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Australia’s compliance with the ICESCR
Fact Sheet: Education
The right to education in Australia is not sufficiently protected to ensure compliance with the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.  

Early Childhood Education
Australia’s childcare system is the third worst in the developed world
 and Australian Government spending on early childhood education is the worst in the developed world.
  While a high percentage of Australian children attend pre‑school education, there is no guaranteed access to pre-school education.
  As a result, children from non-English speaking backgrounds, low income families, Indigenous children or those with additional needs are less likely to attend early childhood education.  
Primary and Secondary School Education
In 2005, secondary school completion rates were 67 per cent, a figure which had not improved in the last decade.
  There is also a significant resource gap between private and public schools in Australia.  The high incidence of bullying and violence in schools has a serious effect on school retention and access to further education.  

Higher Education
Access to higher education is becoming increasingly difficult for many Australians.  Free higher education in universities was abolished in 1988 and replaced with a government-subsidised fee scheme.  However, investment by governments in university education continues to decline in Australia.  

As a result, university fees for many Australians are prohibitive, and many students are developing very significant tertiary education debts.  The cost and debt burden act as a deterrent to further education and, as a result, students from disadvantaged and low income backgrounds and from rural and regional communities are less likely to attend university.  
Indigenous Education
Indigenous children and young people have lower levels of access to education, from pre-school through to tertiary levels.  Indigenous students are still only half as likely as non-Indigenous students to complete secondary school.
  In addition, participation and completion rates are much worse for female Indigenous students.  

The Northern Territory Intervention includes a measure to enforce school attendance by withholding welfare payments from Indigenous parents whose children do not attend school.
  This punitive approach to school attendance is particularly troublesome.  Of most concern is that government funding of school services in Indigenous communities remains severely inadequate.
  

A policy recently introduced requiring the first four hours of education in all Northern Territory schools to be conducted in English also seriously threatens the existence of Indigenous languages.
Children with Disability
Children with disability confront many issues in the Australia’s educational system, including a lack of accessibility, inadequate curricula and insufficient levels of support and resources available to students with disability.  As a result, secondary school completion rates are much lower, which leads to further concerns such as significant lower employment rates, increased incidences with the criminal justice system and increased situations of discrimination.  
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Endnotes

� See ‘Australia Third Bottom in UNICEF Childcare Table’ ABC News Online, 12 December 2008, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.abc.net.au/news/stories/2008/12/12/2444436.htm" ��http://www.abc.net.au/news/stories/2008/12/12/2444436.htm�.


� Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), Starting Strong II: Early Childhood Education and Care (2006), available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.oecd.org/document/63/0,3343,en_2649_39263231_37416703_1_1_1_1,00.html" ��http://www.oecd.org/document/63/0,3343,en_2649_39263231_37416703_1_1_1_1,00.html�.


� Australian Council of Social Service, Fair Start: 10 Point Plan for Early Childhood Education and Care (2006) 8.


� Australian Bureau of Statistics, Australian Social Trends (2006), available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/�abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/9FA90AEC587590EDCA2571B00014B9B3?opendocument" ��http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/�abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/9FA90AEC587590EDCA2571B00014B9B3?opendocument�.


� Ibid.


� This now applies to all Indigenous communities in the Northern Territory (Social Security and Other Legislation Amendment (Welfare Payment Reform) Act 2007 (Cth) sch 1) and may be expanded to many other Indigenous communities.


� It is estimated that if the participation rate of Indigenous school students in the Northern Territory was 100 per cent, at least another 660 teachers would be needed:  see M Kronemann, Australian Education Union, Education is the Key: An Education Future for Indigenous Communities in the Northern Territory (2007) 33.  This estimate was based on all Indigenous persons aged 3 to 17 years attending schools, with a teacher ratio of 1:10 for bilingual schools.
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