudy network since the time they left home. They were young people who were 
able to independently organise their accommodation and income support. They usually 
had the help of either relatives or family friends who had known of their family problems 
for an extended period.

Although 16 students sought help from the student welfare co-ordinator, only 10 
were referred to local youth services via the school. The remaining six organised all 
their help from a school-based service only.

Sixteen young people either self-referred or were directed to the community-based 
service by other sources. Five students in this latter group were actively supported by 
a youth worker who directly approached the school to inform them of the change of 
home circumstances and the new living arrangements.

Accommodation
Accommodation was reported to be one of the crucial factors contributing to a 
student's ability to remain at school.

Many students expressed strong opinions that finding suitable and stable 
accommodation, particularly in the days immediately after leaving home, was one of 
the key factors facilitating the process of being able to stay at school. Without stable 
shelter and a suitable study environment, it was impossible to function adequately at 
school, particularly at Year 12 level.

Mumber of moi/es
Table 20 illustrates the number of moves made by the young people prior to their 
current residence.
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Tab!e 20 Number of moves since ieaving parent's home

Response Male Female Total
None 2 5 . 7
1-2 moves 4 11 15
3-4 moves 3 6 9
5-6 moves 1 1 2
7+ - 2 2
Total 10 25 35

The 24 young people who have moved between one and four times usually followed 
a similar pattern. They knew that the place in which they initially sought shelter (either 
a friend's place or extended family situation) was only a temporary measure until they 
could find more suitable long-term shelter. Only four respondents used a youth refuge 
at any point.

Many young people who were living in the private rental sector expressed a degree 
of frustration with their situation. Firstly, many had experienced some difficulty with 
real estate agents accepting them as reliable tenants. The younger the applicant the 
more problematic this issue became. Secondly, there were specific problems locating 
suitable housing close to the school. In some country areas there appeared to be a 
significant lack of options available for young people: As most young people did not 
want to change schools, particularly in Year 12, or leave their known community, they 
chose to tolerate the higher rents rather than face the prospect of moving. Most young 
people stated it was a priority to be within walking distance of their school.

The seven young people who had remained in the same accommodation since they 
left home described themselves as being most fortunate to have obtained accommodation 
that had lasted for the duration of their secondary schooling. Three students remained 
in a family situation and two young women were able to move immediately into 
supported youth accommodation that just happened to have a vacancy at the time.

Many young people complained that accommodation which housed groups of people 
other than students was totally inappropriate and allowed them to be distracted from 
their studies or, in the worst case, encouraged poor school attendance. They then had 
to make a conscious effort to move away from this situation which more often than not 
forced them into the private sector rental market.

Many students stated that one of the hardest issues to deal with was controlling 
their own independent environment, that is, feeling strong enough to expel other young 
people who would 'hang around' because there was no adult supervision.

In the four cases where there were more than five moves, the young people were
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unable to comfortably settle in any environment. Conflict with other residents, problems 
with money, poor access to resources or knowledge of them, were cited as factors 
contributing to this degree of mobility.

L/v/ngf s/fuaf/o/7
Table 21 illustrates the living arrangements of the students.

Table 21 Living situation

Residence with Male Female Total
Sibling 1 4 5
Parents 1 - 1
Extended family 1 3 4
Friend 2 7 9
Shared household 2 7 9
Other family household 2 2 4
Alone 1 2 3
Total 10 25 35

Ten young people were living with either a sibling, parent or aunt/uncle. One young 
man had recently moved in with his natural father whom he had not known for the 
major part of his life. Both the males in this situation paid no board, whereas all three 
females contributed to their upkeep.

The young people who were living with extended family had been there for several 
years and regarded their accommodation as a long-term stable arrangement. The five 
young people living with siblings had developed a particularly close relationship and 
they felt they derived some benefit in sharing their resources and keeping each other 
company. The four females living with siblings had all been able to obtain subsidised 
housing which also improved their living arrangements. The three young people who 
lived alone were all from country areas and had found themselves in this situation after 
a series of misfortunes. They had all moved at least twice and had limited options 
available to them in their area. They all rented within the private sector.

Four young people chose to live in a family situation. The two young men felt they 
needed the extra support of a boarding arrangement where everything was provided 
for them, whereas the two young women remained independent but chose the option 
for its proximity to school.

The remaining 18 were living with either a friend or in shared accommodation 
including youth housing schemes and adolescent community placements. Most of these
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arrangements were the choice of the young people at the time. They were not always 
harmonious households, particularly in the shared or group setting. Most people 
described at least one antagonistic incident in the time they had been resident there, 
that had significantly affected their well-being and ability to function adequately at 
school.

accommocfaf/o/7 se/v/'ces
Although at the time of interview only eight young people were resident in a youth 
housing scheme, 15 young people had used these facilities at some stage. There were a 
variety of opinions expressed regarding the provision of these services. Most young 
people acknowledged there was significant potential for conflict to arise in these shared 
facilities as residents did not necessarily know or like each other.

In youth housing services where young people reported a positive experience they 
commented on a particular management style. They considered the staff were 
empathetic, supportive and approachable and were fair in their management of domestic 
disputes. The young people appreciated the attentive approach of the workers who 
were actively involved in their daily lives. They were able to provide practical advice 
and help. Most importantly they followed through with their actions.

In other youth housing services the residents were more critical of the management 
of the program. They had less confidence in the workers being able to address household 
conflicts and they considered the staff were not attentive to their needs. Staff appeared 
to spend less time with the residents and sometimes were unable to provide adequate 
follow-up to problem areas or complaints. The young people said this process was 
frustrating and affected their rapport with the workers:

TAcrcly no use being sapparfive anJ raying all fAis yiM^yoa are going to Jo yasT to 
maAe yoa^cci better %n Aave fo^bi/ow it ap. LiAe ifyoa reaiiy want to Aeip someone 
yoa 'ii actually Jo it noty'ast say /'ii Jo t/Js^or ya an J fAaf/br ya an J maAe them aii 
Aappy anJ senJ fAem o^to fAe re/age anJforget aboaf tAent. 7%ere!s no use Joing 
tAat.

In summary, the essential elements perceived to create the best available conditions for 
students were:

w living in an environment that was quiet and equipped for students' needs; eg. a 
desk;

* living in the company of people who were sympathetic to the needs of students;

* living close to the school so transport and access were not a problem. Most students 
chose the cheapest option of walking to school wherever possible. It was also noted
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that living long distances from school created barriers to regular attendance, as the 
effort required to get to school sometimes adversely affected their motivation;

* living in subsidised accommodation meant that students spent a smaller proportion 
of their income on housing and therefore had more money available for other essential 
items, such as food.

Home/ess or onsopporfed sfucfenf?
The respondents were asked if they considered themselves to be homeless. This proved 
to be a particularly vexed question as many young people sought to qualify their answer. 
Twelve said they were homeless. Generally this response was related to being without 
the emotional and physical support of their family.

Fourteen respondents said they did not perceive themselves to be homeless as they 
considered the term related to having no shelter. They felt settled and in control of their 
residential situation, so the term was not appropriate to them. Seven were unsure.

This question did provoke some rather hostile responses in relation to the name of 
the allowance they received—Student Homeless Rate. Many students said they found 
this a particularly demeaning term which did not really reflect their situation.

Phillipa's comments illustrates the feelings of many in the group. She had been 
away from home for three years, and had a part-time job.

You are in receipt of the SHR of Austudy. Do you consider yourself to be homeless?

Nor Mow

Why?

'Cos 7 hove a roofover my head... Lei mg say that again. 7 do see myself as homeless 
in the sense rhar 7 don 'r get any support/fom my parents and 7 don't get any sapport 
Trom anyone a t all as Z'm looking a/ter myself independently. 7n the sense of 
homelessness where everyone is living on the street and living in poor conditions - 
no 7 don't see myself in that state. 7 see myself as pretty we!!-o%f hat as 7 said it!s 
been hard and it!s taken a long time.

