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We know from recent research that participation rates in higher education of Australians from lower socio-economic backgrounds is about half that of those from medium and higher socioeconomic backgrounds, and that many of the factors underpinning the differential access rates derive from low aspirations and arise before transition to higher education.  This paper provides an overview of three of Griffith University’s ‘successful’ equity transition programs which target low socioeconomic school students at-risk of not continuing on to higher education, as well as adult learners who want a ‘second chance’.  A crucial component of the programs is raising low aspirations.  The paper argues that Griffith’s cross-sectoral collaborative equity model works to overcome low aspirations on two levels: one, by enhancing the perceived relevance of, and differing levels of importance and value attached to higher education; and two, by broadening and expanding the options available once the decision is made by students to aspire to higher education.

Introduction

Over the past decade, there is wide recognition of the “general impact of globalisation, new information and communication technologies, a shift from an industrial to a service economy, and major changes in the labour market and work” (Watson, Kearns, Grant & Cameron, 2000, p.39-40).  There is also recognition that the socioeconomic context has become increasingly difficult for certain groups in society.  The levels of skills and knowledge required to participate in the workforce have increased, and raised the prospect of long-term economic and social exclusion for those who do not have such skills or the wherewithal for lifelong learning.  

At the same time, in post-compulsory education there has been a worldwide relative shift in access and equity.  A ‘deepening social divide’ has accompanied the socioeconomic changes, triggering studies to explore the threats to social cohesion and equity.  The case for lifelong learning for all is being increasingly recognised and as Watson el al (2000, p.40) argue, the social and economic changes have profound implications for equity policies and strategies in the education sector such that “[t]here is a compelling case that the attributes of lifelong learners must now be a necessary goal of equity policies and strategies in the emerging conditions of the twenty-first century”.

Also, in Australia over the past decade there has been a concerted effort to address some of the issues associated with access and equity in the university sector (see Watson et al, 2000).  In 1990, the Commonwealth government set national equity objectives and targets for six identified disadvantaged groups in Australian society, namely people with disabilities, Indigenous Australians, women undertaking study in non-traditional areas and at postgraduate level, people from non-English-speaking backgrounds, people from low socioeconomic backgrounds, and people from rural and isolated areas (see Commonwealth of Australia, 1990).  By 1992, all universities were to develop special entry arrangements for socioeconomically disadvantaged groups (Commonwealth of Australia, 1990, p.2).  Since then, equity has been a prominent consideration of universities (Coaldrake, 2000, p11), with continuing commitments being made by successive governments (DETYA, 1999).  Yet, as James (2000, p.ix) reports, 

[o]n crude figures, Australians from lower socioeconomic backgrounds have roughly half the likelihood of participating in higher education as Australians from medium and higher socioeconomic backgrounds.  This degree of inequity has remained relatively stable for over a decade, despite extensive equity initiatives across the system as a whole.

His analysis of socioeconomic background and higher education participation in relation to school students found that “not only do students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds experience inhibiting circumstances, or actual barriers, but they also lack the various mechanisms of support and encouragement that might make going on to university seem relevant and attainable” (2000, p.45).  He identified the “predominant effects as psychological or psycho-social factors associated with the perceived relevance of higher education” (2000, p.xi).  Although there is little research on adult aspirations, from the school research we can extrapolate that, for most of those who return to study in later years as adult learners, higher education has gained greater relevance and importance in the interim.  This does not mean, however, that their aspirations in terms of career choice will have been raised.
James’ study also pointed to the importance of raising aspirations in school students: “educational disadvantage for young people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds [is] created by the cumulative effect of the relative absence of encouraging factors and the presence of a stronger set of inhibiting factors” (James, 2000, p.xi).  He recommends “some redirection of equity initiatives” in five areas, including “ways in which collaborative activities between universities and schools might serve to broaden the horizons of young people and assist in making higher education seem relevant and rewarding …[and] … [a] system-wide rethinking of selection procedures” (2000, p.xii).  

