
By Myra Hamilton and
Elizabeth Adamson

Young carers are children and
young people aged 25 or younger
who provide substantial unpaid
support to a family member with a
chronic illness, disability, mental
health issue and/or problems with
alcohol or other drugs. In Australia,
almost 350,000 young people aged
25 or younger have been identified
as young carers (ABS, 2004), and
within this social group, ʻyoung
carersʼ (aged under 18) are often
differentiated from ʻyoung adult
carersʼ (aged 18 to 25). In the last
two decades, there has been
growing recognition of young carers
as a social category with
experiences and needs distinct
from those of their peers, and they
have become a growing focus of
public policy, research, and human
services, especially in the UK and
Australia. The focus on the whole
age range, however, has meant
that the specific needs of young
adult carers have been explored
less thoroughly and policy has been
somewhat slower in responding to
their needs.

What are the circumstances,
experiences and service needs of
young carers and young adult
carers? How can their needs be
better met by the service
infrastructure? What is the role of

age in structuring the caring
process? These questions were
explored in the study Young
Carers: Social policy impacts of the
caring responsibilities of children
and young adults. The study, led by
Professor Bettina Cass, found
significant differences between the
experiences of young carers and
young adult carers. It was funded
by an Australian Research Council
Linkage Grant in partnership with
ten organisations in New South
Wales and South Australia. 

Method
The study comprises several
research strands including:
quantitative analysis of the ABS
Census 2006; analysis of qualitative
data from focus groups with service
providers and policymakers;
analysis of surveys and interviews
with young people providing care
and people receiving support from
a young person; and an audit of
policies and programs supporting
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Staff and visitor update
Arrivals
NATASHA CORTIS, JUANITA VARGAS and MEGAN BLAXLAND
have returned from maternity leave.

PHILIP HAYES has joined the Centre as a Research Associate. 

MARIE DELANEY has returned to the Centre as Project Coordinator.

HENNA ISONIEMI and ANNIINA KAITTILA are PhD Candidates visiting
from the University Of Turku, Finland, from August to November. They
are being supervised by Peter Saunders.

TIANJIAO LIU is a Masters Degree Research Candidate visiting from
Minzu University of China from September to December. He is being
supervised by Ilan Katz.

LISA CANTLON has commenced her internship at the Centre and is
being supervised by Deb Brennan and Jen Skattebol.

Announcements
LYN CRAIG and XIAOYUAN SHANG have been promoted to Associate
Professor from 1 Jan 2011.
TRISH HILL was promoted to Senior Research Fellow.
MARILYN McHUGH has been awarded a Post Doctoral Research
Fellowship in Kinship and Foster Care.
TIMOTHY MURTON and KISHANI TOWNSHEND have commenced
their postgraduate study at the Centre.
SIVLIA MENDOLIA and CATHERINE KEAST are on maternity leave.
MYRA HAMILTON is on leave overseas for 12 months. 

Departures
KARLA HEESE has left the SPRC to take up a position at the National
Drug and Alcohol Research Centre, UNSW.

ELIZABETH INGELSON and NAAMA CARLIN have finished their
internships at the Centre.

JIAWEN XIE has completed her Practicum Exchange Program and
returned to Beijing.

MEREDITH NIRUI has transferred her PhD Candidature from the SPRC
to the School of Social Sciences and International Studies, UNSW.
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From the Director
By Ilan Katz

I usually devote this slot to a
discussion about topical social
policy issues or developments, but
as most readers of this newsletter
will know, the building that housed
the SPRC burned down in August,
and it is important to acknowledge
this event and its effects on the
SPRC. The brief facts are that on
Sunday 29th August Building G2
caught fire, and the fire spread very
quickly, consuming most of the
building within a few minutes.
Thankfully only one person was in
the building at the time, and no one
was injured. The cause of the fire
appears to have been a spark in
the electric wiring in the ceiling. 

The fire destroyed most of the
SPRCʼs extensive library and also
the personal books and papers of
most members of staff. Much of the
material that was not damaged by
fire was severely water damaged.
Some offices were fortunately
spared, and a few colleagues were
able to retrieve most of their
personal belongings. The SPRC
server was backed up, so we were
able to retrieve all our electronic
data other than files which had
been stored on hard disks.
However it has taken several
weeks for the data and file structure
to be fully restored. The SPRC was
moved to emergency
accommodation in the Faculty of
Arts and Social Science building for
two weeks and is now temporarily
located in very good
accommodation in the NICTA
building on Anzac Parade.

Obviously the fire has been
devastating to the SPRC. The
timing could not have been worse
in that we were due to re-locate to
new premises in only a couple of
months (and are still due to move

at the end of 2010 to permanent
accommodation in the Goodsell
Building on upper campus). The
loss of valuable books, research
materials and personal items has
been a blow for the staff, and the
move has obviously affected the
work of the Centre. The amount of
work it has taken to deal with the
administrative aspects of salvage,
insurance, IT, relocation,
purchasing of new equipment and
personnel issues has been a real
revelation. One of the important
lessons of this fire has been the
demonstration of the advantages of
technology. We were able to start
working on projects within a couple
of days, because our data had
been effectively backed up,
although the restoration has been
frustratingly slow. 

which are all indications of
relationships with others. Every
staff member has similar items
which they will miss. The fire also
brought out feelings of anger and
guilt for many staff – anger that we
were housed in what turned out to
be an unsafe building and guilt that
perhaps it was something we did
that caused the fire. (It was actually
established that the fire was caused
by an electrical fault).

Yet in many ways the fire has
brought out the best in the people
involved. The SPRC staff
immediately pulled together and
supported each other, and the
efficiency and expertise of our
research support staff ensured that
we were back on track and working
within a week. Virtually every
member of staff also volunteered to
help in some way, and many
worked overtime and over the
weekend to support others with
practical issues. Colleagues from
UNSW helped enormously by
providing space for us and offering
other forms of practical support. We
have also been extremely moved
by the emails and calls from friends
and colleagues from all around the
world. Literally hundreds of people
have contacted us to offer support
and commiseration. 