F u R if e  acco777i7?ocfafi077

Many young people were acutely aware that their residential circumstances were likely 
to change again in the foreseeable future. Most students who intended to pursue their 
studies at a tertiary level were inevitably facing change. There were two main reasons 
for this situation. Firstly, the preferred tertiary institution was some distance away
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which would force a change. Secondly, the students in youth housing schemes were 
required to vacate the premises. This situation arose from a variety of reasons. Some 
longer-term residents in youth housing schemes were aware they were required to 
move on as their initial contract which had been negotiated for a maximum time of two 
years had expired. Generally they were prepared for this move, and felt sufficiently 
independent to be able to cope without the additional support. Several other young 
people were required to leave their accommodation as they had completed their 
secondary studies; or they had turned 18. Again this was part of the condition of their 
contract with the organisation.

Of the five young people who had discontinued Year 12, three were considering 
moving but had no apparent plan in mind. They were dissatisfied with their living 
arrangements and hoped to find something more suitable. The other two young men 
were firmly ensconced in a family situation and had no intention of leaving this 
supportive environment.

Access to income support
Nineteen of the 35 young people stated they were not aware of income support prior to 
leaving their parental home.

The ability of the young people to gain income support depended on their own 
resourcefulness and the knowledge of adults from whom they sought help. Sixteen 
young people sought help with their Austudy application from the school. Ten obtained 
help from community-based services and eight completed their applications 
independently. One young woman did not lodge an application as she had been advised 
her circumstances did not meet the eligibility criteria. She was also financially 
independent.

The majority of young people described the Austudy application process as being 
cumbersome and time-consuming. Obtaining three written supporting statements 
immediately following a major family breakdown was difficult. Writing their own 
statement and presenting the reasons for the family conflict was particularly hard for 
some young people who were very distressed by family breakdown. There was also a 
degree of anxiety associated with uncertainty of the application process and whether 
their claim would be approved for payment:

7 way jMSf really ncrvoay aAoaf it 'coy 7 fAoagAf fAcy migAf AnocA we AacA. 7'd
alwayy Aeard fAey were really foagA on all applicafiony an<7 if way Aani fo gef fAaf
rafe, yoa Anow fAc Ao/neleyy rafe. 7?nf 7 <7i<7n 'f Aave a proAlefn.

More than half the group said their application was referred to the social worker for 
an interview, even though they (the applicant) considered they had sufficient 
documentation illustrating the nature and extent of the family breakdown. These
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interviews were conducted over the telephone and usually involved obtaining permission 
to talk directly with the applicant's parents. This process inevitably led to delays in 
processing as the application needed to be reviewed by an administrative officer and 
then contact made with the student to establish a suitable interview time with the social 
worker. The efficiency of this process depends on the work load of the social worker at 
the time.

Eventually 33 of the 35 students were granted the Student Homeless Rate (SHR) of 
Austudy. However, four young men experienced particular problems with their 
application process, and were forced to ask for a review of their case. Three were able 
to establish their eligibility at this point, whereas one young man was told his 
circumstances did not fit the stated eligibility criteria. He was left with no option other 
than to apply for the dependent parental means-tested student assistance, which left 
him considerably financially disadvantaged.

All young people experienced a minimum of three weeks wait where they were 
totally without income support and dependent on those around them. The students 
described this as a demeaning experience, and the longer it was endured, the more 
demoralising it became:

Mrs V /enf me money to get a new birth cerfi/icafe and help me get a Tax File 
Namier 7f took a&ota/bar weeks awd :'f was a rea/ kassle.

7f was sack a relief whew the money came through 7fast didw't know what to do with 
it. Really 7 didw7t was gaife a while be/bre 7 had money of my own. 7 was making 
sandwiches here and that was it. 7fast wasn't haying anything or doing anything, 
knowing that yoa have to live t%f other people that aren't even yoarfamily.

7f 7 didn't have them, 7'dprohahly he living on the streets now 'cos 7 woaldh't have 
been able to organise that myself 7 woaldh't have been able to get money. 7 fast 
woald have had nowhere to go.

Students who had experienced problems with the Austudy application process, said 
they preferred to take the direct approach and ring or visit the Student Assistance 
Centre (SAC) for an explanation. The country applicants used their local Commonwealth 
Employment Service (CES) network as a lodgment centre, but generally found the 
workers lacked the knowledge or expertise to deal directly with the student's complaint. 
Most problems related to the initial delay in receiving approval for SHR payment. 
Establishing the nature of the problem resulting in the delay could only be obtained 
from the processing centre as it is usually necessary to locate the Hie to obtain this 
information.
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Hea!th care
Most young people had been able to find and use health services which used the bulk­
billing system. However, very few had any knowledge of dental services available to 
Health Care Card holders, and they had hoped nothing would go wrong with their 
teeth. Several young people required emergency dental work which had proved to be 
very expensive. One young woman was tolerating an abscess on her tooth at the time 
of interview. She was unable to get to a dental service to have the tooth attended, so 
was constantly relying on pain-killers:

7 Mp going to wy oM Jgnfijt fAaf cos? we #.200 ,so Z'm stiff paying fAaf o ^  At
tAe Dentof Tfospitaf yon Aave to wait /nontAs before yoa 'if get seen.

Sense of be!onging
Many young people described a sense of belonging in their own neighbourhood or 
community. They described a very important network of friends that they had relied on 
for support. They had developed a good working knowledge of available services. 
This was particularly the case for those young people who had remained in the area in 
which they had grown up. Twenty-two young people were living within 10 km of their 
parental home. Three non-English-speaking background (NESB) young people were 
active members of culturally-based community groups. These social and cultural 
activities were very important. It not only gave the young people a sense of belonging 
but also gave them a greater appreciation of their cultural heritage. For some this feeling 
of.being part of their community was so strong they had made the decision they would 
not move from the area in the future even though it may limit the options available to 
them.

Seven young people stated they regularly played sport or were members of a sporting 
club. Five were young women from country towns, and two were young men who 
resided in the metropolitan area. The remainder of the group played no sport on a 
regular or irregular basis. Several young people commented that they had played sport 
prior to leaving home but had given it up due to practical problems such as transport.

Other young people who had moved away from their familiar community after they 
left home had found themselves drifting back to their 'old' neighbourhood because 
they were missing the companionship of old friends. These young people regretted 
moving, because they felt lonely and alienated in the new surroundings. They had 
under-estimated the difficulty of integrating in a new situation.

There were other young people who felt no particular sense of belonging to their 
area, mainly as they had moved around so many times that they had not been in a 
position to develop strong social networks. Ten young people indicated they had a 
poor social life and rarely went out. This was due to lack of money and friends to 
accompany them.
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Probiems of independent iiving
All the young people were asked what were some of the hardest things they have had 
to face in the time they have been at school and away from home. The respondents 
were given a list of 18 issues to be discussed, and they were asked to indicate which 
issues were relevant to them and why.

Tab!e 22 Problems faced by young people in the time away from 
parental home (frequency of responses)____________

Category No. Category No.
Depression 27 General health (including teeth) 11
Lack of money 27 Living independently (looking
Study pressure 20 after yourself, eg. lifeskills) 10
Personal relationships 17 Poor social life 10
Transport 16 Poor study conditions 8
Loneliness (isolation) 13 Unstable accommodation 8
Managing money 13 Lack of support from school 7
Asking for help 12 Missing parents 6
Missing other family members 12 Finding help 4
Other 3

Significantly, lack of money and depression were cited by 27 of the 35 respondents. 
Most people described the distress of trying to manage on the SHR of Austudy or 
Youth Homeless Allowance (YHA) from the Department of Social Security (DSS). It 
was described as a particularly shocking experience for a young person in the initial 
phase after leaving home, when their lives were in disarray and they faced what appeared 
to be an overwhelming number of problems. Gradually over time, for those who were 
able to settle to a more predictable lifestyle, the young people learnt to develop strategies 
to cope with their low income. This often involved learning how to access charities or 
welfare networks that were able to provide material aid, or food vouchers. Several 
young people were able to obtain some type of employment whilst one young woman 
became temporarily involved in prostitution as a means of resolving her financial 
worries.