At about the same time, in the early 2000s, the federal and Queensland government disseminated discussion papers, issues papers and reports focussing on ‘multiple pathways’ and the interface between school, VET and university sectors as the means to enable and enhance the learning experience for all types of learners (see Pitman, 2002; Gardner, 2002; DEST, 2002).  Strengthening local partnerships and collaboration between education sectors is now part of the discussion and debate in Australia.  Despite this, there is little understanding of the ways in which collaborative activities between sectors might serve to broaden the horizons of young people and adults and assist in making higher education seem relevant and worthwhile, or improve the levels of access for low socioeconomic students to reduce their prospects of long-term economic and social exclusion.

Griffith University – Equity and Partnerships Model

Since the 1980s, Griffith University has developed and demonstrated an active commitment to equity and to long-term cross-sectoral collaboration through equity initiatives linked with (enduring) cross-sectoral access and transition programs.  A number of Griffith’s Student Equity Services programs focus on and target low socioeconomic students to improve representation levels
.  The next section of this paper provides an overview of three ‘successful’ equity transition programs which target both low socioeconomic school students at-risk of not continuing on to higher education and adult learners seeking a ‘second chance’ – Uni-Reach, Uni-Key, and Logan Tertiary Access to Griffith University.  Uni-Reach and Logan Tertiary Access aim to provide increased opportunity for access to tertiary education, and Uni-Key to increase specific skills and understandings of academic study to ensure success in the first year at university for low socioeconomic students.  The Uni-Reach and Uni-Key programs are coordinated by the Student Equity Programs Officer and the Logan Tertiary Access program by the Tertiary Access Coordinator.  Both are team members of Student Equity Services, Griffith University.  There is some overlap between the programs, as Tertiary Access and Uni-Reach students are eligible for assistance and support through Uni-Key in their first semester at Griffith University.  The chart below illustrates the ‘fit’ and relationship between the programs.
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The common feature of the two access programs is that they have evolved in response to concerns about the low tertiary education participation rates of people in the Griffith University catchment area, and they aim to overcome differential access rates by increasing the number of low socioeconomic school and adult students before the point of transition to university.  An important element of these programs is raising the aspirations of students still at school and adults who typically have not completed year 12.  In this, the program Coordinators play a critical role in raising aspirations at both a formal level and an informal level through individual encouragement and support through their work in schools and the Logan TAFE, and within the university once both groups of students make the transition to higher education.  Two levels of raising aspirations are focussed on: enhancing the perceived relevance of, and differing levels of importance and value attached to higher education in the Uni-Reach program; and broadening and expanding the options available once the decision is made by adult students to aspire to higher education through the Tertiary Access program.  The focus is continued in the transition to university, through the Uni-Key program.  The Griffith model incorporates at least two of the initiatives recommended by James (2000) to raise aspirations – early broadening of horizons and special entry selection.  

The ‘success’ of the programs is monitored by student entry and exit surveys, course and program evaluations, Mentor feedback (Uni-Reach and Uni-Key), anecdotal feedback provided to Coordinators.

Uni-Reach

Uni-Reach has been operating since 1996 as an outreach program targeting low socioeconomic students in their final year of high school.  Students must be attending one of the ten schools identified by Education Queensland as enrolling significant numbers of students from similar backgrounds.  Uni-Reach provides mentor support, skills development activities, information about university and courses, and a two-day On Campus Experience program for each school cluster area.  These activities are designed to prepare students for the realities of University study and to encourage participants to consider university study as a relevant, important and attainable option.  

The mentor component of the program provides participants with some assistance with final assessment items, and some understanding of the academic requirements of university study.  It also gives the high school students appropriate role models as, wherever possible, the mentors recruited are former Uni-Reach and/or Uni-Key students who have overcome significant disadvantage to become successful university students.  Mentors are required to undertake preparatory and regular ongoing training.  Mentors and students are matched on the basis of proposed study area and personal qualities.  Mentors visit schools weekly for a period of eight weeks spending an hour with their allocated group of students.  A second focus of these meetings is provision of career and course information for which mentors receive specific training.