It has been very important for us to
know that we are part of a large
and supportive network of fellow
researchers and other academics
as well as policy makers and other
friends. People have been so
generous with their time and their
resources. We are now looking
forward to our next move to our
permanent home. By the time of the
next SPRC Newsletter we will be
relocated, and we look forward to
our friends visiting us.

Now, a few months later, we are
working to full capacity. However,
this is not the sort of event one
tends to factor into strategic
planning! Apart from the disruption
to operations, the fire has had a
significant psychological effect, and
for several weeks many of the staff
were understandably in a rather
fragile state. 

From my own point of view it has
made me aware of the things that
were important: personal items,
books given to me by their authors,
my own PhD thesis etc., none of
which has any financial value but

“In many ways the fire
has brought out the
best in the people
involved.”
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Young carers
young carers. Also included is a
cost-benfit analysis of the care
provided by young people.

The qualitative component with
young people providing care
included semi-structured interviews
with 23 young carers (aged 7 to 17)
and 13 young adult carers (aged 18
to 25, plus those aged 17 who had
completed school), and
questionnaire data from 33 of those
participants. The qualitative
research revealed key differences
between young carersʼ and young
adult carersʼ experiences in the
areas of education, employment,
social relationships, living
independently, and health. Findings
are summarised below.

Education
Of the 36 young carers and young
adult carers interviewed, 30 were in
some form of education, including
TAFE or university. The effects of
caring on education were uniform
across both age groups:
participants commonly reported that
there were difficulties, but they
ʻcould manageʼ. Most young carers
and young adult carers said that
caring was their priority, and they
were especially concerned about
the lack of understanding in the
school system: while individual
teachers or school counsellors
might be understanding, this was
not often seen as a school-wide
response. Also significant was the
sense of stigma or ʻdifferenceʼ that
the research participants perceived
from their school peers once they
revealed their caring responsibilities.

Young carers, compared with
young adult carers, generally
expressed less concern over the
effects of caring on their education
and greater satisfaction with their
ability to attend school (Figure 1).
Young carers were more likely to
share the caring responsibilities
with other family members, and
many described how they

separated the spheres of care and
school, using school as an escape
from their responsibilities at home.

…I just set out my day between my
caring roles and my school roles…
(young carer, male)

In contrast, young adult carers
expressed frustration with balancing
their education and caring tasks,
and also reflected on the difficulty in
balancing their responsibilities as
the intensity of caring increased
over time. Many young adult carers
at TAFE and university identified
challenges in managing caring and
study because of increased
workload, the logistics of transport
and course timetables and, for
some, part-time work. Others found
tertiary education more
accommodating and flexible than
school, allowing them to return
home during the day and providing
a ʻsecond chanceʼ: 

Itʼs still a nightmare ʻcause youʼve
got to try and churn out
assignments and youʼve got
readings … but at least people at
uni give you the chance to withdraw
and try again (young adult carer,
female)

In addition to the effects on their
daily experience of school and
higher education, the caring
responsibilities of both young carers
and young adult carers had an
impact on their future decisions and
objectives concerning further
education. This was much more
pronounced among young adult
carers, who were more explicit and
emphatic about the effects of their
caring role on their further
education and career development.
Their educational choices were
shaped by their responsibility to
continue caring: 

I canʼt even organize my uni
classes without thinking about this
class is too late, I canʼt take this
one, let alone your future prospects
(young adult carer, female) 

However, while participants

continued from page 1

Note: For the Health question, young adult carers were asked how ʻsatisfiedʼ they were and
young carers were asked how ʻhappyʼ they were with their health.

Figure 1: A comparison of young peopleʼs experiences of education,
social activities and health 

“Their educational
choices were shaped by
their responsibility to
continue caring.”
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acknowledged the constraints of
caring, they also asserted that
caring and continuing to do so was
their active choice.

Caring responsibilities did not
appear to affect either age groupʼs
ambitions to go to university, but it
often affected their choice of
institution (based on the proximity
of the university to their home), the
course they studied, and the hours
they were able to attend. 

Young carers were much less clear
about the effects of their caring
responsibilities on their path in life
and had a much greater sense of
possibility. Many could identify the
skills and disposition that they
acquired as a result of their caring
responsibilities and how these skills
shaped their career intentions or
desired field of study. 

Employment
Concerns about balancing caring
and employment responsibilities
were largely limited to young adult
carers and older young carers.
Younger carers said that they were
too young to be employed or that
they were unable to balance a job
with school and caring tasks. They
were more likely to talk about their
aspirations for finding employment. 

Young adult carers, regardless of
employment status, talked about
the difficulties in combining work
and care. Their concerns were
linked to the need for work to be
flexible and adaptable, and the
importance of having a ʻgood
employerʼ. The participants usually
attributed positive employment
experiences to a combination of
flexible work arrangements, self-
employment, the ability to work
from home, or the development of a
routine:

I work split shifts so itʼs a lot easier
and […] If I need to take a day off
or whatever I can work around
them with you know taking mum to
appointments and stuff, so yeah

they understand that you know I
might be a bit late for work or
something like that (young adult
carer, female)

As well as affecting their present
and past experiences of
employment, caring responsibilities
also had an impact on young
peopleʼs career aspirations. Such
issues were almost exclusively
raised by the young adult carers,
for whom establishing a career was
more imminent. Many felt that the
unpredictable nature of the care
recipientʼs needs limited their future
employment, and several
participants had adjusted their
career aspirations according to their
anticipated caring responsibilities: 

Young carers, compared to young
adult carers, were more likely to
say that caring did not have an
impact on their social life.
Questionnaire responses indicated
a marked contrast between young
adult carersʼ and young carersʼ
involvement in social and
community activities, with young
carers significantly more satisfied
with their social activities than
young adult carers (Figure 1). Only
one young adult carer (out of 10
who responded to the question)
ranked their involvement in social
activities highly between 8 and 10,
compared with over half of the
young carers (12 out of 20).

