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Successful transition is enhanced by strong partnerships between schools and universities. Traditionally, programs aiming to encourage access and support for groups currently under-represented in the higher education sector have focused on students at the end of their final year of schooling. For many of these students, the negative effects of educational disadvantage have already impeded opportunity for access and success. This paper draws on social theory, investigating the 'cultural capital component' of educational decision-making and how it operates to impede pathways to higher education for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds.  The Melbourne Access Program (MAP) provides an example of this theory in practice. MAP is a pilot partnership between the University of Melbourne and teachers in selected schools, which aims to build on students’ cultural capital to ease their transition into the university sector. 

Background: Australia’s equity agenda

Western, McMillan and Durrington (1998:1) observed that “inequalities in access to higher education have been an intractable problem since the establishment of universities in Australia in the middle of the nineteenth century.” In the 1950s, the Menzies’ Liberal government introduced annual university scholarships which provided a means tested allowance and payment of fees. Slightly more than one third of the university population of the time studied through these government scholarships but the social composition of universities remained unchanged. Fees were abolished by the Whitlam Labour government in 1972, and while total numbers of university students increased rapidly, beneficiaries were primarily older students and women. 

In 1990, the Federal government department in Australia then responsible for higher education (the Department of Employment, Education and Training) published A Fair Chance for All (DEET, 1990) which encouraged higher education institutions to set national equity objectives and targets for the groups identified as disadvantaged. A Fair Chance for All reflected a shift from a deficit model (Ramsey, Trantor, Charlton and Sumner, 1998) which focused on the problems associated with disadvantage, to an institutional model in which universities were expected to cater more effectively for a diverse community, recognising, supporting and celebrating diversity rather than ‘correcting deficiencies’.

Since 1990, there have been significant shifts in access for all equity categories except Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, rural and isolated students and students from low socio-economic background. James et al’s (1999:4) report provides “discomforting evidence… that an individual’s chance of going to university in Australia [is] still determined by their geographical location and the social stratum to which their family belongs.” Teese in Undemocratic Schooling (2003) argues that the higher retention rates now evident at secondary school have not translated into a more equitable education system, with access to university still very closely related to socio-economic status.  As Table 1 shows, the proportion of students in higher education from low socio-economic backgrounds has remained ‘remarkably stable’ (James, 2002:6). This participation share falls considerably below the population reference point of 25%.

Table 1
:  Students of low socio-economic background in Australian higher education as a share of domestic students 1992-1999.

	Year
	No. of low SES

students
	Low SES students as a %

of all domestic students

	1992
	76,813
	14.6

	1993
	77,611
	14.4

	1994
	80,359
	14.4

	1995
	83,399
	14.5

	1996
	86,932
	14.5

	1997
	90,155
	14.6

	1998
	91,557
	14.7

	1999
	92,779
	14.7


Australia’s higher education equity agenda is poised for significant change. The federal government has legislated for further deregulation of fees, and equity is a key element of the package’s four planks (the others being sustainability, quality and diversity). In March 2004, DEST published a paper reviewing the Higher Education Equity Program (HEEP), analysing the patterns of participation and success of students from equity backgrounds
 utilising a report by James, Baldwin, Coates, Krause and McInnis (2003). The paper is the basis for consultation on significant changes to HEEP.  It questions the need for some groups to remain as equity groups and raises the possible inclusion of new groups, including males in particular fields of study. 

Barriers to access

Barriers to equitable access at university are complex, and commence long before students consider their post-school options late in Year 12. The increasing cost of education, including the imposition of fees has the potential to discourage tertiary participation. There is evidence of debt aversion, with the concept of incurring debt before a person has entered employment considered particularly unacceptable by students from low socio-economic background (Woodrow, 2000; Callender 2003). The costs of higher education, including fees and the living expenses associated with leaving home, are especially serious inhibitors for rural school students. In James’ (2002) study, cost of university study was a deterrent for 39% of students from lower socio-economic background (compared with 23% of higher socio-economic background students). Over a third of lower socio-economic background students indicated they’d have to support themselves financially (with implications for the effects part-time work has on study).