The On Campus Experience provides students with ‘hands-on’ experience in the University environment that challenges their capacity to ‘fit’ as well as providing information to assist their preparations for University study.  Components include:

· exploring potential personal transition to university issues through personal preparation workshop 

· providing insights into the learning culture of university through ‘Transitions in Learning’ with a focus on academic writing, time management, exam preparation

· information relevant to study costs, government study assistance schemes, part-time employment, and budgeting provided through workshop on Preparing Financially for University

· Mentors and additional Group Leaders appointed from the Uni-Reach participant’s area of interest, to take students to lectures/tutorials/labs or other activities

· range of other workshops including career aspirations and applying for scholarships

Students are then provided with the option of applying for university courses through the Special Admissions Scheme on the premise that an OP may not be a true indicator of academic success.  The Special Admissions Scheme considers the fact that home and school circumstances may have had an adverse effect on student school results.  These often are factors stemming from financial disadvantage and include issues such as students maintaining part-time employment during schooling, carer responsibilities, significant house duties, overcrowded home situation and living in dysfunctional or violent family situations.  School results and OP scores are taken into account when students’ academic potential is considered but recommendations from high school guidance staff and the students’ own motivation to succeed also impact on the assessment process.  The Scheme provides direct entry for students to any campus of Griffith University (see Table 1).

Table 1  Number of students applying for Special Admission 1999-2003

	Year applied for Special Admission (commencing university following year)
	Students applying for Special Admission
	Students made Forced Offers to commence study in following year

	1999
	110
	70

	2000
	87
	78

	2001
	106
	100

	2002
	162
	116

	2003
	Unknown – October 2003
	


In 2002 as a result of extensive liaison with high school staff the Uni-Reach mentor program was also offered to students in Year 11 as it was concluded that intervention at Year 12 was often too late and limited the program’s capability to impact positively on students’ aspirations.  Students are invited to nominate themselves for inclusion in the program once they have been informed about all aspects of Uni-Reach.  Numbers of participants per year level at each school is usually between 15 and 20.  There were 352 high school students participating in the Uni-Reach mentor program in 2002, of these 126 were Year 11 and 226 Year 12 (see Table 2).

Table 2  Number of students participating in the Uni-Reach Mentor Program 1999-2003

	
	Year 11 students
	Year 12 students
	Total number of students

	1999
	n/applicable
	186
	186

	2000
	n/applicable
	215
	215

	2001
	n/applicable
	188
	188

	2002
	126
	226
	352

	2003
	TBA June 2003
	
	


In addition, in 2002 a Community Service Grant was awarded to develop an educational drama production to tour Uni-Reach high schools for Year 8 audiences. The drama was presented in second semester 2002 at all participating high schools and aimed to encourage Year 8 students from equity backgrounds to aspire to university education.  Research indicates that students who progress to university tend to decide to do so by Year 8 (James, 2000, p.50).  This formed the rationale for the project. 

In summary, Uni-Reach Mentors inspire high school students to aspire to higher education.  This is particularly effective when the mentors have actually attended the same high school.  High school students apply to participate in the Uni-Reach Program far more readily when an ex-participant recommends it, particularly when they are willing to disclose the barriers they have faced and overcome.  The level of enthusiasm displayed by the mentor towards university study is also a contributing factor.  The diversity of the degree programs being undertaken by the mentors also seems to have a direct impact on the future degree choices of the Uni-Reach participants.
Logan Tertiary Access to Griffith University Program

One of Griffith’s five campuses is situated at Loganlea in a catchment area in which there are poor socioeconomic conditions and high unemployment and which has been designated ‘low’ in the socioeconomic status groups (Martin, 1994).  A community-centred program, an equity initiative of Griffith University in partnership with Logan Institute of TAFE, was established in 1989 to target adults who lived in the Logan area, were socioeconomically disadvantaged
, and who wished to study science or information technology at Griffith University
.  The first cohort of Logan Tertiary Access students enrolled at the Logan Institute of TAFE in 1989; the first cohort at Griffith University the following year.  A Social Science strand was introduced in 1998, and now accounts for 80 per cent of all students.  Upon successful completion of the Tertiary Access course at the Logan Institute of TAFE students are guaranteed entry to Griffith University’s degree programs based on a ranking of their overall course result.