Living independently 
Both young carers and young adult
carers indicated that moving away
from the family home was made
difficult by their caring
responsibilities. Their options were
constrained by household
composition and concern about
leaving other family members with
greater responsibilities. Decisions
also depended on the nature of the
care recipientʼs illness or disability
and the potential intensity of care
required in the future. 

Itʼs hard because I never imagined
that I would still be living at home at
23 […] But your choices … your
choices are limited because … you
canʼt do that. I canʼt leave the
house (young adult carer, female)

...it depends like how long my
dadʼs around for really [...] I mean I
probably would [move out of home]
... but Iʼd probably postpone moving
out just to try and like make sure
everythingʼs okay in the house and
to try and help out more (young
carer, female)

This was also a consideration for
young people who cared for a
sibling, as they expressed concern
and uncertainty about the time
when their parents would pass
away, and the consequences for
their caring responsibilities into the

“Young adult carers
talked about the
difficulties in combining
work and care.”

...fulltime work is not really
possible, so Iʼm happy just to get
something which is a really
mediocre pushover easy job which
just pays enough to cover the
costs. Thatʼs what Iʼm aiming for
the next few years (young adult
carer, male)

Social relationships
Young carers and young adult
carers reported that their caring
responsibilities affected their social
relationships and activities,
describing instances when they had
missed social occasions and the
importance of planning ahead to
see friends. While they
acknowledged ways to manage,
they also asserted that their caring
role always took priority. Both
groups indicated they had friends
who were supportive and
understanding, but described the
importance of building relationships
with other young people who care.
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Young carers
future. Overall, participants
envisaged that they would continue
to live and work close to the family
home, and continue to care. 

Health
There were distinct differences
between young carers and young
adult carers regarding the impacts
of caring on their health. Young
carers had little to say about their
health, and in many cases, it
seemed that ʻhealthʼ was a not a
term that had a great deal of
salience for them. A very small
number described feeling worried,
stressed, depressed or not sleeping
well, and those who did, also
identified strategies for coping,
including seeing counsellors. None
of the young carers reported effects
on their physical health. 

In contrast, for young adult carers
the health consequences of caring
were profound. They were much
more likely to assert that their
caring responsibilities had a
negative impact on their health.
Some described the physical toll of
the manual caring work and
recalled getting sick frequently, as
well as feeling exhausted and run
down and having difficulty sleeping. 

It wasnʼt too bad at school, I
noticed it more at TAFE, my hours
were longer, I had a lot more work
to do at home so I was getting sick
quite a bit and very tired through
TAFE (young adult carer, female)

For some, the impacts intensified or
compounded over time, with
respect to both their physical and
mental health: 

…mentally drained and physically
drained, Iʼm only 21 and I always
feel tired and that sort of thing
because it … if youʼve been doing
you know lifting and supporting the
person emotionally it just takes its
toll on you eventually (young adult
carer, female)

These findings were supported by
the survey responses, in which
young adult carers were less likely
than young carers to report feeling
happy or satisfied with their
physical, mental, and general
health (Figure 1). The young adult
carersʼ experiences and concerns
reflected the consequences of
intense and prolonged periods of
caring, which are often not
experienced by young carers. While
some young people developed
coping strategies, such as seeing
counsellors and trying to stay
physically fit, these findings suggest
a concerning trajectory of
deteriorating health as young carers
move into adulthood. 

Conclusion 
Caring responsibilities have a range
of effects on young peopleʼs daily
lives, future aspirations and life
choices. In the SPRC study, young
carers and young adult carers
shared many experiences and
difficulties in their education and
social lives; however, some areas
were much more salient for young
adult carers than young carers,
such as tertiary education,
employment, living independently
and, especially, health. But  the
young carers and young adult
carers expressed different
perspectives about the effects of
caring on their future aspirations.
Young carers had a much greater
sense of possibility about the
future, whereas young adult carers
described significant constraints on
their capacity to make decisions
about their future, particularly those
concerning tertiary education, their
career, and moving out of the family
home.

Policies and programs to support or
mitigate the caring responsibilities
of young people, or prevent the
extent and intensity of their care-
giving, are discussed in the final
report of this project. In addition,
gaps in service provision are
identified. The final report, covering
all components of the project, will
be available on the SPRC website
by December 2010.

Reference
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“Participants envisaged
that they would continue
to live and work close to
the family home, and
continue to care. ”

“These findings suggest
a concerning trajectory
of deteriorating health as
young carers move into
adulthood. ”
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Tribute

Sol Encel was appointed Professor
of Sociology in the School of
Sociology at the University of NSW
in 1966, following appointments as
a political scientist at Melbourne
University and the Australian
National University. He was a
pioneer in the study of Sociology
and Social Policy in Australia and
internationally, a distinguished
educator and researcher, and a
mentor to countless students and
colleagues whose Honours and
PhD research he supervised and
with whom he worked on many
significant research projects.

He also sat on numerous public
policy bodies including those on
ageing policy and retirement, age
discrimination, science policy,
multicultural issues, education,
employment and unemployment
policy, social justice and human
rights. His influence on academic
research and research training and
public policy developments in
Australia was wide-ranging, influential
and highly respected. He also had
a strong involvement in teaching
and research in the UK, USA and
Eastern Europe. He was elected
Fellow of the Academy of Social
Sciences in Australia in 1968.

Solʼs research interests and great
strengths included social theory, in
particular European social theory;
empirical research on issues of
social class and inequality; power
and political institutions in modern
states; population ageing and its
social implications; policies to
address age discrimination in the

workplace, particularly with respect
to the difficulties faced by mature-
age workers; science, technology
and society and the analysis of
science policy; the status of women
and how to overcome discrimination;
ethnicity and multiculturalism; and
the relationship between
government and the non-
government welfare sector.