Those respondents who did not cite lack of money as a problem usually had access 
to money from other sources, such as the auspice agency of their housing program, so 
they were able to borrow and then pay it back at a later stage.

Depression was most often attributed to poverty combined with impact of family 
problems. Most of the 27 respondents who identified this issue described a degree of 
chronic unhappiness in their lifestyle that turned to more severe bouts of depression
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when daily problems became overwhelming. Several young people had contemplated 
suicide.

Coming to terms with their family problems, and the realisation that they were 
unlikely to be able to return home, appeared to be a common theme in the early stages. 
Many young people described the anguish and turmoil this caused them. Eleven young 
people felt so disturbed by these experiences they sought individual counselling to 
facilitate a healing process.

Transport was cited as a problem, primarily for the expense it incurred and the 
inconvenience that total reliance on the public transport system created.One-third said 
they really missed living with their siblings and being part of that 'family environment'. 
In some of the more hostile circumstances, parents had deliberately excluded the young 
person from any further contact with other family members. In some cases this was a 
short-term response to the process of leaving home, and in others it became a more 
entrenched position that lasted for long periods. This alienation and total detachment 
from the family unit further exacerbated a feeling of isolation. More than half the 
group had acquired a pet of various types. They felt this helped fill the void of loneliness. 
Those young people who had been away from home for a period greater than 12 months, 
felt the constant pressure of being fully responsible for oneself in all aspects of life.

Asking for help was an issue one-third of the group found to be difficult. Most 
young people preferred to try and struggle on alone rather than continually asking for 
help. They found it to be a demeaning experience admitting they were not coping. 
Many of the others who did not cite asking for help as a problem, said they had moved 
on, realising if they were going to survive they needed help.

Domestic and financial pressures were areas that worried most people. The pressures 
appeared to be an unanticipated consequence of being independent, with those students 
wanting to keep abreast of their study feeling trapped by this circumstance.

Most of the young men admitted they had very poor lifeskills and had considerable 
trouble managing themselves. In sbme cases this situation forced them to look for 
accommodation that provided full board. The young women, on the other hand, generally 
felt they had the skills but they complained about the amount of time it took to care 
adequately for oneself. They were conscious of inadequate diets and the fact they were 
often forced to eat poor quality food.

Study pressure was a perceived problem that grew with time. Most students felt the 
pressure of Year 12 was much greater than previous years and the continual assessment 
program throughout the year was found to be very trying. Lack of support from school 
also contributed to this perception.

Conflict in personal relationships had adversely affected half the group. These were 
usually problems related to either household arrangements or boy/girlfriend relationships.
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General health problems had had an impact on many people. Some had chronic 
problems such as re-occurring viruses, or glandular fever. Most related these illnesses 
to poor diet and lifestyle. They felt quite powerless to effect the type of change necessary 
to create better health. Only a small minority had visited a dentist or had any idea of 
dental services available to them.

In looking back over the time they were away from home, many young people 
deeply regretted the circumstances they were in. They wished their circumstances were 
different, and that they had been able to live with their family in a 'normal' situation.

Of those who survived to the end of Year 12, most looked back with a sense of pride 
and achievement in that they had actually achieved one of their goals.

In contrast to this group were those who terminated their studies during the year. 
They had no sense of achievement and were more inclined to feel they had failed.

The future
All the young people were asked about their future plans and what they expected to be 
doing in six months time. They were also asked to comment on any particular problems 
they expected to face during that time. Most young people had given considerable 
thought to their plans and prospects for the following year, and what change it was 
likely to bring to their lives.

The 30 young people who completed their Year 12 studies had a range of 
expectations. One young man had already obtained an apprenticeship, and he was 
looking forward to a healthier financial situation and a productive working life. Six 
others had no specific plans to study or work. They were taking the 'wait and see' 
option, primarily because they felt very drained by the experience of studying Year 12.

Twenty-three students had plans to continue to study in some capacity. Several 
students were so single-minded about their tertiary course options that they had applied 
to various universities around the country. Others were more flexible in this area, 
preferring to remain in a similar geographic location, to avoid too much upheaval in 
their lives. This group, satisfied that they had completed their Year 12, viewed it as a 
foundation stone to furthering their education and in so doing increase their 
employability and career options.

The five young people who had discontinued their studies appeared less clear about 
their future directions than those who had completed their Year 12. As they had all 
been away from school for at least five months they had already experienced a degree 
of boredom and monotony in their everyday lives. They expected the next six months 
would be the same unless they obtained employment. The two women saw working as 
the only option, but both recognised this was going to be a particularly difficult task as
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they lived in country towns where work for young people was scarce. The three young 
men had a few ideas about employment possibilities but were not optimistic about 
them materialising. This group appeared generally more disillusioned about the future 
than those who completed Year 12 as they had no clear options immediately obvious to 
them.

The majority of young people said the biggest problem they expected to face over 
the next six months, irrespective of their choice of options, was money. All the 30 
students were aware their Austudy payments would cease on the last day of the year. 
With the exception of one student, most of the group were confused about their 
entitlement to income support beyond that date. Most students were anxious about 
what would happen to them during the period of transition from secondary school to a 
tertiary institution. These young people felt financially vulnerable as they had no savings 
or resources to fall back on. They looked to the future with a feeling of unease and 
nervousness as their livelihood depended on good advice from bureaucrats to ensure a 
quick and smooth resolution to their problem. It was yet another hurdle for them to 
overcome, with most of them resigned to the fact that there was no easy solution to 
many of their problems.

77ie 7b//ow-L/p
In the initial interviews, which were held during September 1994 to January 1995, the 
young people were asked about their future plans and what they expected to be doing 
in six months time. Most of them had given considerable thought to their plans and the 
changes ahead. Many at that time were facing an uncertain future with mixed feelings.

The follow-up interviews, undertaken over the phone in May and June 1995, provide 
an interesting and generally encouraging postscript.

The main aim of the follow-up was to find out what the young people were doing 
and how they had managed the transition from school into the work force or on to 
further education. The timing of a mid-year call was intended to allow sufficient time 
for those continuing with study to have settled in to their courses and new environments, 
as well as to allow for some perspective on the realities of the transition experience.

The young people were asked whether they had experienced any particular problems 
in relation to finances, study demands or accommodation and were given the opportunity 
to identify any other negative or positive factors in their lives.

At the time of the follow-up only four of the young people were unable to be 
contacted or did not respond.

\

J
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Current s/fuaf/on
Table 23 shows the young people's current situation.

Table 23 Young peopte's situation at fo)!ow-up interviews

Year 12 repeat

Completed Year 12 
Male Female

2

Discontinued Year 12 
Male Female

Total

2
Studying (tertiary) 2 15 - - 17
Working - 2 2 - 4
Apprentice/trainee 3 1 i - 5
Unemployed - 2 - 1 3
No response - 3 - 1 4
Total 7 23 3 2 35

Nineteen of the 30 young people who completed Year 12 in 1994 commenced further 
study in 1995. This includes two young men who opted to repeat Year 12 to improve 
their results.

At the time of the follow-up, two young women had since decided to defer for 
various reasons.

Four of the Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) graduates, three young men 
and one young woman, have apprenticeships or traineeships that involve a combination 
of paid work and study. Another two young women are working. Both expressed interest 
in returning to education at a later date.

Two young women are on unemployment benefits. Both have been quite persistent 
in pursuing their preferred career but have been either unsuccessful in getting into a 
suitable tertiary course or unable to End appropriate work experience as planned.

Of the five who discontinued Year 12, two are working, one has an apprenticeship 
the fourth is unemployed, and one did not respond.

Expecfaf/ons versus reaZ/fy
Twenty one of the respondents are known to be pursuing or have had the opportunity 
to pursue, their first choice of either work or study, as nominated in their interview in 
1994.