As James (2002:51) reflects, however, the image of “the poor student who can’t afford to attend university” fails to adequately represent the true picture; students have to consider university as a desirable (as well as an achievable) option.  James (2002) notes that socio-economic background is the major factor in the variation in student perspectives on the value and attainability of higher education. Students from lower socio-economic backgrounds are less likely to believe a university course will lead to an interesting and rewarding career, and are more likely to perceive that there are achievement barriers that will impede access.   For instance, they are concerned that their academic results won’t be high enough or that they won’t have the necessary subjects. James (2002) also comments on gender differences in attitudes towards higher education. His study concludes that compared with the females in his sample, males don’t show the same commitment towards school and are not as likely to see higher education as relevant or attainable.

Since the introduction of quotas in the early 1950s, it has been assumed that university admissions policies for identifying those with the potential to succeed were based on effective predictors of success. Praetz’ (1999) RMIT study of the relationship between TER and subsequent academic performance indicates a significant relationship between entrance rank and subsequent success for those with a TER above 80 (those with a score of between 40 and 80 showed no correlation, and below 40 showed a variable relationship). Teese (2000:220) emphasises the barrier imposed by ENTER when he suggests that:

The TER is a surrogate for socio-economic status, yet its derivation based on meritocratic principles disguises its inherent bias towards those from elite backgrounds. The elite ‘sandstone’ universities are subsequently able to claim, in turn, that they are academically but not socially elitist.

Barriers to success

It is difficult to separate the perception of elitism from high academic entry standards, and older traditional universities are often perceived as elite.  Students considering higher education make decisions about the type of institution appropriate to them, and perceptions of personal  ‘fit’ play an important part. In their (2001) study on attitudes of students from low socio-economic areas towards the University of Melbourne, Devlin and Hooper (2001) interviewed a small sample of careers teachers and students from schools with low University of Melbourne representation. They found social elitism was a factor, with both students and staff mentioning perceived snobbery and elitism as an inhibitor. 

I didn’t fit in, it was too elitist”. (male student with an ENTER of 91 who subsequently transferred to another university)

... even if I could get in, I don’t think I’d want to go to university with a lot of pretentious snobs.

These are perceptions, not necessarily realities, but such attitudes significantly influence student choice of university and can inhibit successful transition to university study.

Perceptions of deficit by academic staff are also an issue. Academic staff make a number of assumptions about students’ knowledge of university life and study. Wheelahan (2001) observed students must often contend with curriculum and pedagogical approaches that assume they already possess the requisite knowledge in their discipline area, as well as the broad cultural knowledge and family background that enable them to understand how to be a tertiary student. Transition programs and Learning Skills Units address these issues, but such programs are generally much better attended by students from high socio-economic backgrounds looking to optimise their performance than students who are the ‘first in their family’ to attend university (McLean, Hartley, Ryan, MacDonald and McDonald, 1999). 

In addition, equity and excellence are often viewed by university staff as being mutually exclusive, a fear that opening doors to people from low socio-economic backgrounds risks “dumbing down” academic standards. Associated with these attitudes is the assumption that unwarranted additional time, effort and cost are an automatic by-product of any equity program (Postle, Clarke, Skuja, Bull, Batorowicz and McCann, 1996). 

Sociological theory and access and equity in higher education

If we are to use sociological theory to enhance our understanding of equity students in the higher education sector, we require some definitions. Coleman (1990) described social capital as a complex set of factors and relationships that exist in a close-knit group like a family. Social capital forms the basis of the way parents help to define the future of their children. Time spent in raising children, energy, support and encouragement (to go to university) are key ingredients of social capital. Other examples which can affect post-school choices include: a love of reading, belief in the values of education and the encouragement of critical thinking. McDonough (1997) describes social capital as the “shared preferences and attitudes that upper class and middle class families transmit to their children” These preferences and attitudes provide a mechanism for maintaining class status and privileges. Importantly, social capital focuses on networks, the relationships within and between groups, and the norms which govern those relationships (Schuller, 2000:3). 