Sol Encelʼs sociological enterprise
was one which was always
engaged with matters of policy and
the political institutions and
interests which shape policy, and in
this he influenced several
generations of sociological and
social policy scholars. His interest
in social policy analysis was
shaped by his concern for human
and social rights, for the eradication
of discrimination on the basis of
gender, age, and ethnicity - issues
which reflect his values as a
researcher, educator and his public
policy activities. 

Sol was involved with the SPRC
since its inception in 1980 and
played a key part in its creation.
Immediately upon his retirement
from the School of Sociology and
Anthropology in 1991, Sol was
appointed Honorary Research
Associate at SPRC; later his
position was renamed Honorary
Fellow and in more recent years
UNSW Emeritus Professor.

In 1999, he said that his years at
the Centre had ʻenabled him to
continue his academic career with
scarcely a break with access to all

the services and intellectual
stimulus provided by a first-class
research instituteʼ (J. Lawrence
(Social Policy Research: 25 years
at a National Research Centre,
SPRC, UNSW, p 181). Sol worked
closely with the Centre on many
projects, participated in numerous
seminars, conferences and
workshops and co-authored many
SPRC reports, particularly with
respect to population ageing and
policy responses, employment for
mature age workers, age
discrimination and voluntary sector
welfare.

Sol remained in this position until
he passed away, still an active
member of several projects. He
was still working actively on the
NSW Ministerial Advisory
Committee on Ageing until the day
before he died, and was a key
advisor on research and policy for
the NSW Council on the Ageing,
and the Australian Human Rights
Commission. 

Solʼs wisdom, knowledge,
experience and generosity of spirit
will be greatly missed by all who
knew him, his friends and
colleagues, those who worked and
studied with him, learnt from him
and were inspired by him. We send
our deep condolences to his wife
Diana and their family.  

A tribute to Emeritus
Professor Sol Encel
By Bettina Cass

It is with great sadness that the Social Policy Research Centre notes the
passing of Emeritus Professor Sol Encel on Friday, 23 July 2010. We
wish to pay tribute to his profound and distinguished contributions to
Australian sociology and social policy. 

Sol Encel  Photo: Ed Giles
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Indigenous education

The Indigenous Policy and Dialogue Research Unit has
been commissioned by the global financial services
firm UBS to undertake a study on the state of
Indigenous education in Australia. UBS is a major
funder of the University of New South Walesʼ Nura Gili
Indigenous Programs Centre. The study aims to
answer the question ʻWhere are the next areas in
Indigenous education where programs will make a
difference to the status quo?ʼ and consists of three
parts: a review of the international literature across four
ʻsettlerʼ countries (Canada, the United States, New
Zealand and Australia) on best practice in Indigenous
education; the development of a set of six benchmarks
against which to evaluate the Australian field; and an
audit of Australian Indigenous education programs. 

Benchmarking best practice in
Indigenous education
Underpinning international approaches to Indigenous
education are some common philosophical themes that
have emerged in policies and practices across other
countries dealing with these challenges. The six, best-
practice benchmarks, developed through a review of
the international literature, are outlined below.  

Bilingual Indigenous education

Strong evidence exists in Australian research and
government reports about the value of bilingual
education for Indigenous students. Indigenous
language programs have been associated with
decreased dropout rates and an increased sense of
heritage, identity, confidence, pride and self-esteem.
Improved academic outcomes in a range of subjects,
including English, also result from bilingual teaching.  

Internationally, various one-off program evaluations,
The United States National Advisory Council on Indian
Education, and New Zealand Ministry of Education
statistics, support the case for the academic

Best practice in Indigenous
education
By Andrew Griffiths and Sarah Maddison

effectiveness of bilingual education. Importantly, this
evidence also shows that immersive learning in an
Indigenous language does not need to be to the
detriment of a studentʼs English language skills, and
can in fact improve these English language skills.  

The most effective bilingual programs are those that
have the schools and staffs full commitment to an
ʻadditiveʼ approach rather than presupposing that
bilingualism is an obstacle to be overcome. 

Culturally responsive education 

Mainstream education may not always be compatible
with the learning styles and cultural background of
Indigenous students. The evidence suggests that
presenting Indigenous education as a choice between
a culturally responsive education or a mainstream,
Western education is a false dichotomy; both systems
can work in harmony and indeed enhance the
educational outcomes of the other. Indigenous
language and cultural programs—and student
identification with such programs—have been
associated with improved academic performance,
decreased dropout rates, improved school attendance
rates, decreased clinical symptoms, and improved
personal behaviour.  

Cultural recognition, acknowledgment and support from
teachers and educational staff, as well as support and
buy-in from the wider school community, are crucial to
effective, culturally responsive Indigenous education.  

Culturally sensitive evaluation

Basing Indigenous educational policies, philosophies,
programs and techniques on evidence, best practice,
evaluation and measurement is crucial to developing a
successful way forward in Indigenous education.
However,there is a growing recognition that Indigenous
education also needs to employ a range of
measurement tools that are culturally sensitive to

Currently in Australia there is much activity and expenditure in a field broadly defined as ʻIndigenous
educationʼ. Both the nature and intent of this activity are diverse, with approaches that include funding
placements for small numbers of students in elite boarding schools, foundational literacy and numeracy
projects, and projects focused on school retention. The focus of these programs is predominantly in regional
and remote areas. Indigenous education programs in Australia are often designed with good intentions to
address particular deficits, but with little reference to the evidence base or to the ʻbig pictureʼ of competing
programs and the actual needs of Indigenous people. Activities are poorly coordinated, if at all, and there is
little research evaluating these approaches to inform future program development and funding decisions.
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Indigenous cultural perspectives and ways of learning.
Mainstream assessment tools may introduce a cultural
bias that ignores or disfavours the culture, language
patterns, learning styles and strengths of Indigenous
learners. 

The differential performance of Australian Indigenous
students in national and international tests may not be
due to bias in the choice of test content or design
alone, but may be attributable to real differences in
performance because of Indigenous studentsʼ differing
access to learning, different social and cultural contexts
or real differences in their attainment in the topic due to
their experiences and socio-cultural background. In this
context, culturally sensitive evaluation tools may be
useful alongside mainstream assessment tools. 