Amongst the 11 known to be studying in their field of first choice, several are now
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considering deferring or dropping out, or have already done so, for various reasons, 
namely:

* pressure of study and money worries

w under stimulated/disappointment with course 

w homesick for local community

* family tragedy.

Those remaining are generally positive and motivated about what they are doing, 
but there is a prevailing concern amongst all the students about finances. The students 
who were most positive, despite finding study a challenge, were supplementing their 
student assistance through part-time work or having taken out a loan.

The seven young people who are working as their first choice, whether it be in full 
or part-time work or in an apprenticeship/traineeship, were noticeably the most positive 
and enthusiastic. All referred to the positive situation of receiving an increased weekly 
income independent of bureaucratic processes. Several were also relieved to have 
escaped the pressure of study and felt that they needed a break. Not ail of the young 
people found work straight away.

Of the eight known not to have achieved their first choice as nominated in 1994, 
four are positive and enthusiastic about what has eventuated for them notably:

* One young person has taken up an apprenticeship in an unexpected trade but is 
pleased and motivated by his opportunities.

* One young man unsatisfied with his VCE results has moved interstate to seek more 
stable accommodation with family friends and is enthusiastic about trying to improve 
his options with better marks this year.

* Two students who achieved access into tertiary study but not into their nominated 
courses, are enthusiastic about the courses they are now doing, although they are 
both trying to cope with difficult financial circumstances.

Of the remaining four, two are unemployed and another two young women are 
undertaking tertiary courses but are overwhelmed by study, family and/or financial 
problems.

One respondent had no particular direction or motivation in the initial 1994 interview 
and is currently on unemployment benefits with continued uncertainty about future 
options.
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77ie frans/Y/on exper/ence
The young people continuing into tertiary study have had to contend with a number of 
hurdles that most other VCE students would face with the financial and emotional 
support of their families and peer group. New accommodation, lack of transport, tertiary 
entry fees and the cost of prescribed texts can present overwhelming problems for 
people with few if any resources behind them.

77ie /tusfudy process
The financial situation of the young people has been a major factor in how they perceive 
the transition from school. For some the inconsistent administrative processes of the 
continuing Austudy payment over the holiday period undermined the start to their 
tertiary education.

The Student Assistance program requires students to lodge an application each 
calendar year. Payments cease on 31 December in any one year, and continuation of 
payments throughout the holiday period is only guaranteed if early lodgement of the 
new form is received.

Year 12 students in normal circumstances cannot apply for student assistance until 
they have been offered a tertiary place, which is usually towards the end of January. 
Hence there is a period of anywhere up to 12 weeks where there is no student assistance 
paid. However, there are several exceptions to this situation, SHR recipients being one 
of them.

Twenty-six students were entitled to apply for continuation payments based on a 
possible intention to study in 1995. However, only three had a straightforward experience 
in lodging their claim having received the appropriate form in time for it to be processed 
for the following year.

The remaining 23 had various difficulties. Most were without any source of income 
for several weeks early in the new year which has had lasting consequences in terms of 
accrued debt, compromised living arrangements, and/or a difficult start to the academic 
year.

Gaining access to information regarding this transition period also caused confusion 
amongst some students. Several young people rang or approached the SAC for advice 
concerning their future plans and entitlement to income support. The young people 
found it difficult to obtain clear accurate advice regarding their continuation payments. 
SAC staff advised some students that they could not apply for income support until 
they had confirmed their tertiary offer. Faced,with this situation, several students were 
forced to transfer to DSS for payments in the new year period. When the tertiary offers 
were announced they then had to cancel that payment and transfer back to the
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Department of Employment, Education and Training (DEET).

One young country woman whose initial interview was conducted early in the new 
year explained her predicament:

7Agrg!f a/rgg ca/Z you can ring Mp and as%,/br aMy/AZMg yoa want to know. 7Agy 
wgrg /neaar to send mg coarmaatiowyo/w ZfyoM are going to a 7AEE or an:, coarse.

Did you ever get it?

7 rang ?Agm ap anJ a ^ g j  ybr it. Jomg iaJy M:'J Z: way :n rAg maZZ. Am/ 7 <7a%n If 
rgggfvg it. Jo  7 rang ap again an<7 yai<7 7 <7i<7n 'f rgcgivg nty AM^rndy^orm.

This was back in December?

%ah, 7 JoZJ to fAgm ZooA wAot!s going on. 7 <?i<7nrgcgivg it. 7Ag gay yai<7 if yoa 
<7i<7n Y rgcgivg it ihgn yoa won 'f gg: it anigjj yoa ring :Ag CEJ an<7 ggf Z:/rom :Agm. 
7 tAoMgAt, oA great/ 7 ZoZJ Ain: a giri Aa<7 toM mg it yAoaM Ag in tAg /nail anJ Ag yaiJ 
yAg sAoaMn't Aavg toM yoa tAat Aecaaje it!y not.

7 tAoagAt oA great/ Jo 7 rang tAent ap <m J  tAe CEJ sent mg aybrm. Jo  7 ygnt tAent in. 
7ayt recently 7 received anotAer continnationybwn witA an a&iitionaiybm: yo 7 sent 
tAat in ygyterJay. Jo  7've ytiii got to waitybr myybrnM to Ae Jong Ae/bre 7-get any 
money.

So you still haven't had any money this year?

ZVope.

The importance of the continuing payment is underlined by the tight financial 
circumstances experienced by most of the respondents during the VCE year, and their 
incapacity to save any money to carry them through a prolonged non-payment period.

In addition, those proceeding to university apparently had no idea of the costs 
involved in enrolling or in acquiring the necessary text books and stationery. There is 
no indication that any of the students received anything other than the most basic of 
assistance at the various tertiary institutions.

At least 10 of the students, from both Technical and Further Education (TAFE) and 
university, cited money/finances to be a major concern. Of these, six are known to 
have taken out either a supplementary loan (or part of) or a student loan. Several students 
were considering, or had considered, some form of loan to deal with all the new financial 
difficulties that further full-time study presented. For several of the students there has 
been the additional expense and disruption of having to move closer to their tertiary 
institution, especially for those who have been required to move out of supported
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accommodation into the private rental market.

It is apparent that financial uncertainty or actual hardship is a major factor 
undermining the motivation and commitment of the young people undertaken further 
study.

The case of 'S u ' ///usfrafes the hardship caused by problem s with continuing 
paym ents

Su had !eft schoo! at Year 10 lotlowing a series of famiiy traumas. She returned to 
schooi at Year 11 some time iater. Su had been iiving in supported accommodation 
but ieft on comptetion of her Year 12 studies. Su did not receive notice about 
continuing payments and consequents was without any money for five weeks. To 
pay the rent and contribute to the purchase of a fridge and furniture, she borrowed 
money from a famiiy friend.

Having got in to her chosen fieid at university, she moved again to be cioser to the 
institution. Su began her studies, however she was faced with unpaid university 
enrotment fees of severai hundred doiiars and the cost of the prescribed texts. Su 
feit overwheimed by her financiai predicament and concerned about the prospect 
of going further into debt, she has been forced to defer her studies.

A c c o m m o d a t i o n

At least six of the 17 students taking up tertiary study have moved to be close to their 
TAPE or university. For several of the students, this has involved leaving longstanding 
support networks in their local community, which has been particularly stressful for 
some. Another six, representing workers as well as students, have moved or are intending 
to do so soon to meet the rules of their supported accommodation. Those who have 
already moved from subsidised and/or supported accommodation into the private rental 
market have been shocked, not at the lack of support but at the costs involved. One of 
the university students is considering deferring because her current accommodation is 
too far from the university. She has moved too many times in the last year or so to want 
to move again and has already taken out a loan to keep her head above water.

At least 10 of the young people indicated that they are involved in long-term, stable 
relationships and living with their partner. In some instances the partner's family pays 
a strong supporting role for the young person.
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71be case of G/na' ///usfrates the problems assoc/atecf w/fb accomodaf/on

Gina changed her accommodation twice during Year 12 because she did not get 
on with the other tenants. She was within waiking distance of the schooi. She 
acknowiedges that she was difficuit to iive with at the time because she was very 
stressed and angry.