Student equity profile data for the Tertiary Access course shows that the proportion of female students in 2003 is 64 per cent; on average about 17 per cent are NESB students; the proportion of students self-identifying as ATSI is around 4 per cent.  On average, 79 per cent of Tertiary Access students from 2000-2003 had an income at or below $20 000, a strong indication that the students enrolling in the course are on a government benefit, have no income or are working on a casual or part time basis.

On average since 1989 just under half of the students (49 per cent) enrolling in the course achieved successful completion (399 completing students from a total of 815 enrolments).  Of these, 91 per cent enrolled in Griffith University degree programs.  As at December 2002, 45 per cent of the 399 students had completed undergraduate degrees at Griffith University, 20 per cent are continuing with their undergraduate studies, 12 per cent are currently on LOA, and the remaining 23 per cent have cancelled their enrolment, never enrolled, were excluded, discontinued or never re-enrolled in their program.  Twenty percent of those who completed an undergraduate degree have completed postgraduate studies.  These outcomes have improved each year as more students complete.

The community centred rather than university-centred model offers a number of advantages in the context of the Logan community.  It provides the basis for a local education partnership.  Also, within the local community, both institutions are synonymous with education, yet it is possible that the Institute of TAFE will be seen as less ‘mysterious’ and/or more appropriate to student aspirations in the first instance (Bond, 1996).  Offering the course at the Logan Institute of TAFE as a means to gain access to a university education may lessen the mystique and perceived unattainability that some may attach to a university education.  Enrolling in the Tertiary Access course at the Logan Institute of TAFE and obtaining a TAFE qualification may be an important first step for those people possibly alienated from education in high school and who do not see higher education as relevant or who may not see that university education is possible.  They may be suspicious of university education, and/or they may be the first in their family to consider a university education.  A TAFE qualification is probably considered more attainable.  The ‘stepping stone’ nature of the program thus helps to overcome any mystique attached to university.

Two issues associated with low student aspirations have been addressed in the past two years as a result of anecdotal evidence that, although Tertiary Access students had made the initial decision to pursue a university education, generally they did not hold higher level career aspirations.  In 2001, a ranking system based on overall results was implemented enabling students to enrol in a far wider range of higher level degrees.  This was in response to concerns that allocating all completing students the same ranking of 86 regardless of their individual completion result in the course was stopping students (from all three strands) from aiming for higher level cut-off degree programs, and causing them to cluster in lower level degree programs despite achieving highly in the course.  The new ranking system also had the effect of raising the aspirations of the social science stream students who had tended to aim for the lower ranking programs – teaching, nursing and human services –largely due to lack of confidence.  Careers requiring higher level entry rankings such as law, politics, and psychology were generally not considered as attainable.  

The second initiative was put in place in 2002 when a Career Management module was piloted (and introduced in 2003).  This initiative has the specific intention of raising aspirations by encouraging students to research, and consequently to consider more seriously a wider range of careers obtainable through study at Griffith University.  One of the strategies included in this module and aimed at raising awareness of different careers is a panel of highly regarded professionals with tertiary qualifications who speak to the students about their lives, study and work experiences.  Student evaluations of this module show that it has had the desired positive outcome.  Anecdotal evidence also supports the rise in aspirations, with many students changing their minds about their course of study in the time between starting and completing the one-year course.

In addition, informal discussions and encouragement from friends and fellow students can sometimes also serve to raise aspirations.  Tertiary Access students tend to establish support networks during the TAFE year which carry-over particularly into their first semester of tertiary study and assist in maintaining higher level career aspirations.  Another important part of the process of raising aspirations is to invite past students to pass on their experiences and successes to the new cohort of students each year.  The transition to tertiary study for Tertiary Access students is greatly facilitated by the personal confidence gained from completion of the course and the established network of friends and like-minded students.  Support provided by the Uni-Key program at Griffith continues this process.  