High-quality, committed teaching staff

Successful schools take a holistic approach to
Indigenous education, creating a common vision across
teaching staff, students, families and the local
community, and providing culturally sensitive curricula
and teaching methods. Effective teaching in Indigenous
education is dependent on the quality and commitment
of teaching staff to the instruction of Indigenous
students.  

Some evidence exists that Indigenous students are
most effectively taught by Indigenous teachers or, if
this isnʼt possible, by non-Indigenous teachers who
have received thorough training in Indigenous cultural
practices and languages.   

A key component of effective, high-quality instruction of
Indigenous students is creating high expectations and
challenging them to attain high levels of achievement.
In a practical sense, it means rejecting deficit theorising
and focusing on possible improvements to teachers
and teacher attitudes.  

Emphasis on fundamentals 

The successful teaching of the basic foundational
educational principles of literacy and numeracy is
essential for academic success generally, but it is even
more fundamental to successful educational outcomes
for Indigenous students, regardless of whether the
student is enrolled in bi-cultural or mainstream
schooling. At an even more basic level, attendance has
been identified as the first step to improving overall
Indigenous educational outcomes.

Australiaʼs Indigenous children have lower school
enrolment rates and lower school attendance rates
than non-Indigenous children. Australian studies show
that poor attendance among Indigenous students is

generally due to three factors: lack of parental
insistence that children go to school in the morning;
teacher quality; and bullying and teasing. 

Some Indigenous communities have been subjected
to provisions that quarantine the welfare payments
of parents whose children do not attend school
regularly. However, the research evidence shows
that the most effective approaches to encouraging
attendance actually involve an intense, personalised
ʻcase managementʼ approach that investigates the
reasons for poor attendance and supports students
and families in encouraging school attendance.  

Partnerships 

Research shows that parental involvement in
childrenʼs education from an early age has a
significant effect on educational achievement.
Parental and community support are also crucial
elements in raising academic expectations of
students and ensuring adequate attendance levels.    

Partnerships between schools and the local
community, parents and families gives communities
a sense of ʻownershipʼ over schools and their
curriculum, policies, and teaching methods.
Evidence shows that the involvement of Indigenous
communities in educational decision-making
improves educational outcomes for Indigenous
students, as well as resulting in greater cultural
recognition.  This also helps to counteract ideas
commonly held by Indigenous people that schools
are intimidating, alien, or instruments of
assimilation.

Conclusion
Internationally, the United Nations Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP)
represents the standard by which Indigenous
education policies are measured. The progressive
Indigenous education policies in Canada and New
Zealand come closest to the goals of this
Declaration, while Australian policy generally lags
behind. Australian Indigenous education programs
vary widely with regard to their adherence to the
benchmark measures. Most programs emphasise
core education fundamentals, but fail to cater to the
more holistic ideals of the UNDRIP or to accord with
the best-practice benchmarks.
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SPRC news

We are delighted to announce that Professor Fiona
Williams OBE has accepted a fractional appointment
with the SPRC, commencing in January 2011.

Fiona is Professor of Social Policy and Co-Director of
the Centre for International Research on Care, Labour
and Equalities (CIRCLE) at the University of Leeds.
She has strong research interests in the areas of
gender, care, migration, ʻraceʼ and disability and has
written influential works on all these topics. Fiona is a
member of the Strategic Research Board of the
Economic and Social Research Council, the UKʼs
leading research and training agency addressing
economic and social concerns, and the Academy of
Learned Societies in the Social Sciences. She was also
a member of the Social Policy subpanel in the 2008 UK
Research Assessment Exercise. Fiona has had
extensive experience on the editorial boards of premier
social policy journals including Critical Social Policy,
Journal of Social Policy and Policy and Politics. Since
2004 she has been a co-editor of Social Politics:
International Studies in Gender, State and Society. The
range and depth of her experience will be of great
value to SPRC staff and postgraduate students.

Fiona has a long association with the SPRC. She was
a keynote speaker at the Australian Social Policy
Conference and is known by many of our research
partners and funding bodies. Together with the SPRCʼs
Deb Brennan, Jen Skattebol, Christiane Purcal and
Megan Blaxland, she is part of a team awarded funding

Fiona Williams joins the SPRC
for an ARC Linkage project
entitled Families at the
Centre: Negotiating
Australiaʼs Mixed Market in
Early Childhood Education
and Care. In 2008 Fiona and
Deb Brennan were awarded
an Academy of the Social
Sciences/British Academy
grant for a project on Child
Care, Welfare Reform and
Womenʼs Labour Force
Participation. Fiona is also
part of an international
collaborative project on markets, migration and care
that includes SPRC Professors Bettina Cass and Deb
Brennan. Fiona will offer an annual master class for
early career researchers and higher degree research
students in UNSWʼs Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences
and will be available for informal advice and mentoring.
She will visit the SPRC for a period each year.

Fionaʼs appointment will enhance the SPRCʼs
international profile, create opportunities for us to
collaborate with one of the most prestigious social
policy groups in the UK and provide an edge to our
higher degree research program. This is a significant
appointment, which reflects University and Faculty
commitments to building connections with leading
international researchers.

Fiona Williams
Photo: Ljubo Vukelic

Chinese delegation visits the SPRC
On 13 September the Social Policy Research Centre
hosted a visiting delegation from China. The delegation
included Directors from several branches of the
Chinese Ministry of Civil Affairs: the Social Welfare

Association, the Social Welfare Centre, the Financial
Bureau and the Bureau of Social Welfare. 

At the meeting SPRC Professor Peter Saunders was
appointed as the Academic Policy Adviser to the
Social Welfare Association. The meeting further
developed research collaborations on social
welfare projects between the SPRC and the
Association. Currently the Social Welfare Centre
is the Partner Organisation in an ARC Linkage
project with the SPRC on child welfare in China.