She has been retuctant to move again to be cioserto uni. but is finding the traveling 
exhausting and expensive. She doesn't know anyone at urii. and wouid rather 
stay in an area near her friends. She borrowed money to purchase a concession 
card as weii as some of the required texts for university, but had not anticipated ait 
the costs of enroiment. She was threatened with iate fines and invaiidation of her 
enroiment, aii of which took time and much negotiating to sort out.

Atthough she is stilt keen to continue with her course, Gina is feeiing worn down 
with study and commuting and.the struggie of managing her iimited finances. She 
is considering deferring to work and save some money but is uncertain about job 
prospects.

Summary
In examining the problems of living independently, both in the secondary and post­
school situation, the young people identified accommodation and income support as 
the two critical factors enabling young people to remain at school.

Very few young people were able to avoid subsequent moves after having left home. 
Finding suitable long-term accommodation near the school was often difficult. Many 
young people were forced to rent in the private sector as there was limited access to 
subsidised housing. The respondents preferred to remain in their known community 
and school wherever possible so sometimes this circumstance led to compromising 
their living standards.

A significant number of respondents lacked knowledge of income support options 
prior to leaving home. Their capacity to complete the application and obtain the benefit 
depended on the individual. More than half the group had their application referred to 
the social worker for additional information. All young people had a minimum of three 
weeks without income support.

The issue of income support became problematic again at the end of the Year 12 
studies as few students understood their entitlements and consequently experienced 
considerable personal distress sorting out their arrangements.

On reflection most young people found living without parental support more difficult 
than they expected. Sole reliance on an inadequate income led to an impoverished 
lifestyle. This was one factor that led to feelings of depression. Living without the
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company of family members and unresolved family conflicts also contributed to this 
feeling of being overwhelmed by personal problems.

In looking to the post-secondary experience most young people planned to continue 
their studies. They were nervously optimistic about their results and what lay ahead. 
Significantly those young people who discontinued their studies were less optimistic 
about the future as they had no clear career path. A follow-up interview was conducted 
in May-June 1995. The majority of participants achieved their first choice in their 
chosen career path. Most had continued their studies. Finances still remained the 
predominant concern.

It is encouraging that so many of the respondents consider themselves to be generally 
happy and motivated in what they are doing, despite the difficulties they have faced 
and are, in some cases, facing still. At least 21 of the respondents could be described in 
such positive terms.

Of the other eight whose attitude is known, they are depressed and unhappy because 
they are either dealing with a specific family/personal crisis or they are overwhelmed 
by study pressures or financial difficulties.

issues for Austudy
From the information presented in this chapter the following issues arise for Austudy:

Lac/f of /rooMf/edge
w Lack of knowledge of income support entitlement remains a problem. These findings 

indicate more than half had no knowledge of SHR prior to leaving home.

*  The lack of knowledge regarding income entitlement during the period of transition 
seriously disadvantaged some young people. These findings indicate information 
dissemination is poor and staff within DEET and the community lack expertise in 
this area.

Spec/a//sf s/d//
w Assessing SHR applications is a specialist task, demanding professional skills. These 

findings indicate that more than half the applications required social work assessment 
as the information insufficiently addressed the eligibility criteria.
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/tpp//caf/on de/ays
# The application processing is time consuming and creates many delays. These 

findings indicate most students were without income for at least three weeks after 
leaving home.

Coonf/y app//caf7fs
*  Country applications are disadvantaged as the local staff lack knowledge of SHR 

issues and they have limited access to specialist personal.

Name of a/Zotvance
* The name of the allowance—Student Homeless Rate—does not reflect the nature 

of the population. These findings indicate the beneficiaries find this a demeaning 
term.
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Chapter 8 DiSCUSSiOn
a n d  re c o m m e n d a tio n s

This study has focussed on the experiences of students who have been living away 
from their parental home while enrolled to complete their Year 12 studies in 1994. Five 
discontinued their studies during the year. The participants came from a large geographic 
region covering both metropolitan and country areas. There was a diverse range of 
family backgrounds and compositions as well as varying lengths of time away from 
the parental home. The experiences of all these young people has provided some valuable 
information regarding factors that enhance students' ability to remain at school as well 
as factors that contribute to a young person's decision to leave school.

The study has provided an in-depth examination of the family circumstances and 
school environment as the two critical aspects in the students' lives. It has explored a 
number of other factors that impact on the capacity of young people to survive 
independently.

In its examination of the key elements in the respondents' lives, the study covered 
three distinct phases. It examined the family circumstances prior to young people leaving 
home and the events that led them to leaving home. It described the school environment 
and its effect on the process of leaving home and establishing themselves independently. 
It also looked at the ongoing existence of young people outside the school environment, 
and how they establish themselves in the community. The participant's ability to re­
establish communication links with their parents and other family members was also 
explored.

It is within the framework of these three phases that this chapter will examine the 
problems arising for young people living without parental support.

Genera! observations
The process of interviewing the respondents highlighted the diversity and individuality 
of experiences. Where their circumstances were similar invariably each individual 
responded to the situation in their own way. While many young people had similar
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feelings about issues, such as the importance of re-establishing communication with 
family members, they employed various strategies to achieve the same outcome. These 
findings demonstrate that homeless young people are far from being an homogenous 
group.

All young people had different but equally complex stories to tell; however some 
common themes have emerged.

77ie va/ue of educaf/on
Most young people valued the opportunity to continue their education:

w School was a familiar experience and environment that provided them with a sense 
of stability and an element of security in their lives.

*  Attending school was a means of maintaining contact with peers, friends and in 
some cases other family members.

*  Being enrolled at school gave their lives a defined focus that in many other ways 
was chaotic.

For many, school was a means of achieving a specific goal, whether it was completing 
their secondary studies or a longer-term career path. The individual determination to 
achieve their goals within the school system was demonstrated by those who 
compromised their living situation to maintain continuity in their schooling, or attend 
a more flexible school some distance away.

Those who discontinued Year 12 made a decision to do so for practical reasons. 
Attending school was an additional pressure in their lives that had become an 
unproductive and negative experience.

77?e /ong-ferm bene/yc/ar/es
The long-term beneficiaries of the Student Homeless Rate (SHR) of Austudy (those 
young people who had been away from home for more than two years) were those who 
were youngest when they left home. Seven were aged 15 years or younger when they 
left home and this factor set them apart from the general group. The process of 
establishing stability in their lives was harder, particularly for those who had no extended 
family to fall back on. They had greater difficulty obtaining help, asking for help, and 
verbalising their feelings. The process of establishing emotional stability placing their 
family problems and conflicts in some perspective took longer. This group of young 
people also felt the greatest sense of loss regarding their teenage years as they were 
forced to fend for themselves at such an early age.
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77?e /mpoitance of /am/7y
After having left or been expelled from the family home, all young people experienced 
varying degrees of anguish in coming to terms with conflict they experienced within 
their family home. This period of turmoil was followed by an equally difficult period 
of adjustment of learning to live independently and without the company of family 
members. A sense of loneliness led many young people to the realisation that restoring 
some positive links with their family members would be beneficial to all concerned. At 
the time of interview most young people were presenting a paradoxical point of view. 
Ideally they felt they wanted to be part of their family and enjoy the benefits that are 
associated with family life. Realistically they knew these feelings were fpnciful and 
the situation was not a viable proposition. Comfortably adjusting to this situation usually 
took at least 12 months.

See/onp otvf acfu/fs
Another central theme was the desire to seek out an adult who could be trusted and 
with whom they could develop a meaningful relationship. In the absence of close parental 
guidance and interest, these relationships were very important. They gave the young 
people a feeling of being valued as someone took an interest in them personally without 
focussing on their problems. In the best possible situation there was continuity of support 
from the time the young person left their parental home. This relationship often provided 
the young person with a good role model that helped restore faith in the good aspects 
of family life.

