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Australian Federation of University Women Inc.

PO Box 224, Enmore NSW 2042

http://www.afuw.org.au
August 4, 2007

The Hon Julie Bishop MP

Minister for Education, Science and Training 

Minister Assisting the Prime Minister on Women’s Affairs

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Dear Ms Bishop,

I would like initially to thank you very much for your kind letter of congratulations on the award of an AM I received in the recent Queen’s Birthday Honours. I am also writing, however,  to express the concern of the Australian Federation of University Women at a directive to Centrelink officers in the Social Security Guide in relation to those women in receipt of Parenting Payment who propose to undertake further study as part of their mandatory participation requirements under the Welfare to Work regulations.

Section 3.5.1.180 on Approved Activity – Study notes the various conditions applicable to both part-time and full-time study. A final Note, however, states ‘While PP recipients with mandatory participation requirements are able to enrol in and complete higher degrees, such as a Doctor of Philosophy or most masters degrees, this should be discouraged. PP recipients should be encouraged to undertake courses that will help them get a job and which are of a vocational nature.’

The Australian Federation of University Women shares with 74 other national affiliates of the International Federation of University Women the belief that every woman should be able to access an education that will enable her to achieve her full potential, and that she will thereby be best able to participate fully as a productive member of civil society. To deny this opportunity to women who are already disadvantaged by their circumstances seems not only unjust, but also short-sighted.  There is considerable evidence to show that in the long term there is a direct ratio between higher levels of income and higher levels of education, and that this tends to be true even when the education undertaken is not, or does not appear to be, a direct path to vocational employment. 

Obliging those women with the ambition and capacity to undertake higher degrees to proceed to lesser qualifications may mean that they access an employment income more rapidly, but it may also mean that they are denied the opportunity to achieve a better financial outcome and to contribute better to the welfare of their family, the public purse, and the intellectual and professional community.

We would be grateful if you could tell us 

· whether this directive still stands (our documentation was last updated 3 June 2006);

· if so, whether any statistics have been compiled on the number of women directed away from pursuing higher degrees; and

· if so, whether there any intention of reviewing the policy

Yours sincerely.

(Dr) Jennifer Strauss AM

President, Australian Federation of University Women