Subsequent to their visit, the delegation reported
the experiences and lessons they learnt in
Australia to the Ministry of Civil Affairs, and they
hope that the experiences of Australian welfare
provision to older people, orphaned children and
people with disabilities will be useful for the
Chinese government in designing social policies.The visiting Chinese delegation with their SPRC hosts. Photo courtesy of

the visiting delegation
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Conference notice
Australian Social Policy Conference 2011

Social Policy in a Complex World
6-8 July, University of New South Wales

The Social Policy Research Centre invites offers of papers for presentation at the next Australian Social
Policy Conference to be held at the University of New South Wales, Sydney, from 6-8 July 2011. 

The success of the ASPC is based on the presentation of high quality, original papers across the range of social
policy fields. We are inviting offers of papers from researchers, teachers, students and practitioners of social
policy. Papers can present the results of research, discuss conceptual approaches to contemporary social policy,
describe work in progress or raise issues for debate. 

Call for papers
The Conference discussion will be organised around thematic strands including:

Chinese Social Policy Workshop 6 July 2011
In conjunction with the Australian Social Policy Conference, the Chinese Social Policy Workshop about recent
research on developments in Chinese social policy will be held on 6 July at UNSW. Its aim is to increase the
capacity of Chinese and Australian researchers to collaborate in areas of joint policy research interest.

Chinese, Australian and other international researchers a nd government and nongovernment officials engaged
in current research in China or an interest in developing that research agenda are welcome to present or
attend the workshop.

Papers in English are sought for this workshop, for which the same refereeing process and closing dates will
apply as for the main conference (see above). Please make it clear your paper is intended for the one-day
workshop. Papers can be presented in Chinese at the workshop and simultaneous translation in Chinese and
English will be available. Themes for papers or working sessions are:

• Methodological approaches to Chinese social policy research • Current Chinese social policy questions
• Australian engagement in Chinese social policy research • Other

Selection of papers 
Acceptance of papers for presentation at the conference is necessarily competitive. Selection will be the
responsibility of the SPRC, in collaboration with some external session organisers, and will be based on the
abstracts submitted. Criteria for selection will include academic quality, originality, accessibility and relevance to
current debates in social policy. Where papers are based on empirical research, preference will be given to
abstracts showing evidence of research results. We welcome papers presenting all points of view.

If you wish to offer a paper, please send the title and an abstract of no more than 200 words and specify the
thematic area (or areas) into which you feel your paper falls. We reserve the right to place it elsewhere, where
appropriate, to maintain program balance.

There will be an option once again to submit papers into a refereed scheme. Details will be available early in 2011.

The ASPC 2011 will for the first time offer a strand for Higher Degree Research students.

The closing date for the receipt of abstracts is 8 April 2011. Once the conference website is available, please
upload your abstract directly via the site, or email it to aspc@unsw.edu.au.

• Identity and diversity
• Retirement and ageing
• Families, work and care
• Community and place

• Disability and mental health
• Citizenship and participation
• Children, young people and families
• Income distribution and social inequalities

• Organisation and delivery of human services
• Labour market participation and welfare reform
• Open strand for papers on other subjects of

interest and importance

Telephone enquiries about papers or the conference should be directed to (02) 9385 7802. Further details
of the conference will be available shortly on the conference website via www.sprc.unsw.edu.au.
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Book review

Bacchiʼs approach is Foucauldian, grounded in post-
structuralist theory and of discourse analysis and
drawing on the work of governmentality scholars and,
to a lesser extent, the feminist theory that animates her
earlier works. She starts from the position that problems
are not given, but rather are social constructions. She
challenges the idea that governments react to pre-
existing problems and instead argues that they are
active in creating or producing those ʻproblemsʼ. In
making this claim, Bacchi is not arguing that the issues
or experiences to which a policy refers are not real, but
rather that ʻcalling those conditions ʻproblemsʼ or ʻsocial
problemsʼ fixes them in ways that need to be
interrogatedʼ. For Bacchi, a focus on problematisations
(rather than problems) can demonstrate the role they
play in governing processes.

Bacchi challenges other approaches to the study of
policy, particularly the disciplineʼs dominant problem-
solving paradigm. Most interestingly, she mounts a
critique of the current orthodoxies of evidence-based
policy. She sees this paradigm as reliant on positivist,
rationalist assumptions, and argues that because it
purports to treat policy as a neutral, technical process it
is depoliticising and potentially regressive. Bacchi
seeks to shift the focus from problem-solving to
problem questioning.

In line with this questioning approach, the WPR
methodology consists of six questions, and the book is
structured as a guide for the practical application of
these questions to a given policy. The questions are:

1. What is the problem represented to be in a specific
policy?

2. What presuppositions or assumptions underlie this
representation of the problem?

3. How has this representation of the problem come
about?

Analysing policy: whatʼs the
problem represented to be?
By Carol Bacchi, Pearson Education, Frenchs Forest 2009

Reviewed by Emma Partridge

4. What is left unproblematic in this problem
representation? Where are the silences? Can the
problem be thought about differently?

5. What effects are produced by this representation of
the problem?

6. How/where has this representation of the problem
been produced, disseminated and defended? How
could it be questioned, disrupted and replaced?

The six questions are followed by the directive to apply
them to oneʼs own problem representations. This is
perhaps the most challenging aspect of the approach,
as it asks us to treat our own policy ideas as problem
representations and reflect on their origins, purposes
and effects. This demands a degree of reflexivity that
acknowledges that ʻwe are immersed in the conceptual
logics of our eraʼ and therefore need to interrogate our
own assumptions.

This is an engaging book, which would make relevant
reading for anyone working in or studying policy –
regardless of policy area. Those of us working in roles
that bridge research and policy, particularly where that
involves providing advice or research findings to
governments, will be particularly interested in – and I
suggest challenged by – the final chapter. Here Bacchi
considers the role played by academic researchers in
the processes of knowledge production and governing,
and the relationship between researchers and
policymakers. She makes a strong case for
researchers to pay greater critical attention to the
effects of the evidence-based policy paradigm – one
that she argues positions social scientists as simply
delivering ʻevidenceʼ on questions and priorities set by
governments, and which makes it difficult to subject
those priorities and problem representations to scrutiny,
or to reflect more broadly on their implications for how
we are governed.