Cultural capital as developed by Bourdieu (1977) and McDonough (1997) share properties with social capital, but cultural capital is a more academic concept. It refers to the “credentials and cultural assets embodied in individuals and their families” (Schuller, 2000:51). Cultural capital is used to explain the reproduction of a social hierarchy, but it can also explain the process by which some manage to use education to move from non-elite to elite positions. Preference for university education and advanced degrees is one form of cultural capital, which enables families to maintain status.  Like economic capital, cultural capital is invested to secure resources and achieve goals. 

Coleman (1990) suggested cultural capital is a useful model for three reasons.

1. It provides currency to help students make decisions about going to university

2. It is available outside the home (socio-economic status does not equal students' futures based only on status of their parents)

3. It provides a mechanism for interaction of students and their families beyond the discrete effects usually considered determinants. Family and students change each other's behaviour, support each other and work as a unit towards a goal. 

Building up cultural capital: Enhancing social networks

Levine and Nideffer (1996) interviewed students from poor backgrounds, those whose highest aspirations were Year 10 or 12. None knew anyone who had been to college; none had parents who'd been to college.  When they spoke to parents about their children’s college aspirations it “was akin to asking whether their kids would visit Mars this month”. 

A common factor for those who experienced a smooth transition to higher education was:

An individual who touched or changed the students' lives; intervention by one person at a critical time in the person's life. Sometimes the mentor was a loving relative, at other times it was someone paid to offer expert advice. In either case it was the human contact that made the difference.

Levine and Nideffer (1996:65)

Levine and Nideffer (1996) noted that timing was at least as important as the person; students from low socio-economic background needed to be reached before they made plans that preclude higher education. Hedge (1991) also valued the mentor concept. He believed the goals of a mentor program should include enhancing:

· academic ability

· self-esteem

· ability to self-nurture

· sense of identity

· internal motivation

· a sense of responsibility for one’s own actions

· control over own life

· ability to find external support systems and other resources

· career and vocational goals

By providing mentors at a critical time in a student’s life, institutions are able to enhance the network available to a student. A mentor can provide answers to critical questions about course choice, subject selection, course costs and scholarship options as well as address concerns on less tangible issues about just what university life is like. A mentor can help students to see that ‘people like me can and do go to university’. From the perspective of cultural capital, providing a mentor enhances the family network’s ability to support students to aspire to and achieve a goal.

From theory to practice: The Melbourne Access Program

The University of Melbourne has had a number of programs in place to encourage access from students from non-traditional backgrounds, but these programs for the most part targeted students in their final year of secondary education. The Melbourne Access Program (MAP) Schools Pilot was developed to encourage participation from students from low socio-economic backgrounds. It utilises the sociological theory outlined above and builds on the cultural assets embodied in individuals and their families.

The two clear features of MAP which distinguish it from previous programs are (1) the partnership it encourages between schools and university, and (2) its focus on students from year 10.  Both metropolitan and regional schools are involved with MAP, with seven students selected from each year level at each school; students remain in the program from Year 10 to Year 12. A key element of MAP is the use of ‘Unipals’ (current university students from non-traditional backgrounds). The Unipals receive ongoing support and training and play a key role as mentors. Unipals provide a student-centred view of the options opened through a University of Melbourne experience.  The elements outlined above by Hedge (1991) as important to successful mentoring have been incorporated in MAP mentor (Unipal) training. MAP also incorporates a skill development component through the provision of an academic support program that begins at the Year 10 level.  Parent workshops are a key part of the program. The skills focus changes through Years 10 to12, adapting to the changing needs of the students. Ongoing support for MAP students is an important element of MAP, and MAP students are encouraged on a number of fronts to feel welcome at the University
. 

The contact with current undergraduates and exposure to the campus through on-campus events also assists students to feel better about an institution’s “personal fit” with them. The program is skills based, not curriculum based and is developed in partnership by the school, the student and the Unipals.  Students have valued the opportunity to ‘see how university works’. As one student commented:

…I thought it was great to actually go and sit in a uni class. I can’t believe they let me do the stuff they were doing (Year 11 after participating in a “shadowing” day)

It was great that me and my parents were able to see everything with the Unipals as guides. (Year 12 MAP student after Discovery Day)
What influence did MAP have on students’ choices?