/tccess/ngf sivppo/t
Having been forced into an independent living situation most young people expressed 
a reluctance to continually be asking for help from those around them. The feeling of 
being a burden to others and an attitude of 'needing to do it alone' sometimes led to 
young people placing themselves in desperate situations. Many young people were 
surprised by the degree of goodwill offered to them by other adults or families who 
were aware of their plight. Although appreciative of the support there was a degree of 
tension associated with developing these relationships. As they grew in importance, 
the young people felt concerned not to 'blow it' by becoming too dependent.

Living independent^
Most young people were completely naive about the expense and degree of 

responsibility required to live independently. The shock of having to attend to 
monotonous domestic tasks became overwhelming for some. Organising and 
establishing routines, in conjunction with decision making in the absence of adults,
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were areas of concern.

Most young people described bad experiences. These ranged from incurring debts, 
being ripped off by friends or acquaintances or associating with undesirable company 
and engaging in illegal activities. This range of circumstances led most young people 
to consider they had grown up very quickly and had learnt to be suspicious and wary 
of trusting people.

Manag/ng or? ^usfudy
It is indicative of the young peoples' resourcefulness that they have been able to manage 
on a fixed income that is below the poverty line. Managing initially with no income, 
and then learning to cope with an inadequate income, placed most young people in a 
situation where they had to develop survival strategies. These included ways to obtain 
material aid, food vouchers and to shop wisely. All these strategies took time to develop 
and in most cases participants had to leam from very bad mistakes, as they did not 
have anyone to guide them through the initial learning phase.

Managing on this income contributed to a feeling of inadequacy as many young 
people felt they should be able to manage but they knew it was simply impossible. 
There was also a degree of ongoing anxiety related to the fragility of the situation. 
Living each week as it came meant there was no capacity to deal with extra expenses 
or a crisis. Many young people worried about their financial vulnerability and the 
threat of incurring extra debts.

Menfa/ /?ea/#?
Bouts of depression and chronic unhappiness were issues common to most participants. 
Coming to terms with the family conflicts and the problems associated with the expulsion 
from the family home were the main factors contributing to those feelings. Several 
young people had contemplated suicide as they felt so disturbed by their experiences 
and their inability to change their situation. Living in impoverished circumstances and 
feeling the pressure of having to stay motivated with their studies also contributed to a 
feeling of being overwhelmed.

Counf/y versus /7?efropo//'fan
The experience of participants in the country or regional centres was sometimes different 
from that of young people living in suburban areas. Participants who grew up in rural 
areas appeared firmly ensconced in their community and resisted the idea of change 
even in situations where it was to their detriment. Anonymity became a problem for 
some people in country towns, as their change of residence was obvious to all. For
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some this became an issue when they needed support for their Austudy application, as 
other community members did not want to be seen as taking sides in a family dispute. 
Travelling long distances was also a disincentive particularly if they wanted to remain 
at the same school. Those who lived in the city appeared less conscious of an attachment 
to a particular neighbourhood and less fearful of moving away from a nominated area. 
The metropolitan areas had greater options for young people especially in relation to 
transport and schools.

However, awareness of community support was sometimes limited as the services 
were scattered throughout the area. Country participants were more likely to have 
knowledge of youth services as the centres were more visible and known to local 
people.

Towards an integrated approach
Most young people reflected on a combination of problems and difficulties that were 
adversely affecting their family's ability to live together. Some of these problems were 
related to economic or work-related stress, while others were factors within the home 
such as addictive habits, marital stress/separation and interpersonal communication. 
Poor communication in combination with physical and emotional abuse were the main 
reasons given for leaving home.

On reflection, most young people considered these problems within their family 
had been in existence for some years. As time went on the problem grew worse and 
positions within the family home became entrenched. Leaving home seemed an 
inevitable way of resolving the conflict.

In describing these situations, the majority of young people explained they had not 
sought help outside the extended family unit. Some had remained silent about their 
plight whilst others had only confided in other family members.

'Very few young people recall anyone in their family seeking help for the ongoing 
conflicts occurring within the family home. The main reasons given for this situation 
were ignorance due to age and sense of family loyalty. The young people felt seeking 
help or discussing family problems outside their family network Was unacceptable and 
posed an additional threat to their future well-being. This resistance to obtain help 
particularly for those families where siblings have previously left the home is disturbing.

Most young people felt that by the time they had left home there was little if any 
possibility of resolving the conflict.

These series of circumstances highlight the need to develop some community 
strategies that can encourage both young people and other family members to seek 
help at an earlier stage so there is some chance the family may be able to employ more
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productive strategies to resolve conflict.

Whilst schools are prime sites for identifying and supporting families with problems, 
services need to be developed with an integrated community focus.

This study has shown that many families resist seeking help partly through ignorance 
and partly through a strong feeling of wishing to solve their own disputes in their own 
way. Efforts need to be made to increasing the profile of community-based services 
that can help families through these difficult times. Promotion of the idea that it is 
acceptable to seek help also needs to be considered. It is imperative that services reflect 
the ̂ cultural diversity of the community, as well as incorporating a range of responses 
to individual family needs. These may include individual counselling, family or marital 
counselling, family therapy or mediation.

Visibility of services in a centrally located facility has been shown to be an effective 
way of reaching community members during times of crisis. Many young people 
experience problems or crisis during times whey they are not at school, for example, 
during Christmas holidays. Having knowledge of and access to resources during these 
times is vital. Equally having support in the post-secondary phase is important.

This study has shown that continuity of support for young people is an important 
factor in helping young people adjust to living independently. Families also need ongoing 
support to deal with their sense of loss and disappointment with their situation.

Schoo!-based services
The young people in this study valued the opportunity to pursue their secondary studies 
whilst living away from home. Most of the students given the right support were able 
to take advantage of their opportunities and complete their secondary schooling.

The participants related a range of experiences at 23 different schools across the 
target region. The strength of a school is its ability to develop and maintain internal 
pastoral care structures that can respond flexibly to a range of diverse needs. SHR 
beneficiaries have been shown to be a very varied group. They may be young people 
who have experienced chronic abuse of either a physical or emotional nature. They 
may be young people returning to school after having spent some time in a chronic 
homeless lifestyle on the streets, or they may be young people from families where 
English is not spoken at home. Either way a student's needs and ability to seek out help 
within the school setting is an individual process.

This study has shown that some schools are able to effectively create a positive 
school atmosphere, by developing strategies and policies to help disadvantaged and 
unsupported students. Several factors affect this process; namely the prominence and 
resources allocated to pastoral care and the attitude of the staff to help disadvantaged
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and unsupported students when the need arises as well as acceptance and tolerance of 
the needs and situations of individual students.

The role of the Student Welfare Co-ordinator is central to offering support particularly 
to students who have been at the same school for an extended period of time. The 
students have had the opportunity to assess the value of this service by its reputation. 
Half the group had sought help from the Co-ordinator either prior to leaving home or 
immediately after the crisis.

These students felt their needs.would be met and confidentiality would be maintained. 
These schools valued the work of the Student Welfare Co-ordinator who was usually 
easily accessible, attentive to the longer-term needs and had good rapport with the 
students.

In less positive circumstances students felt they were unable to establish a rapport 
with the Student Welfare Co-ordinator. Important matters such as confidentiality may 
not have been given due attention and there was sometimes a feeling of inadequacy as 
the person could not or did not have the time to attend to all the ongoing needs. In 
schools where there were higher populations of disadvantaged and unsupported students 
there appeared to be problems in this area. The attitude of staff and the degree of 
sensitivity they displayed towards the SHR beneficiaries was also an important element 
in enhancing a positive school experience. These attitudes not only affected classroom 
performance but also impacted on issues such as school attendance and motivation. 
More empathetic staff were able to understand the total pressure on the young people 
living independently and take this into consideration when administering school policies, 
whereas less sympathetic staff were dismissive of claims about other problems and 
less interested in adopting a personal approach. Sometimes these attitudes were due to 
lack of knowledge, at other times they appeared to the student to be related to an 
attitude of 'not another homeless kid'.