Carol Bacchiʼs Analysing policy: whatʼs the problem represented to be? is an approach to policy analysis that
focuses on the way policies represent policy ʻproblemsʼ, and the effects of these problematisations. The book
offers both a theoretical framework – the ʻwhatʼs the problem represented to beʼ (or WPR) approach – and a
practical methodology that can be used to apply the approach. Bacchi provides an eloquent description of this
approach and its theoretical underpinnings, as well as a highly engaging demonstration of its potential for
application in policy areas such as welfare, unemployment, drugs/alcohol and gambling, crime and justice,
health, population, anti-discrimination and education. The strength of the book however is the case it makes
for the WPR approach as a tool that might be applied in any given policy area.
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Out of home care

Cycles of dispossession and state intervention in
familiesʼ lives, of forced child removals, left our
communities with endemic and embedded problems of
poverty and neglect. Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children are more often removed for neglect
than for abuse, which in turn contribute to the next
generationsʼ trauma, disadvantage and subsequent
removals:

... the systematic removal of Aboriginal children (the
Stolen Generations) from their families, communities,
land and heritage is of special relevance. The grief,
dislocation and despair experienced by the stolen
children and the grief and loss of their families remain
unhealed and have had terrible effects on children and
families that have passed from one generation to the
next. (SNAICC (Secretariat of National Aboriginal and
Islander Child Care), 2005:3).

One key policy under the Children and Young Persons
(Care and Protection) Act 1998, s.13 Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Children and Young Person
Placement Principles (the Principles), attempts to break
that cycle and address the legacy of harmful past
policies and practices. Its central tenets are that it is
best for Aboriginal children to be cared for within their
own families and communities, and for the very survival
of communities themselves (Lock, 1997). 

The Principles set out preferences for the placement of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children needing
OOHC, firstly within their own extended family; then
with an Aboriginal family in their own community; with
other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people from
nearby; then finally, with a Director-General approved
non-Aboriginal carer – after proper consultation.

According to Community Services, 70 per cent of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and
young people in OOHC in NSW were placed with
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander carers as at 30
June 2008 (NSW Department of Community Services,
2009). The figures indicate a reasonable level of
compliance; however their reliability has been
contested:

Evolving Aboriginal child
welfare policy in NSW
By Wendy Hermeston

The presence of a mark placed by a caseworker on the
file is not... sufficient basis for a claim that Aboriginal
Placement Principles have been met. For any such
conclusion to be reached more is needed by way of a
commentary as to what in fact was done.
(Wood, 2008:427).

Community Services has moved to address issues
raised by organisations such as SNAICC (SNAICC,
2005) and in the Wood Commission regarding
inadequate consultation and inconsistent application of
and compliance with the Principles (Wood, 2008).
Many of the Wood Commissionʼs recommendations
have been adapted, and offices such as the NSW
Ombudsman intend to scrutinize the changes, monitor
their impact and whether the Department delivers on
their stated objectives.

My research, Put in our Proper Place: What are
extended Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander familiesʼ
experiences of child placement policies in the NSW
welfare system? employs a community case study
approach; the aim is to contribute to the knowledge
about the effectiveness of child placement policies in
practice and their appropriateness for Aboriginal
communities, as we all work towards improving care
experiences for our most vulnerable kids and ultimately
breaking the cycle of removal.
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children were placed in out of home care (OOHC) in NSW at a rate 10 times
that of non-Aboriginal children, as at June 2008. They represented only four per cent of all 0–17 year olds in
NSW, yet made up over 31 per cent of this population in care (NSW Department of Community Services, 2009).
Why the disproportionate numbers?
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New projects
The project studies the operations and outcomes of an
innovative model of service integration and tailored
support for (mainly) homeless men, delivered in inner-
city Sydney by Mission Australia. The aim is to derive
lessons from the model which may be generalised.

State of children and young people in NSW

Abigail Powell (SPRC) and Kristy Muir (DSRC)

NSW Commission for Children and Young People

The SPRC will contribute statistical data and analysis
and relevant contextual information to a report on the
state of NSW children and young people across the
following topic areas: demographic information,
education, work and income, time use and health.

NSW Homelessness Action Plan: meta evaluation
and research strategy

Shannon McDermott, Tony Eardley, Jane Bullen,
Denise Thompson (SPRC) and Kristy Muir (DSRC) 

NSW Housing

This project develops an evaluation framework that
builds a research evaluation agenda to guide evidence-
based practice and to compare existing and new
models of service delivery.

Evaluating the outcomes of a self-directed support
pilot for children with a physical disability and
young adults with an acquired disability

Karen Fisher, Sandra Gendera (SPRC), Kristy Muir,
Beth Goldblatt (DSRC), Lesley Chenoweth, Sally
Robinson and Natalie Clements (Griffith University)

Queensland Disability Community Care Services

The evaluation collects data from both participants and
stakeholders to evaluate the success factors and
outcomes for participants in the Self Directed Support
Pilot, thus informing improvements to the program.

Literature review on quality assurance in the child
welfare area

Marilyn McHugh and kylie valentine

NSW Childrenʼs Guardian

This study examines literature on models of quality
assurance in the child welfare area, specifically
focusing on the provision of statutory out of home care.

Scoping of a longitudinal study on the lifelong
support and service needs of people with a disability

Ilan Katz, Chris Deeming and Marianne Rajkovic

Ageing, Disability and Home Care, Department of
Human Services NSW

The scoping study considers the feasibility of
establishing a longitudinal study of the lifelong support
and service needs of people with a disability, their
families and carers. It will recommend the most
appropriate means of meeting such needs.

Social Policy Research Services,
Department of Families, Housing,
Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs
Socio-economic circumstances, child development
and location: a descriptive analysis of LSIC data 

Gerry Redmond

This study takes a first look at the Longitudinal Study of
Indigenous Children (LSIC) survey, focusing on
urban/rural differences in childrenʼs socio-economic
status and development.