Figure 1 (below) indicates that friends and siblings were important influences and presumably sources of information on post-secondary options when students commenced the MAP program in Year 10.  By completion of Year 12, however, MAP staff had increased in their influence from 6% to 15%. It is evident that the availability of direct contact with university staff has helped students.
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Figure 1: Influence on post school decisions

When asked “Do you think MAP has had an impact on your post-secondary school options?” Table 2 (below) indicates the shift in student opinion from 2001 (when students began MAP) to 2003 (their final year in MAP).

Table 2:  MAP influence on post school decision-making 2001-2003 (n=70)

	Did MAP impact on your post-secondary school options?
	2001
	2002
	2003

	Not at all
	0
	0
	0

	Very little
	0
	5
	7

	Some
	8
	41
	42

	A lot
	62
	24
	21


MAP teachers were asked whether or not MAP had broadened students’ Higher Education choices. A substantial proportion of MAP teachers (78% n=40) felt that the program had made a difference to students’ understanding of higher education and commitment to pursuing tertiary options. There was also a perception that students were “a lot more focused and settled” in making their subject selection. Teachers felt that “it is particularly useful for Year 10 students as their picture of tertiary education is very fragmentary at this stage of their schooling.”

MAP teachers were also asked if they had noticed a change in students’ motivation since they joined the MAP program. All noted some change in motivation. Many of the coordinators and careers advisors from the MAP schools felt their students tended to “under-sell themselves academically” either because they didn’t have role models (many of the students nominated have no immediate contact with university students and/or graduates), or because they felt they would not fit into the existing culture at the University of Melbourne.

…Even the students that I thought would do well have exceeded their and my expectations for them. Their improved results may be partly attributed to the MAP Schools Program.

Year 12 Coordinator

Unipals also noted changes in students they mentored:

It’s fantastic to see the MAP kids become more confident around us and around the Uni”.
One of the primary aims of the program was to motivate students to consider higher education as an option. It is clear that there were significant changes in students’ intentions for post secondary options following completion of three years in the program. It is always difficult to assign reasons for these changes.  However exposure to the campus and undergraduate students would provide students with a more realistic view of what university life was like. The percentage of students citing university as an option increased from 31% in Year 10 to 83% in Year 12.

Of the final MAP graduating cohort (67 students) 80% received an offer to either TAFE or university. Eleven students were offered a place at The University of Melbourne.                                 
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Figure 2: MAP students’ post school intentions 2001-2003

Both MAP teachers and Unipals felt that the students’ knowledge base had expanded quite considerably since undertaking the program.

It’s great … we actually get to see what uni is like and see how good it is. Without this opportunity I’d have no idea about uni. I told the Careers Adviser that I wasn’t doing my subjects (selection) until the MAP people came to the school again .

Year 10 student, MAP school

Parents are also not only supportive of the program but believe it has had a significant influence on their child.

…My daughter is a completely different person since she began the program. She is a lot more motivated and focused. The parent session was great … it allowed me to understand the reasons behind the program and there were no ulterior motives. I am proud that my daughter was selected.

To increase understanding of all aspects of the university experience, MAP scholarships are available (through Trinity College) to provide students with the opportunity to live on campus.

In conclusion …

The evidence we have to date suggests that students who know someone who has been to university, whether parents, siblings or even friends or extended family are at an advantage when making decisions about post-school options and in the first year of University study.

Such networks provide:

· practical information on course choice, university type, subject options and a realistic estimate of costs

· a sense that ‘people like me go to university’

· motivation and encouragement to see university as a real and achievable option and

· a realistic sense of what university is like, the sorts of courses that are available and the sort of life to expect.
A consideration of the cultural capital component of student decision-making has shaped development of the Melbourne Access Program. MAP operates to actively enhance the cultural capital individuals and their families bring to decisions about a student’s post-school future by developing parent knowledge and working with the school, family and peer network. Importantly, the concept of cultural capital has the potential to discourage the tyranny of the ‘quick fix’. It encourages administrators to look more closely at the complexities of the interrelationship between different aspects of disadvantage. It goes beyond the individual to focus on supporting and enhancing existing networks.
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� 	This table reflects the changes in attitudes of the one cohort of students over the 3 years they were involved in the program
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Q1

		Q1. What do you intend to after completion of year 12?

