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“All things being equal...”

Our prime minister in waiting, Julia Gillard
(Minister for Education), wrote in the
Sydney Morning Herald on the 7th April
this year that she wanted to “put equity
back into education”. Statistics produced
DEEWR has revealed that over the past 40
years, universities have grown in size, but
not in accessibility! According to DEEWR
the number of domestic students from low-
socio economic backgrounds doing both
undergraduate and postgraduate studies
is falling. In 2002 university low-socio-
economic background students represented
only 7.6% of the population. By 2006,
they made up only 6.55% of the total
domestic student population. It appears
that fewer people from poor families are
accessing university educations than ever
before.

The situationis more serious forindigenous
students. Indigenous Australians make up
only 1.2% of all higher education students.

At Sydney University the educational
disadvantage is more obvious, especially
with regard to postgraduate students. In

2007, there were 14,193 postgraduate
students enrolled at Sydney University.
Of these 49 were Indigenous. That is,
Aboriginal students make up less than half
a percent of all postgraduate students at
this university (0.35%).

For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities looking toward universities
for breakthroughs in innovative health
service delivery models and healthresearch,
this has serious implications. Without
Indigenous input it is hard to imagine
relevant or sensitive research projects
or outcomes. It is possible that without
Indigenous input, some knowledges will
be lost to institutions forever (especially

relevant for climate change and land
management)
Most importantly though, Indigenous

health has been identified as a major

human rights priority for Australia and
there is an expectation of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander leadership on issues
such as consulting with communities and
navigating a path toward social justice for
communities living without basic health,
community and educational resources and
opportunities.

While administrators are keen to point
to community, personal and even
psychological factors as responsible for
equity student’s lack of participation in
higher education in general, there are
in fact real systemic factors that make
universities inaccessible. The under-
representation of Indigenous students at
Sydney University can be linked to a lack
of a “whole of institution” approach to
Indigenous education that would require
faculties to report on how they intend
to address Indigenous inclusion in their
planning.

Other reasons for Sydney University’s
inability to facilitate the development of an
inclusive educational environment include
its overall lack of access and participation
strategies targeting groups who have
historically  experienced educational
barriers.

At this pointin time it is likely that Sydney

University does not necessarily direct
a proportion of its equity programme
funding specifically to Indigenous students
despite the fact that most Aboriginal and
Torres Strait students also qualify as
“equity” students and are for example
from low socio-economic backgrounds
and many from rural and isolated areas.

It is also likely that Sydney University
is yet to adequately cater for the needs
of ATSI students who have experienced
educational disadvantage or hardship by
adequately facilitating the development of
postgraduate scholarships for Indigenous
students to the levels needed.

SUPRA Resource Room

Just a reminder that if you're a SUPRA Subscriber you can
access the SUPRA Resource Room. You'll find computers
with internet access and printing — up to 10
pages a day! You can help yourself to tea and
coffee, read the paper on a comfortable lounge
photocopy, scan, fax and colour print, all
available at low cost. So why not call in an see us
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Of course a lack representation by ATSI at
all levels of higher educational institutions
is a major problem for postgraduate
students in that it leads to the lack
of a research culture for Indigenous
academic staff and postgraduates. Such a
research culture would have far-reaching
implications in that it would encourage
Indigenous content in courses and ensure
that all graduates understand ATSI issues
including cultural issues.

Sounding radical. Perhaps. But, we need
to remember that there is at present in
Australia the beginning of what looks

like an intelligent consensus developing.
That is, an agreement on the social and
economic value of using scholarship,
research and innovation to promote social
good.

This will require a strengthening in the
resolve of the university to create an
institutional sense of responsibility for
improving indigenous student outcomes
and support. Such a resolve (morality
aside) would undoubtedly improve the
educational opportunities available to
ATSI students through Sydney University
and therefore improve the quality of life
for everyone, (not just for some).

This section is prepared by SUPRA’s
Student Advice and Advocacy Officers
(SAAOs). The SAAOs are professional
staff employed to assist postgraduates
with a wide range of welfare and academic
matters. Call 9351 3715 or email help@
supra.usyd.edu.au to ask a question or
request an appointment.

SUPRA supports Indigenous postgraduate
students through our  Indigenous
Network. We have an Indigenous
Officer who you can contact be emailing
admin@supra.usyd.edu.au

Subscribe to

SUPRA
it's FREE!

By becoming a SUPRA
Subscriber you will be
able to:

U RAccess our free,
confidential
student advice and
advocacy service

U Participate in SUPRA
events and activities

U Receive regular
email updates
and electronic
publications (eGrad)

U B)se the SUPRA
Resource and
Meeting Rooms

U Rccess discounted
photocopying,
printing and faxing

U ®ote or run in the
SUPRA Council
elections

U Rctively participate
in your representative
student association.

By becoming a SUPRA
Supporter you will be
able to:

U Rccess all of the
above benefits

U Receive a SUPRA
Supporter Welcome
Pack (including
SUPRA highlighter
and t-shirt)

U Bhow that you
appreciate the value
of an independent
student run
organisation.

Complete your
subscription online at
www.supra.usyd.edu.
au/subscribe then follow
the links if you would
like to become a SUPRA
Supporter. Alternatively
you can drop into the
SUPRA office.

Raglan Street Building (G10)
Darlington Campus
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