Overstretched: managing money, debt and the
nature of indebtedness among lower-income families

Peter Whiteford and Chris Deeming

This project explores the attitudes of low-income
households to borrowing and managing debt, covering
the reasons these debts have been incurred, how
households make decisions about the repayment of
debt, and their capacity to service these debts.

Commissioned research
Evaluation plan for new scheme of income
management

Peter Whiteford, Bruce Bradbury, Ilan Katz, Chris
Deeming and Elizabeth Adamson

Social Policy Research and Evaluation Panel,
Department of Families, Housing, Community Services
and Indigenous Affairs

A consortium of researchers is developing a framework
for the evaluation of the new system of income
management (NSIM) introduced in the Northern Territory.

Financial and non financial support to formal and
informal out of home carers

Deb Brennan, Bettina Cass, kylie valentine and
Marilyn McHugh

Social Policy Research and Evaluation Panel,
Department of Families, Housing, Community Services
and Indigenous Affairs

This research project explores the supports and
services available to formal and informal out of home
carers (foster and kinship carers), to analyse gaps in
support and build an understanding of carersʼ needs
and priorities.

Integrating employment and housing support for
homeless people: a study of the Mission Australia
Centre (MAC) model

Tony Eardley, Jane Bullen (SPRC), Gillian Considine
and Kathryn Di Nicola (Mission Australia)

National Homelessness Research Agenda, Department
of Families, Housing, Community Services and
Indigenous Affairs 
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Research scholars

Tim Murton, jointly supervised by Professor Peter
Whiteford and Associate Professor Binh Tran-Nam
(Atax, UNSW) is undertaking a PhD on Linking social
security reform and economic growth: a comparative
study of China and Vietnam. Using data from a wide
range of sources, his PhD will examine the key social
security issues facing China and Vietnam. The thesis
will adopt a comparative perspective of China and
Vietnam, being the first study to compare these
countries with respect to the link between social
security and economic growth. 

Kishani Townshend, who is jointly supervised by
Professor Peter Saunders and Dr Kristy Muir (Director
of the Disability Studies and Research Centre, UNSW)
is undertaking her PhD research on Factors
contributing to parental resilience. Kishaniʼs research
will utilise a within-subject longitudinal design to
explore factors that strengthen parental resilience in
sole and partnered parents. The research also involves
interviews with sole and partnered parents to examine

the psychosocial processes that contribute to the ability
to overcome adversity. 

The two visiting Finnish PhD students, Anniina Kaittila
and Henna Isoniemi, will be spending several months
with us. Anniinaʼs thesis focuses on money and its
effects on family relations. Her study is investigating
conflicts and disagreement caused by money. Hennaʼs
doctoral thesis has the working title Leaving home. It is
a comparative study of the behaviour of young adults
leaving home. While they are at the SPRC, Anniina
and Hennaʼs research is being supervised by Professor
Peter Saunders. 

The SPRC held its annual Higher Degree Research
Workshop on 1 November, where students and staff
came together for the day to present papers, listen,
discuss and learn from each other about the range of
research being carried out by our students at the
SPRC. The objective of the annual workshops is to
facilitate research training, communication and
dissemination in a collegial and supportive atmosphere.

Higher degree research news
By Bettina Cass

The SPRC is very pleased to welcome in Semester 2, 2010, two commencing PhD students, Tim Murton
and Kishani Townshend. We are also hosting two visiting PhD students from the Faculty of Social
Sciences, University of Turku, Finland.

Applications are invited for two Australian Research Council APA(I) PhD scholarships available from March
2011. These scholarships are available for research related to the ARC Linkage projects: 

Equity in tax and benefit systems in Australia and internationally and 

Families at the centre: negotiating Australiaʼs mixed market in early education and care.

The stipends are $27,222 per year for three years. Applicants may also be eligible for SPRC top-up
scholarships of $5,000 per year for three years. Fieldwork and related research expenses will be funded.

Applicants should hold a good Honours degree (or equivalent) in one of the social sciences. Information on
these scholarships, including further selection criteria and who to contact, can be found at
http://www.sprc.unsw.edu.au/postgraduate-study/

Please submit by 17 December 2010:

• a summary of your research interests and experience

• a short statement (100-300 words) indicating what interests you about this  PhD topic and how you
might approach it

• your curriculum vitae including information about academic grades

• the names and contact details of two referees.

PhD scholarships available
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New research reports
Shannon McDermott, Jasmine Bruce, Kristy Muir and Klas Johansson (2010) 

Evaluation of the Mental Health, Housing and Accommodation Support Initiative (HASI): first report

SPRC Report 6/10

http://www.sprc.unsw.edu.au/media/File/Report6_10_HASI_EvalReport_1_Web.pdf

Fiona Hilferty, Natasha Cortis, Christine Eastman and Ilan Katz (2010)

Profiling non-government community services organisations in NSW: a summary report

SPRC Report 8/10

http://www.sprc.unsw.edu.au/media/File/Report8_10_ProfilingNSWNGOs.pdf

Sandra Gendera, Karen R. Fisher, Sally Robinson and Natalie Clements (2010)

Evaluation of the Self Directed Support Pilot for children and young adults with a physical disability:
evaluation plan

SPRC Report 10/10

http://www.sprc.unsw.edu.au/media/File/2_SDS_Evaluation_Plan.pdf

Shannon McDermott, Robyn Edwards, David Abelló and Ilan Katz (2010)

Ageing and Australian Disability Enterprises

Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, Occasional Paper 27

http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/about/publicationsarticles/research/occasional/Pages/op27.aspx

Fiona Hilferty, Killian Mullan, Christine Eastman, Megan Griffiths, Sharni Chan, Karla Heese and Ilan Katz (2010)

Brighter Futures early intervention evaluation: final report

http://www.community.nsw.gov.au/docswr/_assets/main/documents/brighter_futures_evaluation4.pdf