The Tertiary Access program pre-dates the current focus on multiple educational pathways and offers a strong model for success.  As noted by Griffin (1998), the Tertiary Access course has been subject to change both in response to student needs and to changes in policy/direction of both institutions since its inception.  The ongoing, evolutionary nature of the program ensures that it is proactively responsive to the dynamic environments of both the VET and tertiary education sectors.  As Pendergast (2000, p.50-51) found, it has been ‘successful’ in terms of both equity and traditional outcomes; it meets the academic, social and emotional needs of adult students who aspire to higher education some years after leaving school.  The longevity and successful outcomes of the program attest to the capacity of both institutions to jointly manage and monitor a program which is flexible and responsive to the needs of the students.  

Uni-Key

At the university entrance level, Griffith University offers a (equity) transition program.  The challenges of transition can be great for students entering university from educationally disadvantaged backgrounds.  The Griffith University Uni-Key program has been developed to provide academic and general support to these students during their first semester of tertiary study.  Uni-Reach and Logan Tertiary Access students are automatically eligible for the program.  At the university level, it is a matter of sustaining higher levels of aspiration.  Students receive strong and intensive ongoing orientation to actively encourage new students’ engagement with all facets of university life, including academic, personal, social and administrative.

Support for the students in the program includes:

· a specific Orientation Program provides a range of activities designed to reduce anxiety at beginning study, to raise awareness of surroundings and to introduce students to key people in the university including academic and support staff as well as their personal student mentor from the same study area

· a Peer Mentor Program where students are linked with a student-mentor in their third or fourth year of study in the same course – meet regularly or on an ‘as needs’ basis, in small groups or individually for the duration of semester one.  Mentors undertake training in communication, group facilitation and support skills.  Students are encouraged to form their own support group independently from the mentor to aid their transition into second semester.

· support from the Uni-Key Coordinator on an individual basis

· referrals and links into workshops and other support services such as Learning Assistance Unit and Student Services

· weekly whole group meeting run collaboratively by the program coordinator and a Student Services counsellor.  This meeting is student driven and alternates between a forum for students offering support to one another and specific workshops catering to student demand.  In 2002 partnerships were formed with Learning Assistance Services, Information Services and Career and Personal Counsellors

· information about university social and sporting events and students are encouraged to attend with other students from the mentor group

Facilitating active partnerships between university support services and the Student Representative Council is a recommended strategy in improving retention rates for this cohort.

In summary, Uni-Key mentors continue to inspire first year Uni-Key participants, particularly when the mentors have overcome educational disadvantage to achieve academic success.  This is vital to shift a mode of thinking which continues to prevail with students from equity backgrounds, particularly when they have gained alternative entry into university that they ‘shouldn’t really be there, that they’re not really good enough’.  If their mentor also gained Special Admission into university and has now, for example, received an Academic Excellence Award, students start believing in their own capability.  Improving access to university for equity students is one goal helping them successfully navigate it is another matter.  The confidence in their ability to succeed that Uni-Key mentors inspire can be the key to realising their aspirations.

Conclusion

This paper has focused on Griffith University’s approach to linking low socioeconomic students in both the school sector and adults in the TAFE sector to the university through a model combining cross-sectoral collaboration and equity initiatives in the form of three specific programs –Uni-Reach, Tertiary Access and Uni-Key.  The paper discussed how the programs offer low socioeconomic students the chance to engage in lifelong learning and to improve levels of access so that their prospects of long-term economic and social exclusion are reduced or eliminated.  It also argued that a crucial part of this process is elevating the traditionally low aspirations of both school and adult students to higher levels, both by raising perceptions of the importance of higher education to make it relevant and worthwhile, and by expanding individual career aspirations.  The paper illustrated how these programs encourage the need for higher education by focusing on the pursuit of academic excellence, support networks, role models, information sessions, targeted activities, informal and formal encouragement strategies, and successful completion.  In conclusion, the discussion in this paper adds to our understanding of the ways in which collaborative activities between sectors serve to broaden the horizons of young people and adults from disadvantaged backgrounds entering higher education for the first time.
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� Approximately 20 per cent of Griffith University’s students are from a low socioeconomic background.


� Around 80 per cent of the students are socioeconomically disadvantaged (Griffin, 1998, p.5).


� Its initial aims also included encouraging women to study in the areas of science and information technology.
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