This study has shown that most SHR beneficiaries who engaged in the study are 
genuinely interested in achieving and they feel sensitive about their status. Those 
returning to education after a break have particular needs in this regard and their position 
needs to be recognised for the efforts they are making to apply themselves to the study 
situation.

Several students had the additional benefit of a home tutoring program to help them 
with their studies. They found this to be a valuable service not only for the academic 
input but also for the encouragement it gave them on an individual basis. Most students 
considered this would be a program they could have benefited from.



114 MOVING ON

/ f  M fA ere/ore recom m enced ^Aof;

1. The Directorate of School Education should ensure the adequate resourcing of 
pastoral care programs in Victorian schools.

2. The Directorate of School Education should ensure that there is an identified Student 
Welfare Co-ordinator position in every school.

3. The Directorate of School Education should provide for staff training so that teachers 
understand the problems which students face living without parental support.

4. School councils should be required to develop policies to address the needs of 
disadvantaged and, in particular, unsupported students. Issues such as absenteeism 
should be covered by these.

5. School councils should undertake to work with their wider community to ensure 
that young people at risk of homelessness have knowledge of, and access to, support 
options in their local area.

6. Federal and State Governments should sponsor initiatives to develop a network of 
local tutoring programs for students living without parental support.

Sc/ioo/ fees and /ev/es
Many students reported one negative aspect of their school experience was the continued 
pursuit of fees and levies for their various subjects. Most students felt they had little 
chance of contributing to these bills, as they had no savings capacity from their 
fortnightly entitlements.

The school administrations appeared to do one of two things: either demand some 
money up-front during the enrolment process, or continually issue the student with 
bills throughout the year. The latter was reported to have a very distressing effect on 
the students, who more often than not was experiencing major difficulties existing on 
the SHR entitlement. One student said she was prevented from fully participating in 
Year 12 activities, as she had not paid her levies.

Several students could not enrol until the had made some contribution to the fees.

Zf M fA ere/bre recom m ended fAcd .*

7. School councils should be required by the Directorate of School Education to exempt 
homeless students from paying voluntary contributions or Tees' by offering an 
equal grant to the school by way of compensation.
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Accommodation
Access to both emergency and longer-term affordable housing close to schools was 
nominated as a crucial factor in enhancing a student's ability to remain at school. The 
availability of these facilities was found to be scarce and uneven throughout the study 
region. These findings have been supported by previous Brotherhood of St Laurence 
studies notably Thomson (1993) and Morris & Blaskett (1992). The introduction of 
rent assistance to SHR recipients since this study began is to be applauded and goes 
part of the way to alleviating the financial stress associated with paying high rents.

The participants in this study were living in a variety of situations and their 
preferences were related to individual choice. Some young people wanted to live within 
a family environment, whereas others considered they had adequately developed 
independence skills to care for themselves, in either shared settings or with a friend. 
Others had the benefit of living in a supported accommodation scheme. This could 
have been a youth housing scheme or a community adolescent program that caters for 
young people to the age of 18 years. Both of these schemes usually offer accommodation 
for a contracted time-limited period while the young person is studying at secondary 
school.

These findings indicate the development of a range of options within communities 
is a crucial factor in helping young people to remain at school. It is also important that 
in providing these facilities, factors other than age are considered, particularly in the 
post-secondary transition phase. Several young people in this study were required to 
leave their accommodation because they had finished school, but had not decided their 
career options so they were unsure of where to relocate to.

/f  M Mcrc/brc recommended fAcd;

8. Federal and State Governments should undertake to expand and further develop the 
range of housing options for young unsupported people, in particular to:

a) sponsor local initiatives to develop emergency and longer-term placements with 
families within school communities;

b) allow greater flexibility in the guidelines for Community Adolescent Placements 
to cover the period of transition from school; and

c) improve the availability of housing options for young people in the public rental 
sector.



116 M OV t NG ON

Austudy
Chapter Two examined the history and development of the SHR service delivery issues.

The administration in the early phase of the allowance was marred by internal problems, 
a central administration and difficulties adapting to a new student assistance scheme. 
The introduction of a non-parental means-tested allowance brought a new focus to the 
work as assessing SHR applications required specific subjective skills in an environment 
that traditionally employed objective measures. There was also poor targeting of the 
intended client group; the younger students completing their secondary education. In 
response to community pressures and administrative officer's concerns, the Department 
of Employment, Education and Training (DEET) initiated some changes to their service 
delivery program. These included the employment of some contracted social workers 
to deal specifically with the SHR applications.

Since the late 1980s DEET has devolved their central administration of the Austudy 
scheme and established regional areas serviced by Student Assistance Centres(SAC). 
Each SAC in turn has a network of Commonwealth Employment Centres (CES), 
including Youth Access Centres (YAC) responsible for receiving and advising on 
Austudy applications. This network created the potential for DEET to develop an 
expansive quality service delivery program particularly in the country regions. However 
DEET has been unable to effectively employ a system that provides a consistent 
approach to service delivery throughout Australia. There are several reasons contributing 
to this situation.

There has been a strong resistance to adequately develop the whole student assistance 
network, particularly in relation to professional social work services. YACs, for example, 
do not have specialist Austudy or SHR staff placed there. The professional services 
that do exist have developed in an ad hoc manner and are often under-valued, under­
utilised and generally on contract and therefore not part of established processes. Central 
policy makers and administrators have not been able to effect the necessary positive 
change needed at the regional level, to provide consistent quality service for a small 
but needy group. This is partly due to the fact that education is only one small component 
of a large Department where there are often competing priorities.

All these issues have lead to ongoing suggestions that one department administers 
all income support to young people rather than both the Department of Social Security 
(DSS) and DEET as is presently the case. Whilst there continues to be a dual system 
comparisons will be made. The DSS has developed some innovative programs such as 
the Youth Service Units designed to provide a comprehensive range of services to 
young people. If DEET is to continue to administer SHR they need to develop a 
comprehensive strategy that reflects an understanding of the client group and a 
preparedness to develop pro-active strategies to enhance the administrative practices.
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The introduction of the case-management approach to young people who are living
without parental support and who have left the education system provides the model
for DEET to develop a more comprehensive strategy for a similar group of young
people who have remained in education.

7? M Mere/ore recommended dmt;

9. DEET should demonstrate its commitment to servicing the needs,of vulnerable 
young students by developing a consistent, appropriately resourced service delivery 
system throughout Australia.

This can be achieved by:

w undertaking to provide funds to develop social work services throughout Australia;

*  placing less emphasis on the written application process, particularly for the younger 
applicants and providing the social work intervention and assessment at the beginning 
of the process rather than the end;

* ensuring specialist SHR social workers and administrative officers in the SAC staff 
are accessible. This would require the social work position to be full-time, operating 
on normal office hours;

* ensuring staff who deal with either SHR enquiries or applications are sufficiently 
trained and sensitised to the needs of young people;

*  ensuring all YACs including country centres have at least part-time social worker 
services available to the client group;

*  providing a co-ordinated outreach service to the small number of schools with high 
homeless populations;

* ensuring both YAC and SAC enquiries staff are given clear instruction and training 
on this issue.

Lac/f of money and manag/ng money
More than two-thirds of the group cited lack of money as being a major problem in 
their lives. They found it was very difficult to make this money stretch for the fortnight 
between payment, and were often forced to either go without food or approach other 
sources for help, eg. welfare organisations for food vouchers.

As 24 of the 30 students were under 18 years of age at the beginning of their Year 
12, they were further disadvantaged by the fact that their income entitlement was less
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than their 18-year-old counterparts.

A significant number of young people were forced to rely on the charity of others 
when bills could not be paid. This was particularly evident in situations where young 
people did not have access to subsidised housing and were forced to pay a much higher 
proportion of their income in rent. Other Brotherhood studies (Thomson 1992; Morris 
& Blaskett 1991) have also supported this finding and in the light of no evidence 
pointing to lower costs paid by independent students aged less than 18 years have 
recommended the difference in payments between under 18-year-olds and over 18- 
year-olds be abolished.

