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TERTIARY EDUCATION ACCESS ALLOWANCE 
Statement 

HON JOHN FISCHER (Mining and Pastoral) [5.50 pm]:  I will make some remarks about the introduction of a 
tertiary education access allowance.  As I began the preparation for this address, it struck me that, no matter how 
many advances are made in offering a variety of pathways for entry into higher education, without fundamental 
recognition of the financial imposition on many rural and remote students, university entrance will still remain 
inaccessible for many students from the geographically isolated regions of this State.  I will focus on this issue.  
Three main obstacles need to be overcome.  The first is location; that is geographic isolation.  The second is cost, 
which directly affects the third obstacle, access. 

Isolation from services that most take for granted is by far the greatest obstacle, and all the other problems stem 
from this.  There is an assumption that all children have equal access to education, but this is not so.  The 
children of the Mining and Pastoral Region all have reasonable access to primary education.  This is delivered to 
them either conventionally, in a classroom with a teacher, or by distance education, primarily through schools of 
the air, in which correspondence lessons are supervised by home tutors, usually the mother, and the student has 
access to a daily 30-minute interactive lesson with classmates and class teachers.  The two-way radio, which was 
used by schools of the air for nearly 30 years, has recently been upgraded to two-way audio interactive satellite 
computer access.  Of course, it is always assumed that parents in these isolated areas can provide power for its 
use.  To be successful in delivering this medium of education requires the home tutor to have an adequate level 
of learning, commitment, stamina, dedication and discipline.  To successfully deliver distance education to 
several children requires a sustained effort and considerable personal sacrifice over many years.  

As the primary school years draw to an end, families are faced with the very difficult task of choosing how best 
to educate their children through the secondary school years.  At this point cost, as well as distance, becomes a 
determining factor in the level and type of education available to the student.  Many families will, at this point, 
decide to relocate to a larger centre, where senior secondary schools are readily accessible.  Employees in the 
mining industry have the opportunity to access fly in, fly out options, which are usually unavailable to those 
employed in other industries.  Some families establish a second home with similar effect; that is, the wife and the 
children live separately from the husband and father in an area close to education access.  However, when faced 
with the monetary and emotional cost of the establishment of a second home, a boarding school becomes another 
option to be explored.  The costs of these vary, and they depend on a number of factors, such as whether the 
school is a state or independent school, whether it is a regional or metropolitan school, or perhaps an agricultural 
college.  Another factor is the number of children to be educated by each family and what, if any, allowances are 
available.  For example, the assistance for isolated children boarding allowance is currently not available if a 
district high school is bypassed.  I believe a trial to include bypassed schools is being proposed at the moment.   

These costs are insurmountable for a number of families, who are left with two choices: children can enrol with 
the nearest district high school or, if distance from school is still impossible to overcome, they can use distance 
education.  For many students who attend district high schools, the completion of year 10 often brings to an end 
their formal education and parents face a choice of relocating or having their children board or complete their 
post-compulsory secondary education by distance education, either alone at home or in an unsupervised room in 
a district high school.  It is possible for students to achieve tertiary entrance qualifications in this way, but it 
requires strong commitment and discipline from that student, which is not necessarily the greatest strength of 
some 16 or 17-year-olds.  Some families have found, after making the decision to send their children away to 
complete their post-compulsory education in year 11, that the education gap encountered is too great to be 
overcome by that student.  Studies have shown that students from rural and remote areas have lower 
participation rates in higher education than is the case in other areas, as well as a lower than national average 
pass and completion rates for vocational education training.   

The new commonwealth learning scholarships do not go far enough in addressing the disadvantage of remote 
and rural students in accessing tertiary education.  A number of students remain ineligible to receive the youth 
allowance, and are likely to be ineligible for the commonwealth learning scholarship.  Students living in rural 
and remote areas have not only the higher education contribution scheme fees - HECS - to consider, but also the 
dilemma of renting, boarding or lodging, which their city counterparts do not encounter.  Rural students must 
live away from home, and not only a couple of suburbs away.  They are often unable to access the youth 
allowance because their parents fail the means test.  In many cases, this is due to the financial commitment and 
outlay expended by parents to provide secondary education to their other children.  At 17 years of age, students 
face the choice of deferring their study and gaining employment to allow them to qualify as independent students 
after approximately 18 months should they choose to return to university, or they must find enough part-time 
work to support them as they study full time and take on the financial burden of a HECS loan.  It is a heavy 
burden on any student to juggle the demands of full-time study while trying to earn enough money to pay the 
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rent, water, electricity and food bills etc, as well as pay for textbooks.  Although these problems are not 
exclusive to country students, it must be recognised that students from remote areas usually have no other option 
than to leave home to study.   

The Isolated Children’s Parents’ Association is calling for the introduction of tertiary education access allowance 
for all students who qualify for assistance for isolated students.  This would at least attempt to offer some level 
of equity of access to tertiary education, and would recognise the additional costs faced by rural and remote 
students who must live away from home due to the geographic isolation of their abode.  Families are often 
unable to contribute to their tertiary student’s living away from home costs because their financial commitments 
to their other secondary students’ education must take priority.   

The population drift away from the country puts pressure on business.  We increasingly see business closures, 
high levels of youth unemployment and a high degree of socioeconomic differentiation in the more remote 
regions of this State.  With decreased levels of opportunities for rural and remote children, it becomes even more 
important for them to be able to attempt to achieve a higher education.  To do this, they must have access.  To 
have access, they must have tertiary access assistance.  I call on the state Minister for Education and Training to 
lobby the Commonwealth on behalf of the isolated students of Western Australia and their families for the 
introduction of a tertiary education access allowance for all students who qualify for assistance for isolated 
children.   
 