				2003		2002		2001

		UNIVERSITY		58		42		22

		APPRENTICESHIP		0		0		12

		TRAVEL		6		8		12

		TAFE		3		2		5

		WORK		2		12		12

		DON'T KNOW		1		6		7

		TOTAL		70		70		70
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Figure 3. - Intentions Upon Completion Of Year 12



Q2

		Q2. What Are Your Intended Areas Of Study?

				2003		2002		2001

		ARCHITECTURE		2		2		2

		ARTS		12		11		10

		COMMERCE		17		14		16

		EDUCATION		4		2		3

		ENGINEERING		3		5		1

		ILFR		3		3		6

		LAW		2		2		2

		MEDICINE		1		1		1

		MUSIC		2		2		2

		SCIENCE		13		16		15

		VET SCIENCE		1		1		1

		VCA		1		1		1

		OTHER		9		9		8

		UNSURE		0		1		2
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Q3

		Q3. How valuable was the MAP Schools Program to you?

				2003		2002		2001

		ONE		0		0		0

		TWO		0		0		0

		THREE		0		0		0

		FOUR		0		0		0

		FIVE		0		0		0

		SIX		0		3		2

		SEVEN		11		10		14

		EIGHT		10		21		22

		NINE		41		29		26

		TEN		8		7		6
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Q4

		Q4. How enjoyable was the MAP Schools Program to you?

				2003		2002		2001

		ONE		0		0		0

		TWO		0		0		0

		THREE		0		0		0

		FOUR		0		0		0

		FIVE		0		0		0

		SIX		0		4		4

		SEVEN		7		16		18

		EIGHT		7		23		25

		NINE		26		19		17

		TEN		30		8		6
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Q5

		How would you rate your knowledge of Melbourne University?

				Yr 12 - 2003		Yr 10 - 2001

		One		0		1

		Two		0		3

		Three		0		6

		Four		0		14

		Five		4		14

		Six		6		15

		Seven		8		9

		Eight		14		8

		Nine		26		0

		Ten		12		0

		TOTAL		70		70
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Figure 7 - Knowledge About the University of Melbourne
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Q6

		Q6. What will be the single biggest barrier you believe you face in gaining enterance to a university?

				2003		2002		2001

		FINANCIAL COST		20		16		17

		ENTER REQUIRED		46		34		36

		STUDY TIME REQUIRED		0		6		3

		TRAVEL REQUIRED		1		4		2

		NOT FITTING IN		0		2		1

		NO FAMILY HISTORY AT TERTIARY LEVEL		2		7		6

		NOT BEING WITH FRIENDS		1		1		5
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Q9

		Q9. Who has had the single most influence on your pland for the future this year?

				2003		2002		2001

		PARENTS		11		12		13

		TEACHERS		6		12		14

		CAREERS ADVISOR		32		12		4

		SIBLINGS		2		2		9

		FRIENDS		1		12		14

		OTHER RELATIVES		0		2		6

		MAP/UNI STAFF		11		10		4

		UNIPALS		7		8		6
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Q10

		Q10. How many hours do you work per week?

				2003		2002		2001

		NONE		14		11		17

		1 TO 4		15		18		13

		5 TO 9		12		12		11

		10 TO 12		12		10		12

		13 TO 15		8		10		8

		16 TO 19		6		4		5

		20 PLUS		3		5		4
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Q11

		Q11. Do you think work interferes with your study?

				2003		2002		2001

		NOT AT ALL		12		21		13

		VERY LITTLE		23		27		21

		SOME		13		6		16

		A LOT		8		5		3
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Q14

		Q14. Do you think the MAP Schools Program Has Had An Impact Upon Your Post Secondary School Options?

				2003		2002		2001

		NOT AT ALL		0		0		0

		VERY LITTLE		0		5		7

		SOME		8		41		42

		A LOT		62		24		21
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Figure 2. - Impact Of The MAP Schools Program On Post-Secondary Options
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