Some students said they had problems managing their money and preferred the 
DSS system of weekly payments, which helped avoid the length of time between 
payments, and the 'boom/bust' cycle.

is recommended fAaf;

10. The Federal Government should urgently review the level of income support to 
independent young people and remove the discrepancy between payments to those 
younger than 18 years old and those aged 18 and over.

11. DEET should give consideration to moving to weekly payments as is done by the 
Department of Social Security for Youth Training Allowance.

Fees and /ewes
This study has shown that students are struggling to survive on an inadequate income 
and when additional expenses related to school and post-secondary school attendance 
are demanded, they are simply unable to pay. Ongoing costs for items such as stationery 
and books were prohibitive and students were unable to purchase the required text. 
This was particularly evident at the tertiary level where there were many additional, 
unanticipated expenses.

This Ending supports previous Brotherhood of St Laurence work in schools (Morris 
& Blaskett 1992).

/f  M fAcrc/are recommended dMd;

12.The Student Assistance Scheme should address the issue of ongoing education 
expenses for both secondary and tertiary students by providing a one-off payment 
at the beginning of the academic year to enable SHR recipients to adequately equip 
themselves for study.



DtSCUSStON AND RECOMMENDATIONS 119

77?e process of &ans/f/o/7
Very few SHR recipients understood their entitlement to income support during the 
period of transition from Year 12 to their chosen career path. This study identified 
problems in areas of poor information dissemination, poor advice, and late receipt of 
continuation forms. All recipients are entitled to continue their payments until they 
have decided not to pursue study in a recognised course. With the introduction of the 
Youth Training Allowance DEBT has developed a case management approach for young 
people living without parental support who have left the education system. The recipients 
of SHR are equally vulnerable and should be entitled to a similar approach particularly 
at the end of their secondary schooling when they are facing a series of difficult decisions 
about their future.

M fAere/bre recommended

13.DEET should undertake a case-management approach with all Year 12 SHR 
recipients and ensure they have sufficient knowledge to make an informed decision 
about their income support entitlement during the process of transition.

This can be achieved by:

w offering an appointment with the SAC social worker to discuss options available to 
them;

* SAC staff conducting an information seminar in schools where there are large 
numbers of SHR beneficiaries;

w ensuring all Year 12 SHR beneficiaries are correctly identified on the database and 
they receive their continuation form early in Term 4;

* DEET undertaking a direct marketing campaign to schools and youth service 
providers highlighting this information;

*  highlighting this information on the Austudy and SHR application form and 
incorporating more detail in the National Union of Student's guide (DEET 1995b).

Da fa
Estimating the number of homeless people, and more specifically homeless students, 
has been a controversial issue for the past decade. A recent census by Mackenzie and 
Chamberlain (1995) Which looked at the number of students within schools who 
experienced homelessness at a particular point in time, showed that the numbers of 
homeless had increased over the past three years. Such a trend is not apparent from the 
DEET data. DEET's inability to produce meaningful figures that show point in time
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numbers, rejection rates and client profile trends has left the department open to criticism, 
particularly as their yearly figures are reflecting a slowing of growth rates in SHR 
numbers. The current processing database system is due to be upgraded and replaced 
by the Student Entitlement Process System in 1996. It is envisaged this system has the 
capacity to be more efficient and able to develop client profiles. However, careful 
attention needs to be paid to ensuring STEPS is programmed to easily retrieve data 
showing point in time numbers, and client profile trends such as the length of time a 
student is in receipt of SHR.

Zf ts Mere/bre recommence!? tAat;

14.DEET should develop a more informative database regarding SHR recipients in the 
Student Entitlement Process System (STEPS) to be introduced in 1996.

77?e name of fbe a//owance
The name given to the allowance for independent students has been a source of concern 
for some years. Most participants disliked the term and felt it projected an unfortunate 
image and gave them a label. Half considered it did not reflect their correct circumstance 
as they had shelter.

These students are being paid within a scheme that normally requires a parental 
means test as the majority of young people live within a supported family unit. As they 
are the exception, in that they are unsupported, the label 'homeless' is superfluous.

7? M Mere/bre rccommcmfcC Maf*

15.The name of the Student Homeless Rate of Austudy should be changed to the 
'Unsupported Student' rate of Austudy.

/tbsenfee/sm
The need to have time away from school was a common issue amongst the respondents. 
This may have been for a variety of reasons ranging from practical everyday matters 
such as banking to attending appointments or moving house. Whilst it is recognised 
minimum standards of attendance are necessary, these young people have additional 
pressures placed on them compared with their colleagues living within a supported 
environment. Currently schools complete Benefits Control attendance checks several 
times throughout the year. This information is forwarded to administrative officers for 
action with no reference to social workers for special consideration.
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A M recommended ̂ ba^;

16. AH SHR recipients identified as not complying with Benefits Control Unit attendance 
checks should be referred back to the social worker'for further investigation prior 
to an overpayment order being issued.

17. The Benefits Control Unit, schools and social workers should work more closely to 
establish more appropriate absenteeism guidelines for SHR recipients.

Tlbfs could be achieved by;

*  the SAC social worker maintaining a higher profile within the school network and 
offering consultative support directly to schools prior to large overpayments being 
accrued.

PuN/c/fy
More than half the group were unaware of income support prior to leaving home. 
Whilst there has been some progress in the area of publicity since some of these 
participants left home, it is particularly concerning that genuine applicants are still 
ignorant of their entitlements. It is also disturbing that there is still misunderstandings 
concerning the eligibility of 15-year-old students and graduating Year 12 students. 
Previous Brotherhood of St Laurence studies notably Thomson (1993) also concluded 
publicity within schools was poor and young people lacked knowledge of income 
support programs.

Is fhere/bre recommended fhal;

18.DEET should continue to develop and evaluate strategies to publicise students' 
eligibility for income support particularly at the younger age range and during the 
period of transition to post-secondary studies.

This process coald be /b riber enhanced by;

w more comprehensive outreach work to schools by SAC workers

*  greater participation in regionally based co-ordination meetings and activities that 
involve schools and youth sector workers.



122 M OV tNGON

Conctusion
This study has documented the experiences of 35 young people who have been living 
independently whilst they have been studying. It has shown that young people value 
the educational opportunities afforded to them despite personal hardship they may 
have endured achieving that goal. These findings indicate that the provision of intensive 
support networks aimed at helping young people in family crisis have benefits both to 
the individual and community at large.

Given the appropriate help, young people are able to maximise the opportunities 
and move on to participate more fully in community life. The history and development 
of the income support scheme has shown the government has been reactive to community 
pressure and resistant to allocating sufficient resources to the administration of the 
SHR.

The discussion and strategies recommended are designed to encourage policy makers 
to see the need to develop and implement a pro-active approach to service delivery 
practice. Whilst it is acknowledged this will be a resource-intensive approach in the 
short term, the longer-term gains from enabling young people to achieve their 
educational potential is in the community's interest.
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In any week, more than 10,000 students attending secondary schools around 
Australia are homeless. Despite the hardship and turmoil in their lives associated 
with the lack of parental support, many young people struggle to continue at school.

This study examines how well such students are supported in their efforts to move on 
and to fulfil their educational goals. In particular, it provides a new perspective on the 
delivery and value of the Student Homeless Rate of Austudy, the payment designed 
to assist such young people.

Moving on presents tire life experiences of 35 young people who undertook their final 
year of secondary school living away from their parental home.

Exploring their interactions with their families and schools, it also tells of the 
difficulties the students faced in everyday life.The climate of their school, the strength 
of personal friendships and attachments with teachers, as well as their personal 
motivation, all influenced academic success.

Moving on provides a unique perspective on the value of Austudy to homeless young 
people. Building on the author's long history of working with unsupported students, 
it identifies changes needed both in the delivery of Austudy and in the resourcing and 
operation of schools.
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